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Abstract 

Over the years the energy consumption has grown exponentially due to the global development and 

the increasing of world population. The consumption of fossil energy leaded to inevitable and 

negative consequences. China is following this trend and in the 2009 was the largest country in 

emissions of CO2 consumption. The solution to the problem, is to switch the consumption to 

Renewable energies, such as solar power. However, the Country meets barriers in the adoption and 

deployment of the solar energy technologies, and one of them is the institutional context. Indeed, 

China is an emerging economy and it is highly controlled by the government. 

 

In the Chinese solar power energy market, there are several policies released from the government, 

used to control the whole industry and to regulate various aspects of it. With our research we wanted 

to understand the influence that institutions have on a company, in an emerging economy and 

industry. We conducted the study employing the business model of the firm, because it precisely 

show which elements contribute to the value creation of the company.  

 

Our research is a case study of a Chinese small-medium enterprise. In the solar power industry: 

Shanghai Aero-Sharp Electric Technologies Co. Ltd. It established in 2007, and it is one of the 

earliest enterprises which provided small size grid-connected inverters in China and one of the 

leaders in this small size grid-connected inverters industry in China.  

 

We firstly studied the business model of the selected firm, and the policies that regulate the solar 

power industry. Afterwards, we explored the impact of the institutional factors on the business model 

of the company. We stress the presence of several institutional factors that affect the elements of the 

business model of Aero-Sharp.  

 

We found out that all the elements of the business model are strongly related to each other, and that 

they are affected by the institutional forces. It means that any chance in the governmental politics 

will influence the business of Aero-Sharp. The company, as consequence has to constantly update its 

business model to benefit from the policies. Right now, Aero-Sharp is in a critical position because 

the institutional policies increased the required levels of quality, technology and safety for the 

industry. Previously, these criteria were the success factors that formed the value proposition of 

Aero-Sharp. Now, to arise and keep its leadership position, the firm has to find a new unique value to 

offer to its customers. A possible solution would be to switch its business model from a value driven 

base to a cost driven base. 

 

 

 

 

Key words: Business Model, Institutional context, Emerging industry, Chinese solar-power market  
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Ⅰ Introduction 

This part introduces the background and problem of the Chinese solar-power energy market.  

Additionally it includes the purpose of the article and the gap we want to follow. And 

eventually the research question they want to investigate. 

 

1.1 Background 

Over the years the energy consumption has grown exponentially due to the global 

development and the increasing of world population. This phenomenon is leading to 

inevitable negative effects. The first one is the shortage of the common energies (fossil fuels, 

including coal, petroleum and natural gas) and the other effect is the climate change due to the 

high emission of CO
2
 caused by the consumption of these energies (Bevan, 2012). In addition, 

the further use of fossil energy sources caused a high concern about the human health and 

welfare (Ermis, Midilli, Dincer & Rosen, 2007; Bevan, 2012). However, there is a solution to 

avoid this problem: to switch the consumption to Green or Renewable energies. Renewable 

energy (also called green or alternative energy) is an “industry based renewable resources” 

(Longman Dictionary, 2003; p. 1391) such as the sun, wind, tides or waves. In these years 

renewable energies play a fundamental role in the economy of countries. Indeed they are 

signals of social, industrial, technological and economic development (Ermis et al., 2007). 

 

China is following this trend and it has been the most influenced country due to the pollution, 

health and welfare problem. Indeed, the energy consumption in China has drastically 

increased due to the high economic growth and development of the country (Li, Song, 

Beresford & Ma, 2011; Ma, Oxley & Gibson, 2009). In 2009, China was the largest country 

in emissions of CO2 consumption. The high production of energy could not meet the demand 

of it. Adopting Green energy is a good solution for this. For the purpose of satisfying the 

demand of energy, China has been importing net crude oil since 1993 (Liu, Wang, Zhang & 

Xue, 2010). Since the fossil resources are a finite source, and the Chinese Government goal is 

to maintain the balance between the domestic energy production and demand, the main 

solution for the country has been to integrate the production with the renewable energy for a 

sustainable energy development and to decrease the environmental pollution (Liu et al., 2010; 

Yuan, Zuo & Ma, 2011).  

 

Green energy is divided into a variety of energy such as wind, solar, tidal, biomass etc. 

(Midilli, Dincer & Aya, 2006). This research focuses on the Solar Power Energy. In particular, 

the attention is directed to a branch of Solar Power Energy, called Solar Photovoltaic Energy.  

 

The Global market of Solar Photovoltaic Energy (PV) is mainly composed by the crystalline 

silicon based PV cells that had a share of 80% of the entire market in the 2010, and by thin 

film technologies that consist in cells that are created by directly depositing a photovoltaic 

layer on a supporting substrate (Timilsina, Kurdgelashvili & Narbel, 2012). This market has 

been leaded by Europe for several years. More precisely, Italy and Germany accounted about 

the 60% of the global market growth, in 2011. But in the short term future, the growth of the 

European PV is expected to slow down (EPIA, 2012). It represents a great opportunity for the 
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non-European competitors, especially China that in 2011 was the first producer of PV in the 

market outside Europe (EPIA, 2012). However, European countries and China use two 

different PV systems. The first ones focus on grid connected (or centralized) systems, while 

China (and other developing countries) focus on off-grid (or decentralized) systems 

(Timilsina et al., 2012). 

 

In the Global PV energy market, the stronger driver for the industry growth results to be 

government policies. The policies have different ways to help the PV energy development: 

they directly support the growth of PV firms with subsidies; or they remove unnecessary 

administrative barriers to the development (EPIA, 2012); or they are used to regulate the 

competition among countries. An example comes from the current market situation. Since 

China has achieved a high competitive level in the PV industry, and the low cost of the 

product it sells, alerted the European PV firms and governmental institutions. Therefore they 

began to investigate the case in 2012. The result of the investigation is (time until May 2013): 

the European Union accused China of dumping, in May 2013; they reacted with an 

anti-dumping policy to regulate the market and protect the European firms (Hexun, 2013). 

 

The main policies that have been implemented in the global market to support the solar 

photovoltaic energy, according to the European Photovoltaic Industry Association (EPIA, 

2012), are: feed-in-tariffs, investment tax credits, subsidies, favorable financing, mandatory 

access and purchase, renewable energy portfolio standards and public investment. 

  

The Chinese PV industry cannot follow the increasing demand and the high capacity of the 

Country, due to a lack of updating technologies. The technological gap that separates it from 

the efficiency and the high technologies adopted by the other countries is very wide (Wang & 

Li, 2009). And the main barriers faced to adopt and deploy the solar energy technologies are: 

Technical, Economic and Institutional (Timilsina et al., 2012). 

 

To support the green power adoption including the solar power, the Chinese government 

released a series of related policies. The government has seen the huge benefits it can create 

(The World Bank & Development Research Center of the State Council the People’s Republic 

of China, 2012). Green energy development can bring new business opportunities, 

innovations in technology and competitive advantages in sunrise industries (The World Bank 

& Development Research Center of the State Council the People’s Republic of China, 2012). 

The Chinese government released the 12th 5-year plans show the public they would further 

support this energy market (China Briefing, 2012). These plans show the current situation of 

solar power development in China and sets out the key development objectives for the next 5 

years (China Briefing, 2012).  

 

Additionally, as The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) estimates, Chinese economy uses 

nearly six times more energy to generate a unit of GDP than Japan uses (Industry Briefing, 

2012). This is a bad news for the climate, but it shows a growing opportunity for companies in 

the energy efficiency business (Industry Briefing, 2012). As there are so many opportunities 

in Chinese Energy Market (Industry Briefing, 2012), more and more companies start to enter 
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this market. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Chinese solar power energy market has high potential of development, which attracts 

enterprises to this market. The target of whole Chinese energy policy is to reach a goal in 

2020 which is to get a 15.4% renewable energy share, and keep increasing the aim to 27.5% 

in 2050 (Qu, Zhao, Yu & Cui, 2008). The instruments get political and financial support from 

the ‘Law of the People’s Republic of China on Renewable Energies’ to support and help 

reach this goal (Qu et al., 2008). There is still a big space for development. The same situation 

is presented in the Chinese solar power energy market. The aim of Chinese solar power 

energy market, until 2015, is to increase the amount of installed capacity of solar power 

projects (which will be more than 21,000 megawatt) (China Briefing, 2012) and the total 

installed capacity of distributed photovoltaic generation (which will be 10,000 megawatts) 

(China Briefing, 2012). There is a cost reduction for the industrial plan, such as power tower 

systems should meet the medium to base-load needs in the large scale power market (Wang, 

2010). Also, they should compete with some traditional power technology such as 

conventional fossil-fueled power in price (Wang, 2010).  

 

The problem for the enterprise who wants to gain position in Chinese solar power market is: 

which factors and barriers to consider. As has mentioned before, Timilsina et al. (2012) have 

pointed out that Technical, Economic and Institutional are main barriers to adopt and deploy 

the solar energy technologies. Additionally, China is an emerging economy, precisely a 

country characterized by rapid growth and economic liberalization which leads it (Hoskisson 

et al., 2000); and the solar power industry in it is an emerging industry: an industry that grows 

at a faster pace than the overall economy, it is new or restructured industrial sectors, and 

usually contains new technology and change (Augment Consulting, 2011). Emerging 

industries are still highly regulated by government policies and therefore the institutional 

factors have a large influence on the company choices and behavior (Tan, Hung & Liu, 2007). 

This phenomenon is not only happened in Chinese market but also in other countries. For 

example in 2012 many countries adjusted their subsides in the PV industry. Such as Israel 

reduced 23% of the subsidies for PV feed-in tariff; Spain completely stop the feed-in tariff for 

new built renewable energy project; Greece reduced 12.3% of the subsidies for PV feed-in 

tariff (China power network, 2012). So it is important to take institutional context into 

account when a company wanted to survive in such industry. 

 

The institutional context also influence the time of entry of the company in a certain market, 

because when a market is strongly controlled by policies, companies face difficulties to enter 

in it (Tan et al., 2007). And eventually, an institutional environment may constrain1 the 

growth of an industry and influence on the diffusion of knowledge for activities (Aldrich & 

Fiol, 1994). Only a few studies have been conducted on the influence that these factors can 

have on companies’ behavior. For the following reasons institutional context in Chinese solar 

power energy market is worth to consider and study in detail; especially when any enterprise 

wants to gain a position in this market, in emerging industries and economies. In the Chinese 

solar power ene11rgy market, there are several policies released from the government, used to 

app:ds:Israel
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control the whole market. These policies are the ‘Golden Sun Demonstration Project’, 

‘Chinese Policies and Measures to promote the healthy development of the PV industry’ and 

so on. They regulate various aspects of the market, such as, for example, to provide subsides 

which encourage enterprises to develop this industry.  

 

According to Tan et al. (2007), the presence of institutional factors in an emerging industry, 

affect the company in his behavior and choices. To fully understand the impact of the 

institutional factors on a company, we conduct the study on the business model of the 

company. The business model is a useful tool that helps the enterprise to analyze and 

implement strategic choices, and to gain competitive advantages. It shows in detail which 

elements contribute to the value creation of the company. Therefore, it is suitable to develop a 

deep analysis and a better understanding of the influences that the institutional factors have on 

the company.  

 

The use of the business model is very spread in the western countries as an analysis tool, in 

particular with the following purposes: study the company performance, to classify 

enterprises and to explore the business model innovation (Lambert & Davidson, 2012). 

However the studies in this area are still poor in emerging economies like China. It would 

result very interesting, thus, to see the approach on the business model from the Chinese 

perspective, and the influence that the institutional context exert on it, in a high regulated 

emerging economy and emerging industry as the Chinese solar power industry. In particular, it 

is interesting to use the business model as tool of analysis in order to deeply understand the 

effect that the institutions have on the various aspect of a company. The business model 

element are very useful for this purpose, because they detailed show the several areas of 

interest of a company and its business. 

 

We think it would be interesting and useful to combine the analysis of institutional context, 

and the business model together. These would help company to establish their business in 

Chinese solar power energy market. 

 

However, there are a lot of aspects that make China different from the western countries. Xu 

(2010) studied that in western Countries people use logical thinking, instead China is 

dialectical thinking. On a management base, the western Countries are more specific and 

detailed, on the contrary in China are more generic and think in large scale (Xu, 2010). China 

also has a very special business environment which, according to Xu (2010) may be the 

world's most extraordinary business environment. It is a big issue to discuss and it can be a 

research separately. So we have to point out that: in this study we assume that those culture 

aspects do not influence on the using of business model canvas. We will prove that the 

business model canvas adopted for the analysis, built on studies on western countries, is also 

appropriate for a company in an emerging economy like China. 

 

Anyway, we strongly believe that these differences we just pointed out do not negatively alter 

the results of our research and spoil the analysis of the company. Indeed, nowadays in China, 

companies are trying to learn from western ways of management (Xu, 2010). Furthermore, 
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many of the western countries focus on China to understand the all the factors that lead to the 

rapid growth (especially after the economic crisis in 2008). Additionally, according to a study 

conducted by the National Bureau of Statistics of China (2009) the state-own companies keep 

decreasing and the Chinese government is opening up.  

 

Anyway, we have to consider that the business model canvas is suitable for the analysis of the 

company but we need to take the culture reasons away. The gap we identified in the literature 

is the lack of researches on the influences of the institutions on the business model of a 

company, in a Chinese solar power energy market (especially the photovoltaic inverter). 

According to Lambert and Davidson (2012) empirical researches, the business model 

literature is mainly founded on studies of western companies. We tried to work on this and 

found out the result in order to help a company who is in this market or wants to enter. This 

study will contribute to the literature shaping the business model and adapting it to emerging 

economies such as Asia, where the institutional context is an important force to take in 

consideration (Tan et al., 2007). 

 

1.3 Purpose 

Due to the situation pointed out before, the purpose of this thesis is to analyze 1) the Business 

Model of a Chinese company in operating in an emerging industry such as the solar power 

industry and 2) the influence that institutional factors have on the elements of Business 

Models. It is important to capture the attention on emerging industry due to the high presence 

of institutional factors that affect the company in its behavior and choices (Tan et al., 2007).  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

In particular the research question that we want to answer is:  

 

 How does the institutional context influence the Business Model's 

elements of a company in the Chinese Solar-Power energy market? 

 

1.5 Key Concepts 

Business Model: A business model describes the rationale of how an organization creates, 

delivers, and captures value (the definition adopted in the article, from Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010). 

 

Institutionalism: Entities that compose the political landscape, where nowadays the most of 

the governance occurs (Bell, 2002). 

 

Solar Energy Power: One of the renewable varieties of energy (Midilli, Dincer & Aya, 2006). 

 

Emerging Industry: Industry that grows at a faster pace than the overall economy, it is a new 

or restructured industrial sector, and usually contains new technology and change (Augment 

Consulting, 2011). 

 

Photovoltaic: “The field of technology and research related to the devices which directly 

app:ds:State%20Statistics%20Bureau
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convert sunlight into electricity” (Office for Official Publications of the European Union, 

2009, p.5). 

 

1.6 Thesis Layout 

The main structure of this thesis goes as follow: 

Chapter 2 shows the theories and models that we choose to analyze. Chapter 3 describes the 

research approach and methods including the data collection. Chapter 4 outlines the result of 

the pre-interview and interview. Also provides the second empirical data that comes from the 

database. Chapter 5 combines the theory and model from chapter 2 and empirical data from 

chapter 4 together. Chapter 6 contains the conclusion and implication of the whole study. 

  



Influence of the Institutional Context on the Business Model: A case study of a solar power company in China. 

7 

 

Ⅱ Theoretical Framework 

This chapter present the theoretical background needed for the purpose of this research and it 

is based on previous literatures. It is developed in the following way: Definition of Business 

Model; Purpose, Strategy and Flexibility of Business Model; Dimensions of the Business 

Model; and Institutional Context. 

 

2.1 Definition of Business Model  

Modeling leads companies to develop business visions and strategies, to identify and assess 

business opportunities, to redesign and order business operations, to share knowledge about 

the business and its vision and to ensure the acceptance of business decisions through 

committing stakeholders to the decisions made (Persson & Stirna, 2001). In the literature 

there is no common definition about what a business model is. However, various authors and 

researchers have given their contribution in explaining the concept, and in this section we 

present several of the used concepts.  

 

In Table 1 we summarize the various definitions of business model found in the literature. 

 

Table 1 – Business model definitions. 

 

Year 

 

Authors 

 

Definition 

1998 Timmers  

 

A business model is “An architecture of the product, service and information flows, 

including a description of the various business actors and their roles; a description of the 

potential benefits for the various business actors; a description of the sources of revenues” 

(p.2) 

2000 Linder & Cantrell  

 

“An operating business model is the organization’s core logic for creating value. The 

business model of a profit-orientated enterprise explains how it makes money. Since 

organizations compete for customers and resources, a good business model highlights the 

distinctive activities and approaches that enable the firm to succeed – to attract customers, 

employees and investors, and to deliver products and services profitably” (p.2). 

2001 Amit and Zott   The business model describes “the content, structure, and governance of transactions 

designed so as to create value through the exploitation of business opportunities” (p.511). 

2002 Betz  

 

“A business model is an abstraction of a business identifying how that business profitably 

makes money. Business models are abstracts about how inputs are transformed to 

value-adding outputs” (p.21). 

2002 Chesbrough and 

Rosenbloom 

A business model “Articulates the value proposition; Identifies a market segment and 

specifies the revenue generation mechanism; Defines the structure of the value chain 

required to create and distribute the offering and complementary assets needed to support 

position in the chain; Details the revenue mechanism(s) by which the firm will be paid for the 

offering; Estimates the cost structure and profit potential; Describes the position of the firm 

within the value network linking suppliers and customers; and Formulates the competitive 

strategy by which the innovating firm will gain and hold advantage over rivals” (pp.355). 
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2002 Magretta  

 

Business models are “stories that explain how enterprises work. A good business model 

answers Peter Drucker’s age-old questions: Who is the customer? And what does the 

customer value? It also answers fundamental questions every manager must ask: How do we 

make money in this business? What is the underlying economic logic that explains how we 

can deliver value to customers at an appropriate cost?” (p.4). 

2005 Morris, et al. 

 

“A business model is a concise representation of how an interrelated set of decision variables 

in the areas of venture strategy, architecture, and economics are addressed to create 

sustainable competitive advantage in the defined markets” (p.727). 

2005 Nielsen  

 

“A business model describes the coherence in the strategic choices which makes possible the 

handling of the processes and relations which create value on both the operational, tactical 

and strategic levels in the organization. The business model is therefore the platform which 

connects resources, processes and the supply of a service which results in the fact that the 

company is profitable in the long term.” (p. 4) 

2005 Osterwalder, et al. 

 

A business model is “A conceptual tool that contains a set of elements and their relationships 

and allows expressing the business logic of a specific firm. It is a description of the value of 

a company offers to one of several segments of customers and of the architecture of the firm 

and its network of partners for creating, marketing and delivering this value and relationship 

capital, to generate profitable and sustainable revenue streams.” (p. 17). 

2005 Shafer, et al. 

 

A business model is “a representation of a firm underlying core logic and strategic choices 

for creating and capturing value within a value network” (p. 202). 

2008 Johnson, et al.  A business model consists of four interlocking elements when combined create and deliver 

value. The four elements are: customer value proposition, profit formula, key resources and 

key processes (p. 60). 

2010 Teece 

 

“A business model articulates the logic and provides data and other evidence that 

demonstrates how a business creates and delivers value to customers. It also outlines the 

architecture of revenues, costs, and profits associated with the business enterprise delivering 

value” (p.173). 

 

To simplify the reading of this we assemble the definitions in three main categories of similar 

concepts, according with the content of these concepts: value creation, description and 

strategy. 

 

The first group of definition is about those authors that explain the business model as a 

structure that create value for the company. Teece (2010) define it as a structure that is able to 

demonstrate how a firm can create value and address it to customers. Other authors, following 

the same line of thoughts explain the business model as a platform that explains how 

resources, processes and services can drive a profit oriented company to make money (Bets, 

2002; Linder & Cantrell, 2000) and to be profitable in long term (Nielsen, 2005). 

 

The second category is about those definitions which list or include different elements that 

compose the business model. The business model consists therefore of different elements, and 

they can be more or less similar, depending on the author. Johnson et al. (2008) see it as the 
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combination of: customer value proposition, profit formula, key resources and key processes 

(p. 60). Other authors see it as the set of elements such as architecture of revenues, costs and 

profits of the firm (Teece, 2010; Morris et al., 2005; Osterwalder, et al., 2005) and the firm 

network (Osterwalder, et al., 2005) that create value for the company, deliver it to customers 

and contribute to build sustained competitive advantage (Teece, 2010; Morris et al., 2005; 

Osterwalder, et al., 2005) 

 

The last category is composed by the definitions that paint the business model as a strategic 

plan of the company. It is necessary in order to identify and seize market opportunities, to 

analyze the industry and the competitors (Porter, 1985). Furthermore, a business model is a 

platform that describes the relation among the strategic choices of the company which makes 

possible “to handle the processes and relations on the operational, tactical and strategic levels 

in the organization” (Nielsen, 2005, p.4) and formulate a strategy that innovate the firm and 

drives it to obtain and hold competitive advantage toward competitors (Chesbrough & 

Rosenbloom, 2002). 

 

What all these groups of definitions have in common is that a business model creates or 

increases the value for companies. And this is the main aspect that has to be clear when 

talking about business models. The first group of definition is very clear in explaining what a 

business model, in our advice, truly is because it is more general and leaves the possibility to 

the firm to choose which tools to use in order to build a business model. The concepts 

grouped in the second point give already a structure of it and this is certainly useful but it is 

weak because different researchers might agree, disagree on the elements, or come up with 

new ones over the years. Furthermore, the third category is imprecise because the strategic 

plan and analysis are a fundamental step of the business model, but they are not sufficient to 

describe it (Teece, 2010). And it is thanks to this strategy that business models are difficult to 

imitate and the firm can obtain and sustain advantage toward competitors. 

 

According to a study conducted by Lambert and Davidson (2012) on the differences between 

the use of business models in the literature, they outline that business models are used mainly 

for enterprise classifications, enterprises performance and innovation; and additionally they 

pointed out that the definitions and the concepts used in various researches to describe a 

business model, depend on the purpose for which the concept has been used.  

 

Therefore, in order to leave space to further studies and not to be industry specific we use a 

general definition of business model, which refers to our first group of definitions, deriving 

from Osterwalder and Pigneur “Business Model Generation” (2010): 

 

“A business model describes the rationale of how an organization creates, 

delivers, and captures value” (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p.14) 
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2.2 Elements of Business Model  

As explained in the definitions, business models are composed by several elements that 

together contribute to establish the company competitive advantage. Once again there is more 

than one opinion in the literature about which elements compose it. Hedman and Kalling 

(2003) outlined various elements in multiple levels, such as: the market level that includes for 

instance customer and competition; the offering level that includes pricing and costs; and the 

resource level, that includes human and physical resources. According to Shafer et al. (2005), 

instead, a business model includes: strategic choices, that are the choices done in an 

organization; creating and capturing value, that is the process of value creation that create the 

advantage toward competitors, together with the development of core competence; value 

network, that is the set of relationships built between the firm and suppliers, customers and 

competitors. Furthermore, Dubosson-Torbay et al. (2002) divided them in four main elements 

that are needed to create value and later to deliver this value to target customers and achieve 

competitive advantage: product innovation, customer relationship, infrastructure management, 

financial aspects.  

 

What we notice exploring the literature is that the number of elements in the business model 

has increased by the years. We can see this change and rising of the elements in the recent 

researches of Lindgren (2012) and Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). Lindgren (2012) utilize in 

his research seven elements to compose the business model and these are: 1) Value 

proposition, that it ensembles the products, services and the process; 2) Customer Groups, that 

is the chosen target 3) Value Chain [Internal Part], the internal aspects used to value creation; 

4) Competences, such as new technologies, human resources, organizational systems and 

company culture; 5) Networks (physical, digital and virtual); 6) Relations (tangible and 

intangible); 7) Value formula, that is about the profits generation and the cost structure of the 

company.  

Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) researches consider nine elements, or so called “blocks”, as 

essential components of a firm’s business model, in order to be profitable. The elements are: 1) 

customer segments 2) value propositions 3) channels 4) customer relationships 5) revenue 

streams 6) resources 7) key activities 8) key partners 9) cost structure, and they have been 

represented by the authors in a frame called “business model canvas”.  

 

We choose the Osterwalder and Pigneur’s canvas (2010) to develop our research due to 

multiple reasons: it is composed by a wide set of elements, it is explicative of the relation 

among each block of the model, it clearly shows that all the elements are needed to create 

value and to be able to deliver this value to the target, and it varies from many other studies 

on business model, because the blocks are not industry, venture or region specific (Lambert & 

Davidson, 2012). As already mentioned in the problem discussion, we are aware that the 

business model canvas has been developed based on studies on the western countries and, 

therefore, might seem inappropriate to apply it on a company in an emerging country. 

However despite those culture aspects that the differences between this economies do not 

affect the efficacy of this model to specifically study the business of a company.  
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Figure 1 – Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p.44) 

 

To better understand the role that these elements play in the creation of value, we explain 

every single block illustrated in the business model canvas (Figure 1). 

 

1. Customer Segments 

Customers are the clue component of business models, because the future of the company 

depends on them. It is useful for a firm to categorize them in various segments concerning the 

common needs, behavior and attributes. The role of the business model in this block is to 

identify one or more customer segments to satisfy, and here are some examples of possible 

segments. Mass market, when the business model of a company focuses on a wide group of 

customers with more or less the same needs. Niche Market is a specific branch of market 

where consumers present similar traits, on which a firm build its business model in order to 

satisfy their particular needs. Segmented, in this case the business model of the firm is focused 

on more than one group of customers; they presents some similarity among each other but 

also minor differences, so during the development of a block of the business model the 

company has to take that problem in consideration. Diversified, it is the business model of a 

firm that satisfy two groups of customers that do not present similarities to each other and 

therefore the company has to draw two different value propositions. Multi-sided markets, the 

company consider two customer segments that do not have similar needs but are 

interdependent on each other (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010).  

 

 

2. Value Propositions 

It is the value created that satisfies the chosen market segments and affects the customer’s 
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decision of choosing one company instead of another. It can be viewed also as a set of 

benefits offered from the firm to customers. There are several elements that contribute in 

creating and increasing the value, qualitatively such as design and customer experience; 

quantitatively such as price and speed of service. Some of the components that contribute to 

the value creation and to the value perception of customers are: Newness, as technological 

innovation, is the new value proposition that satisfies new needs that customers did not 

perceive before. Performance, the creation of value occur when a product or a service 

increase or improve its performance. Customization is the personalization of the product 

following specific needs of individual customers. “Getting the Job done” is the support that a 

company give to their customers in terms of, for instance, manufacture and services. Design, 

is a valuable element for customers and it reaches high importance in particular in some 

industries like consumers electronics and fashion. Brand/status it represent an additional 

value for certain customers and it does not for other ones. Thus a company should develop it 

or not, according to the market segment. Low Price is a common strategy and represents a 

benefit for the wide range of price-sensitive customers. However this element affects the 

whole business model (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

3. Channels 

This element consists in the linkage between the value proposition and the customer segments. 

In other words, it is the way a company uses to communicate and deliver the value created to 

the customer segment it chose. That is not the only role channels play in the firm-customer 

relationship. They also increase the consumer’s awareness on what a company offers, help 

them to evaluate it, and provide support when necessary. There are five steps that characterize 

channels, and they might be observed all in one channel or in multiple ones. Firstly the firm 

define how to raise the awareness on the product or service offered, customers go through the 

evaluation of the product or service, the company enables the purchase of it, it provides the 

delivery of the purchase to the customers, and eventually it provide support to the buyers. 

Another distinction showed by Osterwalder and Picgeur (2010), is among the types of 

channels: direct or indirect channels, in the first case the manufacturer deliver the value 

proposition to the end consumer, and in the second case the manufacturer delivers it to an 

intermediary (or more) that consequently provides the delivery to end consumers; and owned 

or partner channels, according to the owners of the channel, this can be the firm itself or a 

partner. The owned channels can be either direct or indirect channels; however the partner 

channels can only be indirect. 

 

4. Customer Relationships 

Each company has to define which kind of relationship it wants to create with the customer 

segment targeted, keeping in mind that the decision they take would affect the customer 

experience. The relationship differs according to the aims that the firm want to achieve toward 

customers, such as acquisition of new buyers, to preserve the current customers or just to raise 

the sales; and the main ones outlined, based on these aims, are: personal assistance, a human 

relation of communication and interaction between the client and an employee of the firm that 

give assistance during and after the purchase (it is called dedicated personal assistance when 

the attention is directed just to a single client); self- service, the firm does not develop any 
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direct relation with the customers but it gives all the necessary tools so they can help 

themselves (it is called automated service when the process is automatic); communities, 

online platforms where the users can easily communicate with each other and with the 

company; co-creation, end users cooperate with the company or contribute to the value 

creation (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

5. Revenue Streams 

This block represents the profits a company obtains from each market segment. To proper 

price its product or service a company has to ask itself how much are its customers willing to 

pay for it. Revenues can be obtained by selling a physical product, defining a fee for each 

time a client accesses or uses a service, renting or lending a particular assets for a limited 

period, licensing a protected intellectual property and advertising a brand or its product and 

services in return for the payment of a fee. Each revenue stream is generated using its own 

pricing mechanism. There are several pricing mechanism that a company might utilize in 

order to obtain profits, and they are basically divided in two main groups: the “fixed menu 

pricing” mechanism, where the prices is predefined and stable; and the “dynamic pricing” 

mechanism, where the price changes according to the market conditions (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010). 

 

6. Key Resources 

According to Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) the resources are the most important asset to 

make the business model work. Indeed a business model needs resources to develop and 

deliver the value proposition, to keep the relationship with customers and to make profits. 

Key resources differ according to: the industry, the company and the business model; and they 

can be divided in physical, intellectual, financial, or human resources. With physical 

resources is meant the manufacturing facilities and the raw material necessary to obtain a 

product; intellectual resources (brand, copyright, partnership and so on) represent a key 

component for a strong business model, however they might be difficult or take a long time to 

develop; financial resources are the monetary resources needed to implement the business 

model; and human resources are the people that work in a company, that are very valuable 

specially in industries where a high level of creativity is necessary (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010). 

 

7. Key Activities 

The key activities represent the most important thing to do to make the business model work 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). As the key resources they are needed to develop, deliver the 

value proposition, to keep the relationship with customers and to make profits; and they differ 

according with the industry, the company and the business model. The main activities that 

characterize a business model are production, problem solving and platform/network. First of 

all, the production. It consists of a group of activities well represented in the value chain 

model, as drawn by Wictor (2011)
1
, and they are: outsourcing/purchasing, manufacturing, 

sales/distribution. Then the problem solving is the set of all activities related to finding 

                                                 
1 We pointed out the Wictor (2011) model even though it is based on Porter’s value chain model, because it is a simplified 

version of it, and it results more suitable for this case study, because built on international SMEs. 
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solutions for customers’ problems. Eventually the platform/network represents the space 

developed by the company to interact with suppliers, customers and stakeholders in general 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

8. Key Partnerships 

It is composed by the network of alliances that make the implementation of the company’s 

business model possible, to help reduce risks, and to access resources. Partnerships can 

happen between competitors, non-competitors, under form of joint-ventures, or with suppliers, 

and there are three drivers that conducesa firm to reach these agreements. Optimization and 

economy of scale is the optimization of the allocation of resources and activities (Osterwalder 

& Pigneur, 2010) due to a partnership with suppliers. The benefits a company gets from it are 

the reduction of costs, and often to outsource or share infrastructure. Reduction of risk and 

uncertainty is the strategic alliance built with competitors in order to reduce risks due to high 

competition and uncertainty. Acquisition of particular resources and activities are 

partnerships aimed to have advantages in access resources, either to have early access to them 

or to obtain access to valuable or rare ones (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

9. Cost Structure 

It describes all the costs required to implement all the blocks of the business model. The costs 

are usually calculated after having defined key resources, key activities and key partnerships, 

however there is some exception of firm that base its business model mainly around the 

low-cost structure. It is, therefore useful to point out the two opposite categories of business 

models based on the cost structure, and they are: cost-driven business models that focus 

cutting costs where possible or minimizing them; and value-driven business models are more 

concerned with the creation of values than with paying attention to costs. The most companies, 

however, do not choose one of these extreme, but they choose a cost structure in between 

these categories (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010).  

 

2.3 External Forces Influencing the Business Model 

For the development of the business model, it is highly relevant to understand and analyze the 

environment surrounding a company, and the industry where it operates. The relevance is due 

to the factors (or forces) that play in the environment which affect the venture growth and 

development (Provance et al., 2011) and contribute to shape a stronger and more competitive 

business model (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Especially in an emerging industry such as 

Chinese PV industry, we believe that the business model has to be integrated with an analysis 

of the external forces, so to understand the influences that they exercise on the business model 

of the company.  

 

A regular and continuous analysis of the forces playing in the environment acquires more 

importance with the increasing level of complexity of the economic landscape. Once again in 

the literature there are different opinions on which are the main forces affecting the business 

model of a firm (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

To organize this section, we open with a short overview on the concept of institutionalism and 
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with a short introduction of how the institutional theories were developed. Consequently, in 

the field of the new institutionalism, we proceed narrowing the topic to the institutional 

factors that affect the business model of a company.  

 

2.3.1 Institutionalism overview 

Institutionalism is defined by the Collins English dictionary: “the system of or belief in 

institutions”.  In the literature it is difficult to find a specific definition of it.  

 

According to Bell (2002) to define the phenomenon it is better to think about it as a process 

that shape the behavior, instead of thinking of it as a static thing. Di Maggio and Powell (1991) 

see the institutional economics theory as an approach to the studies of social economic and 

political phenomena.  

 

Bell (2002) lists several reasons for which are important to consider the institutions in the 

economic environment. They are entities that compose the political landscape, where 

nowadays mostly the governance occurs. Furthermore the actors working in institutions 

mobilize the resources for governance relationships and political struggles. Again they shape 

and limit the political behavior and decisions. The institutional importance comes from the 

power it has to shape and influence the behavior and the policies preferences of the actors that 

play in the market (Bell, 2002). 

 

Selznick (1996) gives his contribution to illustrate the old institutional theory using examples 

of institutions. He shows how those organizations react to the external threats adopting 

strategies that affect the capacity of environmental protection and the willingness to reach out 

to poor blacks. He portrays the “old” institutional theory as “form, processes, strategies, 

outlooks and competences as they emerge from patterns of organizational interaction and 

adaptation” (Selznick, 1996, p.270); and these patterns have to be understood as answer to 

both internal and external environment (Selznick, 1996). The author also suggested that the 

institutionalization might also be seen as “legalization”, and therefore as a kind of governance 

with constrains and aspirations of legal order. 

 

Powell (2007) explains that the formal organizational structure reflects more than technical 

demands and resource dependencies. Indeed the new institutional theory assumes that the 

organizational structure is shaped by “institutional forces, including rational myths, 

knowledge legitimated through the educational system and by the professions, public opinion, 

and the law” (Powell, 2007, p.1). It also assume that the organizations are deeply relate and 

affected by the social and political environment (Powell, 2007; Di Maggio & Powell, 

1991).The new institutional theory shape the classic micro economic assumptions, and make 

them more suitable to picture the current economy. It shows that the individual and the 

entrepreneurial behavior in the attempt of maximizing the outcomes have to face various 

limits due to the institutions, such as: incomplete information, monitoring difficulties and 

enforcing agreements (Di Maggio & Powell, 1991). The new institutional economists assume 

that the actors’ preferences are influenced by the institutional environment. The new theory 
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explains then the relation of the individual behavior in economic, legal and historical 

institutions (Groenewegen et al., 1995). 

 

2.3.2 Institutional Forces Influencing Business Model 

Several researches narrow the investigation on the main institutional forces that influence 

organizations. McKelvey et al. (2008), in their study on Health Biotechnology identified four 

factors that might affect the development of a business model: technological advances, public 

research and private interface, public policy institution and regulation, demand and consumers. 

The new technologies affect the business model to broad knowledge, to expand the market 

and therefore to discover new customer segments and to develop new value proposition; the 

second force mentioned refers to the boundaries between the public and the private sector and 

the possibility of creating business opportunities; policies, institution and regulation are 

strongly related to the previous force but shift the focus on the influence of competition and 

commercialization; the last force, demand and consumers, is the influence that the target 

segment has on the business model. 

 

Provance, Donnelly, and Carayannis (2011) use two groups of institutional factors to describe 

the environment that affect the company business model: politico-institutional factors and 

socio-institutional factors. The first ones are those factors that consider the national 

institutions influence on technological and managerial choices (through the use of technology 

regulation and policies), the distribution or access to resources, and the collaboration between 

the company and public institutions. The second group of factors is the influence derived by 

the participants in the market, such as all the positive and negative results of the competition, 

the technological development, and especially on the institutional regulation of the 

competition.  

 

All the different opinion on factors affecting the business model we reported so far, are results 

of studies developed in western countries, namely the United Stated and Europe. Since the 

case study on which our analysis is based is placed in China, more specifically in the 

emergent market of Solar Energy, we consider that the main influence that shapes the business 

model is the institutional factor and we found our statement on Tan et al. (2007) research that 

explains how emerging markets are still highly regulated by government policies and 

therefore the institutional factors have a large influence on the company choices and behavior. 
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Figure 2 – Model of institutional factors influencing the business model (built on 

Provance, Donnelly, and Carayannis (2011, p.5633) and using the business model canvas 

of Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010)). 

 

We made the model based on the one built by Provance et al. (2011) and the business model 

canvas of Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). As shown in the Figure 2, there are two 

institutional factors influencing the business model canvas: Politico-institutional factors and 

Socio-institutional factors. We choose to adopt this model due to the similarity between the 

industry of the article where the model was generated and the one we study. They are both 

emerging and energy industries. Indeed, Provance et al. (2011) focus their research on 

microgenerated energy industry.  

 

As already shown, the institutional forces play an important role in the industry, in particular 

in emerging industries that are characterized by highly regulated government policies and 

therefore these institutional factors have a large influence on the company choices and 

behavior (Tan et al., 2007). To face the influence of the institutions on itself, a company has 

to gain legitimacy in its institutional context in order to efficiently conduce to its business and 

grow.  

 

The institutional forces stressed in the model are: 

 

Politico-institutional factors  

In the political institutional theory, the production of new technologies and ventures were 

impacted by the national institutions’ influence on the innovation system (Provance et al., 

2011). In the meantime, national institutions also influence the technology policy which 

influences a company’s innovation system (Provance et al., 2011). This factor can be divided 

into two parts, such as Statism (the role of government) and Corporatism (the degree of 

collaboration) (Provance et al., 2011). 

 

The statism dimension can be divided into two aspects that influence and shape companies. 

The first one is the distribution of resources, and the second one is the nature of public/private 

collaboration (Provance et al., 2011). High statism leads to an equal and coordinate resource 

allocation and collaboration among market players, controlled by the government. Adversely, 

in low statism societies the resources are wider allocated but less equally and the 
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collaboration is privately driven. Hence, the two fundamental points of statism are: The 

distribution of resources, that is the control and the allocation of resources by central or local 

governments; and collaboration between companies, that might be more public or private 

driven according with the level of statism in that economy (Provance et al., 2011). 

 

Corporatism is separated into the nature of property rights and structure of government 

(Provance et al., 2011). A society is highly corporate when there is high public property and 

high centralization of the public power. Two fundamental points of the corporatism are: 

technology policies that study and drive the development of the new technologies in an 

industry or an economy. The technology policies are property rights. The policies about it 

mainly determine resource allocation and especially they define how to use the resources; 

exchange governance that is about the control of the power exercised in the economy of the 

country (Provance et al., 2011). 

 

Socio-institutional factors 

Socio-institutional factors are the influencing forces that derive from cognitive changes in the 

market actors. It is the opportunistic behavior of firms and entrepreneurs that are born from 

the market competition or institutional regulations. They try to increase the probability of 

access to the resources and maximize their profits. According to Di Maggio and Powell (1983) 

the socio-institutional factors can be divided into competitive isomorphism and institutional 

isomorphism. 

 

The competitive isomorphism is about the competition between organizations in the market to 

access resources and customers; called economic fit (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983). It is 

particularly relevant when the market competition is free and open. According to Thorton 

(2011) the competitive isomorphism happens in the following cases: when the interaction 

between organizations increases, when coalition among firms is born, when there is a break of 

information, when in a competitive environment companies get involved in common 

enterprises. The Provance, Donnelly and Carayannis’ research (2011) draws the competitive 

isomorphism as a technology evolution.  

 

The institutional isomorphism refers to the quest for political power and legitimacy; called the 

social fit. The institutional isomorphism might change in three different ways: coercive, 

mimetic, and normative. Coercive isomorphism means that it is born from political influences 

and organizations seeking legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983); Mimetic isomorphism is 

born as an answer to uncertainty and seeking legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983); and 

Normative isomorphism is about the organizations seeking legitimacy from achieving 

professional values standards from licensing and educational credentialing (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). 

 

Due to the relevance of these institutional dimensions concerning our case study, we would 

like to use this model to develop our analysis. 
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Ⅲ Methodology  

This chapter presents the choice of methodology and the way of empirical data collection. 

This chapter is divided into several parts namely research approach, research strategy, 

research design, data collection and data analysis. 

 

3.1 Research Approach  

Deductive approach and inductive approach are the connection between research and theory 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). An inductive approach is a process of research that begins from the 

research results to develop the analysis and build the theoretical framework (Bryman & Bell, 

2007).The deductive approach, instead, is a research process that starts with structuring a 

theoretical framework to analyze the data collected and arrives to findings and conclusions 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). In this last approach the steps are followed one by one in a clear and 

logical way (Bryman & Bell, 2007).  

 

This research is developed using a deductive approach. In this study, we aimed to find out 

how institutional context influences the business model of a Chinese solar power company in 

the Chinese market. Our research process started looking for information to complete our 

knowledge on PV industry. After we collected information about the PV market and the 

companies present in the industry, we selected the company to study. Since it was not very 

easy to find information about the Chinese PV industry, we contacted the company to arrange 

a pre-interview, and gather some material about it. Furthermore, while we narrowed and 

organized the data collected, we found an interesting problem area to study and we defined a 

research question. Based on the research question we wanted to investigate, we built the 

theoretical framework. Afterwards we set an interview guide and we collected the empirical 

data through the interview. Finally, we developed the analysis comparing the empirical data 

with the theory and then we drew the conclusion. At the beginning of analysis, we proved that 

the literatures and model we use are feasible to use. Figure 3 clearly shows the whole research 

process. The approach adopted is therefore deductive. We did not build the theoretical 

framework using the data collected during the first two pre-interviews, but rather to get an 

overview of the industry and to find an interesting problem to study. The start-up step 

involved a lot of researches and work, because we wanted to reduce the possible troubles later 

in the process.  
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Figure 3 – Research Process 

 

3.2 Research strategy  

According to Bryman and Bell (2007), researches can be conducted following two strategies: 

quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative strategy emphasizes the generation of theories 

and the ways individuals interpret their social world. The qualitative strategy, instead, is based 

on testing the theories, and embodies a view of social reality as an external, objective reality 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). In a qualitative study there can be two kinds of interviews, namely 

unstructured interview and semi-structured interview (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The first one is 

free of guidelines. The second one concerns the use of an interview guide. 

 

Due to the lack of similar studies in the Chinese market and in the photovoltaic industry, and 

thus, to the newness of the area we chose, we adopted the qualitative strategy. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2005) outline that a qualitative strategy is needed to “locate the observer in the world” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p.4), and it is used to deep understand the reasons behind a certain 

behavior. This kind of research involve an interpretive approach to the world, hence it study 

things in their natural settings, and from the people perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

We decided to adopt the semi-structured interview. 

 

3.3 Research design  

There are four main research designs according to Bryman and Bell (2007): cross-sectional 

design, longitudinal design, experimental design and case-study design. In this thesis, we use 

a case study design to conduct the research. Yin (2003) defines a case study as an 

investigation of “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clear evident” (Yin, 2003, p.13). The 

case study is a detailed and intensive analysis of a single case. It contains several ways such 

as a single organization, a single location, a single person and a single event (Bryman & Bell, 

2007).  

 

The case study approach is always used in organizational studies (Hartley, 2004). This 

research investigates the case of a company named Shanghai Aero-Sharp ltd. We chose this 

company because of the following reasons. First, it is a Chinese company, and we thought it 
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would be more interesting than companies from other countries, such as SMA
2
, that still have 

problems to gain leader position in Chinese PV market. Second, it is a growing SME company. 

It is interesting for our research to focus on its own experience. Third, when we contacted the 

company, it was willing to answer the interviews.  

 

We chose this company as a qualitative case study to gain a deep and holistic understanding 

of how institutional context influences its business model in the Chinese solar-power energy 

market. We chose a definition of business model suitable to analyze the company in the solar 

power market first. Afterwards, we analyzed the operations of the company. And to answer 

our research question, we decided to get an answer from a detailed and intensive analysis of a 

single case study. 

 

3.4 Data collection  

The sources of data are primary data and secondary data. There are five methods of data 

collection: surveys, semi-structured/unstructured interview, observations, focus group and 

historical/archival research (William et al., 2006). Our data come from books, semi-structured 

interviews, newspapers, scientific articles, internet, and databases. The main tool used was 

Google Scholar. Additionally we searched information on the Chinese Government website, 

because they contained a lot of useful information and news on the topic we investigate. We 

firstly collected the background and basic information of the company and industry from the 

company website and pre-interviews. Secondly, we set questions based on the theoretical 

framework, to collect more precise data to answer the research question. Bryman and Bell 

(2007) suggest that the interviewee may be interviewed on several occasions. The several 

interviews we conducted were helpful to reflect on the material collected. and improve, shape 

and fix our research.  

 

3.4.1 Primary data 

Bryman and Bell (2007) define the primary data as the data gathered by the authors 

themselves. We collected these data through pre-interviews and interviews. All the interviews 

were semi-structured interview. Therefore we used an interview guide and we conducted 

several interviews, as suggested by Bryman & Bell (2007). We had done two pre-interviews 

and two interviews. At the beginning we wrote a guide for pre-interview about information 

we wanted to know. We also set an interview guide for each interview in order to get more 

clear and suitable information for this study. But during the interview, since qualitative 

interviewing tends to be flexible (Bryman & Bell, 2007), we fixed the questions, in order to 

get elaborated, detailed answers. After making the pre-interview guide and the interview 

guide, we contacted the company and made an appointment for the time and place for 

interview. We did the pre-interview face to face. This helped us to get high quality answers. 

Both of them were taken in the company in China, when one of us went back to China, in 

December 2012. One of two pre-interviews was taken with the general manager; the other 

was taken with the marketing manager. Both pre-interviews took about four hours. In these 

pre-interviews, we collected some data for the whole industry and the company. These 

                                                 
2 SMA is a German company which is in the leader position of solar-power energy industry. 
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pre-interviews included a visit to the production workshop, to the manufacture line, laboratory, 

and solar power facilities. We also collected pictures of the company visit. There are other 

ways of doing interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2007). An interview can also be done by phone, 

Skype, e-mails and other ways. Due to the limitations, the interviews in this research were 

done by emails and phone calls. The first interview was done through phone call. Before the 

interview, we set the interview guide. The interview guide was based on the theoretical 

framework we developed so far. This interview was taken with the vice manager and it took 

about one hour. The second interview was conducted via e-mail. We sent the questions to the 

director and he sent back his answers in the same way. Bryman and Bell (2007) suggest 

making the interviewee feel comfortable to obtain high qualitative answers. For this reason, 

and to avoid misunderstanding, all the pre-interviews and interviews were conducted in 

Chinese language. The interview guides were set in English first, then translated in Chinese 

for the interviews; afterwards, the answers were translated from Chinese into English. 

 

The first two pre-interview guides consist of more general questions on the background for 

the company and industry. The purpose of first interview guide is to get information about the 

company’s perspective of the institutional presence in the Chinese solar power market. The 

second interview guide is the most related to the research question and to the theoretical 

framework. The first part is about general choices of the company, then continues with the 

factors of business model, and at the end focuses on the influence of institutional context. 

After the two pre-interviews and two main interviews, we contacted the company sometimes, 

to clarify some points. 

 

Here is a table for the general situation of collecting primary data. 

 

 Time Participate (except the 

author) 

Content 

Pre-Interview 

Ⅰ 

2012.12.26 General Manager General Information 

Pre-Interview 

Ⅱ 

2012.12.26 Marketing Manager Market Information 

Interview Ⅰ 2013.02.04 Vice Manager (CFO) Policies, Forecast and 

etc. 

Interview Ⅱ 2013.03.13 Director Operations 

Table 1 – Pre-Interviews and Interviews 

 

3.4.2 Secondary data 

The secondary data can be collected from documents, websites, etc. (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

The main data in theoretical part come from the library in the form of books, articles or 

websites. We mainly searched data from Google scholar. A lot of data come also from the 

websites of the Chinese government and from Chinese newspapers. Another way of collecting 

secondary data is to focus on databases (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The main database we used is 

Emerald.  
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3.5 Data analysis 

Bryman and Bell (2007) suggest that there are two general strategies of data analysis in a 

qualitative research: analytic induction and grounded theory. Before we started the analysis 

the company, we lingered on the literature we reviewed to understand if it was suitable to use, 

and on the collected information to make sure our research was feasible. Then when we did 

the two interviews with the vice manager first and the director later, we proceeded following 

Bryman and Bell (2007) suggestions on qualitative analysis. We collected the material we got 

during the interviews, and then we coded it. We divided the information we obtained through 

the interviews according to the theoretical framework developed. In this way the material was 

well structured and easy to compare. After the comparison of the theory with the answers of 

the company, we reflected to generate some changes. We began improving the research 

question. We considered it too broad for the topic we were interest to study, and the precise 

material we manage to collect. After that we proceed improving the theoretical framework. 

We edited some small parts, and we erased some useless paragraph. Once that part was fixed, 

we proceeded with the analysis. We divided the analysis into three main parts. First, we built 

the business model for the company studied, according to the business model canvas used in 

the theory. Second, we analyzed the institutional factors of Chinese solar-power market 

(especially PV market). Third, we mixed the previous two analyses to understand the impact 

of the institutional factors on the business model.  

 

3.6 Operationalization 

3.6.1 Pre-Interview Ⅰ 
In pre-interview I, we aimed to know the background of the whole industry and market, and 

general information about the company. As this pre-interview was taken before the theory was 

built up, it was an information collecting process. In this pre-interview, the pre-interview 

guide was divided into three parts. 1) Background, questions 1 and 2 are about the 

background of the company. 2) Environment, questions from 3 to 9 are about the external 

factors, how these influence the company and what the company has done in this environment. 

3) Internal factors, questions from 10 to 13 are about the internal factors, how these influence 

the company and what the company’s behavior is.  

 

3.6.2 Pre-Interview Ⅱ 
The purpose of pre-interview Ⅱ was to get more material about the company’s market. This 

pre-interview was also used to collect general information; it was not so associated with 

theory. In this pre-interview, questions from 1 to 6 are about the markets where Aero-Sharp is 

active, and difficulties and advantages the firm faces in each market. We additionally asked 

about the measures the company was taking in each market. 

 

3.6.3 Interview Ⅰ 

In interview Ⅰ, we asked questions in order to get more information about the institutional 

context in the Chinese market. This interview guide was built following the research question. 

It is about the politico-institutional context and the model we want to use. In the 5 questions 

we asked about policies, forecasts, behavior of the company and current situation in the 

Chinese market. 
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3.6.4 Interview Ⅱ 

In interview Ⅱ, we built the interview guide based on the theoretical framework. The 

interview guide was divided in three parts. The first part, questions from 1 to 3, concerns 

general questions about the company in the Chinese market. Questions from 4 to 13, 

represents the second part, about the nine elements of the Business Model Canvas. We set the 

questions based on the Business Model in order to get normal operation information of the 

enterprise. In this part, we also aimed to know the internal relations among the elements of the 

Business Model. In the third part, questions from 14 to 22, we asked about the institutional 

context and its influence. Since in interview I, we asked about the politico-institutional factors, 

this time we investigate the socio-institutional factors. Eventually we asked about the result of 

the influence of institutional factors, and what are the reaction and the strategy of Aero-Sharp. 

 

3.7 Trustworthiness 

A moral value that we considered in the whole data collection process is the trustworthiness, 

as suggested by (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Krefting (1991) explains that the trustworthiness is 

composed by 4 aspects: truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality. Anyhow, as 

suggested by Guba’s model, these 4 aspects have a different correspondent according to the 

type of research. The four criteria of trustworthiness, employed in a qualitative research, are: 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Krefting, 1991; Shenton, 2004).  

 

Credibility. It is based on the true value which is usually gained from the discovery of human 

experiences in a qualitative research (Krefting, 1991). This criterion arises when a research 

can accurately describe or interpret the human experience (Krefting, 1991). Shenton (2004), 

states that a suitable research method could enhance the credibility of a research. Following 

the suggestions of Shenton (2004), to increase the level of credibility, we firstly developed a 

familiarity with the culture of the interviewee and we searched some information to be 

prepared during the interviews. Furthermore, we directly collected the primary data from 

individuals that perform high positions in the company. They were more knowledgeable 

about the company and on the whole Chinese PV industry. We also kept in touch with the 

informants to share ideas, and give them the possibility to monitor our research. Eventually, 

we discussed the area and the research with our supervisors, examiner and other members of 

our thesis group. Each discussion helped us to extend our vision and improve our research.  

 

Transferability. It corresponds to applicability, in the criteria adopted by the positivist 

investigator (Shenton, 2004). Transferability, in a qualitative research, provides a sufficient 

database to apply the findings of a research in other situations (Krefting, 1991, cited from 

Lincoln & Guba, 1984). It is usually hard to prove this criterion in qualitative studies, because 

usually they analyze a single case or a small sample (Shenton, 2004). Anyhow, the 

researchers have to provide detailed information about the organization, participants, and the 

data collection, to satisfy this criterion (Shenton, 2004; Krefting, 1991). In our research, we 

provide the information about the company studied and its background, time and the place of 

the interviews, name of the participants, the place and the way in which the interviews were 

conducted, and other detailed information about our data collection. 
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Dependability corresponds to the consistency of a research. To give the reader an 

understanding of the methods and the efficacy, the research should include: research design 

and implementation, the operational detail and data gathering and reflective appraisal of the 

study (Shenton, 2004). In our study, we included all the details of the data gathering, pointing 

out the resources of our secondary data and primary data, and especially what we have done 

in each interview. After that we described our research design and its execution in our 

research.  

 

Confirmability. It is based on neutrality. This concept, in a qualitative study, can be view as 

the objectivity principle (Shenton, 2004). It is needed to ensure that the findings are not 

influenced by the characteristics and the preferences of the authors (Shenton, 2004). One of 

the methods to enhance the confirmability is the reflexivity (Krefting, 1991). Once the data 

were collected, we reflected on the findings our own, and then we discussed them. The 

discussion happened first between us. Then, to increase the objectivity, we presented the 

findings and our reflections to our classmates and professors. When we received their 

feedbacks we discussed between us once again, and we proceeded with the analysis and the 

conclusions. 

 

3.8 Ethics Statement 

It is important for a research to take the ethical issue into account at the beginning of the study 

(Saunders et al., 2007). We considered the ethics in every steps of our research. When we set 

the theoretical framework and models, we collected the data from past researches; the 

elements of Business Model and the elements of Institutional Context are all obtained from 

relevant theories. Additionally, in the data collection, the primary data had been collected 

from individuals that fulfill leader positions in the company, and they are high knowledgeable 

on the information of the company and whole Chinese PV industry. Furthermore, all the data 

we used in this research are properly resourced and referenced. Eventually, the company we 

studied gave us the permission to freely use its name and the name of the respondents in this 

research.  
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Ⅳ Empirical Data 

This chapter presents the empirical data the authors have collected, which includes both 

primary data and secondary data. This chapter is divided into two main parts, general 

information about the Chinese solar-power (PV) market and the information of the interview 

of the company. 

 

4.1 General information about the Chinese solar-power (PV) market 

4.1.1 Background and Current situation of the Chinese solar-power (PV) market
3
 

The whole economy of China has developed a lot in the past few years especially since the 

reform and opening up in 1978. Compared to the past, China finds itself in a different position 

among the global economies, and the situation is still changing. Now, the State-own Company 

are not the majority anymore. From the data of the second national economic census which 

occurred in 2008, the number of Chinese legal body of enterprises is 4.959 million which has 

increased 52.6% compared to 2004 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2009). The 

state-own one is only 0.143 million which has reduced 20% among all the legal body of 

enterprises (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2009). State-own Company is only 23% 

which decreased 8.1% in the enterprise assets (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2009). 

Focusing on the opening up of China, Chinese government had completely opened almost 

markets except some strategic industry which associated with the safe of the country. Also in 

those strategic industry, for example in the military industry the government are encouraged 

the social resources to join the competition of it (Economic and Information Commission of 

Ningbo, 2010). Meantime, the PV industry in China is a completely open market. 

 

In 2008, the Chinese PV production is gradually setting up, while the other countries already 

have their own energy strategy. However in China the development of the whole industry is 

not too far behind. The technology is not advanced enough, but the industry is motivated by 

the importance of this business. Recently, the Chinese photovoltaic industry has been listed in 

the “Emerging industry revitalization plan”, as one the fastest growing industries (Global 

Consulting, 2012). There are high expectations for the future development, even though right 

now the PV industry is gradually going through a transitional phase: from national policy 

subsidies to market competitive (Global Consulting, 2012). 

 

Due to the late start of Chinese photovoltaic industry, policies are still one of the main driving 

forces for the development of the industry (Global Consulting, 2012). The macro level 

situation sees a relative depreciation of currency and a large number of capitals enter the 

market. So production capacity exceeds demand more than twice. The result is that some 

companies stop their production. The phenomenon of production capacity exceeding demand 

happened in the whole world. It needed to be controlled by the macro adjustment. Nowadays, 

the whole industry is good, but the enterprises in it have difficulties to survive. One of the 

reasons for this is government influences. The problems are the unresponsiveness of the 

central government and specially most of the local governments want to develop the industry 

                                                 
3 Some of the data in this part is directly collected in the pre-interview (26th of December, 2012) with the general manager of 

Aero-Sharp since it is difficult to find detailed information on the internet. 
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in their region. Now the strategy is to develop the international market. In the meantime, on 

19
th

 of December in 2012 the State Council of China issued the relevant documents to expand 

the domestic demand of photovoltaic products. 

 

In addition, China and other countries have some international trade disputes. This is due to 

the following two main reasons. First, the capacity is greater than the market demand lead to 

an unreasonably low price, and for a number of foreign companies to bankruptcy. Second, this 

industry is very important; a country does not allow any other country to be the unipolar 

leader. So there would be some punitive tariffs. Furthermore, the 95% of Chinese production 

capacity depends on foreign markets (mainly the European market). So these led to a decline 

in exports or even a complete stop. 

 

The whole photovoltaic market is currently in a downturn situation. The European Union and 

the United States are both introducing anti-dumping duties. Photovoltaic products can be 

divided into two categories. One is a large-scale ground station (such as power stations), and 

the other is a small power station (such as rooftop power stations). From a global point of 

view, the main market is European market. However, due to the decrease of subsidies in the 

European market, markets such as North America and South Africa are arising, and the 

pattern of the global market is changing. 

 

In the Chinese photovoltaic market, there is a lack of small rooftop power stations projects 

and of large-scale power plant equipment; thus, there is a need of a Government action to 

promote them. If there is no good policy, businessmen are not willing to invest. The Chinese 

PV production focuses to satisfy the foreign demand, not the domestic one. The government 

introduces the "Golden Sun Demonstration Project" which is implemented in 2009, to support 

the domestic market. It aims to promote the PV industry technological progress, the scale 

development, and to help the development of strategic emerging industries. Before the second 

half of 2012, China still focuses on power plant. China is the world's largest solar panel 

producer, and this overcapacity is such that the Chinese largest manufacturer of solar panels 

produces enough to supply the world. In the second half of 2012, two major changes happen 

in the Chinese market. Firstly, China switches from power plant the distributed generation 

market. Secondly, in 19
th

 of December 0f 2012, the Premier Jiabao Wen chairs a State Council 

executive meeting, to identify the policies and measures to promote the healthy development 

of the photovoltaic industry. The changes in the market structure together with the state 

support will make the major companies look back into the domestic market. 

 

4.1.2 Policies 

The Chinese Government implemented several policies in order to promote the development 

of the domestic solar-power energy market. In this section, we introduce some of them. The 

Chinese 12
th

 5-year planning for energy development is the general policy for energy industry; 

it was based on The Twelfth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development 

of the People’s Republic of China
4
 was released by the Chinese state council. The Chinese 

                                                 
4 The general plan for the whole development of China from 2011 to 2015. 
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12th 5-year planning for solar power development is the policy for the solar power 

development which is a more detailed one for solar power energy compared to the Chinese 

12
th

 5-year planning for energy development policy. As the photovoltaic is one of the elements 

in a solar power energy system, it has its policies which obey the requirement of Chinese 12th 

5-year planning for solar power development. The Chinese Policies and Measures to promote 

the healthy development of the PV industry is one of them, it is due to the Chinese 12th 5-year 

planning for solar power development. The Golden Sun Demonstration Project and Solar 

Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project are two main subside projects for PV enterprise. 

Improve the photovoltaic power price policy notice is the newest policy in Chinese PV market 

(up to March of 2013). It adjusts those subsides for enterprises. In the following parts, these 

policies are presented more in detail. 

 

The time of each policy are shown in following table: 

 

Comparison of Policies by time 

Name of Police Released Time 

Chinese 12th 5-year planning for energy development January, 2013 

Chinese 12th 5-year planning for solar power development September, 2012 

Chinese Policies and Measures to promote the healthy 

development of the PV industry 

December, 2012 

Golden Sun Demonstration Project Every year (start from 

2009) 

Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project Every year (start from 

2012) 

Improve the photovoltaic power price policy notice (latest 

draft) 

March, 2013 

Table 2 – Comparison of policies by time 

 

Table 2 gives a time comparison of each policy. We can see that all these policies have been 

recently released. The time period for all kinds of ‘Chinese 12th 5-year planning’ policies is 

from 2011 to 2015. Chinese 12th 5-year planning for energy development was discussed and 

passed by the State Council in the executive meeting in 24th of October in 2012
5
. The two 

projects on the PV industry, instead, have a different amount of financial support from the 

Government every year. Additionally, the newest policy to Improve the photovoltaic power 

price policy notice (latest draft); it is still a draft and notice. This shows that there is a fast 

changing of policies and a high governmental attention on this industry. 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                 
5 According to the news in 2012. http://finance.sina.com.cn/china/hgjj/20121024/172113465550.shtml 

http://finance.sina.com.cn/china/hgjj/20121024/172113465550.shtml
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Comparison of policies by releasing department  

Name of Police Released Department 

Chinese 12th 5-year planning for energy development China’s State Council 

Chinese 12th 5-year planning for solar power 

development 

China’s National Energy 

Administration 

Chinese Policies and Measures to promote the healthy 

development of the PV industry 

China’s State Council 

Golden Sun Demonstration Project China’s Ministry of Finance, 

China’s Ministry of Science and 

Technology & China’s National 

Energy Administration 

Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project China’s Ministry of Finance 

Improve the photovoltaic power price policy 

notice (latest draft) 

China’s Development and 

Reform Commission 

Table 3 – Comparison of policies by releasing department 

 

Table 3 shows the different department that released different policies which are associated 

with the PV industry. We can see the general policy Chinese 12th 5-year planning for energy 

development is released by the State Council of China after releasing Chinese Policies and 

Measures to promote the healthy development of the PV industry. The two projects about the 

financial supports enterprise are released by the Ministry of Finance. The Chinese 12th 5-year 

planning for solar power development has been released by the Chinese National Energy 

Administration. These show the central government emphasis on this energy industry and 

focus on its development. Furthermore, there is to say that various department of government 

are related to this industry in different areas. All of this composes the institutional context. 

 

All the policies directly influence the Chinese PV market, except the two policies released by 

the State Council. The two policies released by State Council have an indirect impact on the 

market. The detailed information of these six policies is as follows: 

 

4.1.2.1Chinese 12th 5-year planning for energy development 

The Chinese State Council released the “12th 5-year planning for energy development” on 

January in 2013 (Energy Board, 2013). This plan aims to control the total quantity, improve 

energy efficiency, structural adjustment, ensure security, protect environment, improve 

people’s livelihood, and to deepen reformation after considering several factors such as 

security, resources, environment, technology, economy and etc. (Energy Board, 2013). Due to 

the close relation of energy with the livelihood of people and the involvement of individual 

groups, it is difficult to improve the innovation (Xinhua, 2013). 

  

There are three features which are the highlights of this plan, such as “double control” forced 

transformation of Economic development mode, Efficient and Clean as the direction of 

structural adjustment, and insist on the direction of market-oriented reformation (Xinhua, 
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2013). 

 

Also there are nine main tasks for this plan (Energy Board, 2013). The first one is Exploration 

and Development (Energy Board, 2013). The second is Processing and Conversion (Energy 

Board, 2013). The third is changing the supply mode (Energy Board, 2013). The fourth is 

build storage and transportation facilities (Energy Board, 2013). The fifth is improving 

people’s livelihood (Energy Board, 2013). The sixth is controlling the total consumption 

(Energy Board, 2013). The seventh is reform the institution (Energy Board, 2013). The eighth 

is to enhance technology and equipment (Energy Board, 2013). The ninth is international 

cooperation (Energy Board, 2013). 

 

4.1.2.2 Chinese 12th 5-year planning for solar power development 

Chinese National Energy Administration (NEA) officially released the “12th Five-Year Plan 

on Solar Power Development” on Sep 12 in 2012 (China Briefing, 2012). This plan aims to: 

promote sustained cost reduction through the mechanism of market competition and the 

development of large-scale production; to improve the competitiveness of the economy, and 

to earlier realize the lower price for solar power users; to accelerate technological progress, to 

format the Chinese solar power industry technology system, and to improve the continuous 

competitiveness in international market; to adapt to the management system and policies for 

the developing solar power generation, and to provide a good institutional and policy 

environment for developing solar power (Chinese urban low-carbon economy, 2012). 

 

There are nine main tasks for the 12th Five-Year plan period to 2015, such as Orderly 

promoting the construction of solar power plants; Vigorously promoting the distributed solar 

photovoltaic power generation; Establishing new energy micro-grid demonstration projects; 

Creating new energy model cities; Improving the technological innovation system for solar 

power; Improving the continued competitiveness of solar power products; Establishing and 

improving the solar power industry system; Facilitating the healthy development of the 

photovoltaic industry; Actively carrying out international cooperation; Investment estimation 

(China Briefing, 2012). 

 

4.1.2.3 Chinese Policies and Measures to promote the healthy development of the PV industry  

According to a declaration of Premier Wen Jiabao in Dec 19
th

 2012, after an executive 

meeting, the government encouraged mergers and restructure among manufacturers to phase 

out outdated capacity. Also the structural adjustments and technological improvements in the 

PV industry will be speeded up (Xinhua, 2012). 

 

The plan is: First, speed up the structural adjustments and technological improvement. Second, 

regulate the industrial development order. Third, actively explore the domestic market. Fourth, 

complete support by policy. Fifth, fully playing the role of the market mechanism, reducing 

government intervention, and prohibiting local protection (Office of the State Council of 

China, 2012). 

 

http://www.china-briefing.com/news/author/china-briefing
http://www.china-briefing.com/news/author/china-briefing


Influence of the Institutional Context on the Business Model: A case study of a solar power company in China. 

31 

 

4.1.2.4 Golden Sun Demonstration Project 

The "Golden Sun" demonstration project was established in July 2009 and it is run by the 

Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Science and Technology and the National Energy 

Administration of the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) (Climate 

Connect, 2010). This plan comprehensively used financial assistance, technological support 

and market driven approach in order to accelerate the industrialization and the development of 

large-scale photovoltaic power generation (Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Science & the 

National Energy Board, 2009). It aims to promote the development of photovoltaic 

technology (Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Science & the National Energy Board, 2009). 

 

Concerning the ‘Golden Sun demonstration project financial subsidies for Interim Measures’ 

(Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Science & the National Energy Board, 2009), there are 

several points on which focus the attention. First, the company declares this project twice a 

year, the initial installation subsides are 50 percent for developed regions and 70 percent for 

less developed regions (due to the cost of PV systems is decreasing every year, the subsidies 

are also reducing.). Second, the user is ‘side of the grid’ (low voltage (380/220V)) which 

means you can self-occupy the electricity and offset the tariff. Third, if you produce extra 

electricity you can deliver the remaining power to the grid and the grid recovers in accordance 

with the coal desulfurization prices. 

4.1.2.5 Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project 

This project aims to accelerate the launch of the domestic solar PV, building applications 

market. In 2012, in order to further enhance the level of solar PV building applications, PV 

building applications policy aim to create green ecological cities and the high degree of 

integration projects (The General Office of Ministry of Finance & The General Office of the 

Ministry of Housing and Urban, 2011). 

 

It is an optoelectronic integration project of which the building materials type closely 

integrates with the building height (The General Office of Ministry of Finance & The General 

Office of the Ministry of Housing and Urban, 2011). This project is declared twice a year and 

compared to the Golden Sun Demonstration Project this one has a higher initial installation 

subsidies. And usually be used in developed regions. The same goes for the Golden Sun 

Demonstration Project. 

 

4.1.2.6 Improve the photovoltaic power price policy notice (latest draft) 

This notice draft is released in March of 2013 by Development and Reform Commission (Jian, 

2013). This draft made a distinction between large-scale photovoltaic power ground 

generation and distributed power generation (Jian, 2013). For distributed power generation, 

the tariff subsidy is 0.35 yuan/kWh (Jian, 2013). The distributed photovoltaic power 

generation is merged into power grid, power grid enterprises in accordance with local 

coal-fired power to benchmark a price for the acquisition (Jian, 2013). The large-scale 

photovoltaic power generation benchmarks the price (subsidy) as seen in the following figure 

(Jian, 2013). 
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Large-scale photovoltaic power generation benchmark price (subsidy) 

Class of resource area Price Region 

Ⅰ 0.75 yuan/kWh  Qinghai Haixi, rambling, Golok, Yushu 

Ⅱ 0.85 yuan/kWh Xinjiang, Ningxia, Inner Mongolia, Qinghai, 

Haidong, Hainan, Huangnan, Jiayuguan, 

Gansu, Wuwei, Zhangye, Jiuquan and 

Dunhuang, Jinchang, Sichuan Aba, Ganzi, 

Yunnan Lijiang, Diqing 

Ⅲ 0.95 yuan/kWh Beijing, Tianjin, Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning, 

Hebei Chengde, Zhangjiakou, Tangshan, 

Qinhuangdao, Datong, Shuozhou, Xinzhou, 

Shaanxi Yulin, Yan'an, Yunnan other parts of 

the province except which in the types ofⅡ, 

Gansu Province other parts of the province 

except which in the types ofⅡ 

Ⅳ 1 yuan/kWh All regions which not include in I, II, III  

Table 4 - Large-scale photovoltaic power generation benchmark price (Resource from 

the news ‘The national development and reform commission issued notice about perfect 

the photovoltaic (PV) power price policy draft’ reported by Jian(2013)) 

 

This draft has also some requirements for the gird enterprises. Firstly they should actively 

provide grid services such as the necessary network access and metering for photovoltaic 

power generation projects (Jian, 2013). Then they should make a settlement price with PV 

power generation enterprise with rules in time (Jian, 2013). Additionally, they have to 

measure and audit the generation and grid electricity of photovoltaic power generation project 

and apply subsidies according to the result of measurement and audit (Jian, 2013). 

 

4.1.3 Forecast 

See below for a figure of the company that shows the forecast of the whole Chinese PV 

market. 
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2011-2020 Forecast for Chinese PV market (GW) 

Segment of market 2011 2015 2020 

 

 

Distributed 

Systems 

Rural electrification and 

micro-network 

0.0825 1.0 10.0 

Communication and industrial 

applications 

0.480 0.5 4.0 

Distributed architectural 0.9200 8.0 40.0 

 

Large 

power 

station 

Photovoltaic power 0.0475 0.5 4.0 

Large ground-based power plant 2.4040 10.0 40.0 

Solar thermal power 0.000 1.0 2.0 

Totally 3.5 21.0 100.0 

Proportion of Distributed systems 30.3% 45.24% 54.0% 

Figure 4 – Forecast of Chinese PV market (Resource comes from the interviews
6
) 

 

From the figure, we can see that the whole market will increase in the following years. The 

power generation capacity will increase from 3.5 GW in 2011 to 100 GW in 2020. Each 

segment of the market will rise. Also the proportion of distributed systems will increase from 

30.3% to 54.0%. This shows the future of the PV market and distributed systems has a high 

perspective of development. In the future, the Chinese PV market will focus on the distributed 

systems. 

 

4.2 Overview of the company  

4.2.1 General information 

Shanghai Aero-Sharp Electric Technologies Co. Ltd has established in 2007. It is a daughter 

company of Shanghai Aviation Electric Co. Ltd. It is also a joint venture co-funded by the 

Shanghai Aviation Electric Co., Ltd. and Dr. Jiang Haijiang. Dr. Jiang Haijiang is now the 

general manager of Aero-Sharp. In the beginning of 2006, these two sides studied the future 

energy trends. On the base of their expertise, they decided to enter into the photovoltaic 

market. In particular they focused on the necessity and feasibility of doing researches on 

manufacture, and sell the photovoltaic inverter. Eventually, in 2007 the Shanghai Aero-Sharp 

power Technology Co., Ltd. (hereinafter referred to as the Aero-Sharp) was established. It is 

one of the earliest enterprises which provide small size grid-connected inverters in China and 

one of the leaders in this small size grid-connected inverters industry in China.  

 

Mr. Yang Dong is the one of the directors of Aero-Sharp. According to him, in 2008, 

Aero-Sharp had 20 employees. The number of staff increased rapidly with the development of 

the company until 2010. In 2009, Aero-Sharp had about 80 employees and in 2010 the 

number grew to 187. However, due to the problems faced in the Australian’s markets, the 

number of employees decreased to 137. In 2012, the number kept decreasing until 87 

employees. And now in 2013, Aero-Sharp has 79 employees. Figure 5 shows the trend of the 

                                                 
6 Interview with Vice Manager (CFO) Mr. Luo Jian Bin of Aero-Sharp happened in 4th of February, 2013. 
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number of employees from the 2008 to the 2013. 

 

 

Figure 5 - The changing of number of employees in Aero-Sharp 

 

The structure of the staff contains people working for Technical, Marketing, Manufacturing 

and Management. Figure 6 shows the trend of the change more in details. It changes either the  

whole number of staff, and the staff working for each department. From the beginning, there 

were 5 people working for technical, 2 working for marketing, 11 for manufacturing and 2 for 

management in 2008. In 2009, each department increased the number of employees: technical 

department had 15 members, marketing department had 4, manufacturing activity had 50 

members and the management was composed by 11 people. Due to the development of the 

enterprise, the technical staff grown to 34, the marketing to 8, the manufacturing to 130 and 

the management contained 15 people in 2010. In 2011, the number of technical staff turned to 

36, the number of people working for marketing was 7, 76 people were doing manufacturing 

and 14 for management. There were 25 employees working for technical department, 5 for 

marketing, 43 for manufacturing and still 14 for management. In 2013, there are 30 

employees currently working in the technical department, 6 in marketing department, 29 

working on manufacturing and 14 in management. Due to the decline of sales income, 

Aero-Sharp reduced the number of workers from 2010. This phenomenon was mainly 

occurred in manufacturing staff while it associated with sales directly. 
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Figure 6 - Changing of Staff in each department 

 

“Technical is the main factor for developing.” 

(Yang Dong, personal communication, 13
th

 of March, 2013) 

 

Although there have been some development problem from 2011, Aero-Sharp maintained its 

number of employees working for the technical department, it even increased the number 

from 25 to 30 in 2013. The director pointed out that technical activity is the most important 

factor for company. The variation tendency of the staff in each department is shown in the 

following Figure 7. 

 

 

Figure 7 - Structure of Staff 

 

 

“Due to the overcapacity and other reasons, our enterprise met problems in 2011. We really 

need to find out a solution for our company.” 

(Dr. Jiang Haijiang, personal communication, 26
th

 of December, 2012). 

 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

N
m

b
er

 o
f 

st
a
ff

 

Structure of Staff 

Technical 

Marketing 

Manfacturing 

Management 

app:ds:variation
app:ds:trend


Influence of the Institutional Context on the Business Model: A case study of a solar power company in China. 

36 

 

 

Figure 8 - Sales Income of Aero-Sharp 

 

In Figure 8 is represented the sales income of the company from 2008 to 2012, and the 

forecast for 2013. The company had a very rapid growth from 2008 to 2011. The sales income 

increased from 283 million CNY to 80,457 million CNY. But it decreased deeply in 2012 

which had 5,341 million CNY sales incomes in that year. This recession happened mainly 

because of the following reasons: firstly, the company developed too fast that some of the 

activities could not keep pace with it. Like the after sales couldn’t catch up the sales. Second, 

the development of new products could not keep pace with the market changes. The main 

reason was that, from 2010, the economics of the whole world star to revive. Third, the 

internal growth of the organization could not catch up the market. And the forecast sales 

income of 2013 will increase a little until 7000 million CNY. 

 

The philosophy of the company is that the photovoltaic power generation should substitute 

the electricity generation on rooftops of buildings rather than in the distant desert. It should 

take advantage of the building not only occupied land. The company promise to give 

customers a kind of distributed rooftop power generation system with large power generation, 

low cost, easy to install and maintain. They are positioned in the small power (20 kW --- 500 

watt) photovoltaic inverter provider. They provide unit and group channeling solutions to 

meet customers demand of key equipment (inverters) for establishing a rooftop photovoltaic 

power station construction which from kilowatts to megawatt-level including commercial roof, 

plant roof, public building roof, residential rooftop. Also the principles of the company 

include pursuing new technologies; adhere to innovation; being social responsible. Safe and 

reliable design; meticulous manufacturing; timely and effective services; strive to be first 

pursuit are four quality policies of the company. 
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4.2.2 Markets of company 

 

Figure 9 - Time Line for Market of Aero-Sharp 

 

Figure 9 shows the timeline for the market of Aero-Sharp. The company has several markets 

in the world, they will be further explained below. All the data were given by the marketing 

manager Ms. Guo Yan.  

 

Australian market. It is the company's start-up market. The main product is solar inverter. 

Aero-Sharp is the first company to obtain the appropriate certification for it. It is also the first 

Chinese firm to supply solar inverters to the Australian bulk. This is the largest market for 

Aero-Sharp. However the firm has to face some problems. The market's explosive demand 

leads to the sudden expansion of the company, but the production management failed to keep 

up with it. Additionally the after sale support had some complications. First, at that moment 

the Australian market was very new. Cognitive experience and installation experience are 

nearly zero. Improper installation led to the fault of the inverter. Second, the internal 

management could not keep up with the rapid growth of the market; however the external 

expansion of the production line has already kept up with it. Then some after-sales problems 

in Australian market turned out to be the soft underbelly of the company today.  

 

European market. The Company has not yet formed the scale of sales. The company has got 

the grid certification DQ5940 for Italy, G83 for UK and VDE for German grid certification in 

2009. The European market has some mature brands of inverter, and it prefers to use their 

own brands. It is very difficult for the company to develop in this market. However, the 

subsidies in Europe are expected to decline. In the meantime the cost of Chinese products is at 

a lower price. This would be a chance of development for companies. Until now although 

companies try to enter this market, it is not a success. Aero-Sharp has not got a scale of 

income in this market. It now stops this market temporarily. 

 

North American market. From 2011 to 2012, the company has completed the certifications of 

the North American market such as UL and ETL. The certification is versatile, some countries, 

for example South Africa, can use these too. This market is a new market. The Company has 

the appropriate products, but still considering when to start entering.  
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Chinese market. The firm is preparing for domestic certified products which are expected to 

come out in April or May in 2013. The company focused on this market recently. It started to 

prepare for the company in 2011. There are several kinds of products that are prepared for 

Chinese Market, such as the photovoltaic grid-connected inverter and a series of related 

products including monitoring system, remote data monitoring, remote diagnostics and 

effective detection. The characteristics of the inverters sold by this company are highly 

efficient, highly reliable, and strongly adaptable and have more monitoring methods. 

Companies improve their products with the feedback from the customers in order to have a 

high quality.  

 

Japanese market. The features of the market are "closed" but stable. It is accustomed to 

homegrown. There is a high threshold to enter the market. However, the government policy is 

highly stable, and in five years this will not change. At the same time due to the event that the 

nuclear power plant explosion, the government promoted the new clear energy. Currently, the 

company is waiting for the certification results to come out. And not later than the end of 

February of 2013, the company will produce the product for this market. 

 

4.2.3 Past and Present choice of key market 

Shanghai Aero-Sharp Electric Technologies Co. Ltd started its business abroad. According to 

the general manager and the director this choice was due to several reasons as follow:  

 

First, product positioning. On one hand, the scale of investment limited the company to invest 

on research and manufacturing of large-scale inverter since it needs a huge amount of capital 

funds. In the meantime, the demand of large-scale inverter market depends on the local 

environment protection from country and more stringent requirements of a large-scale 

investment than others which finally raise the uncertainty of market risk. That is not suitable 

and unrealistic for a start-up SME like Aero-Sharp. On the other hand, based on the research 

of overseas market, distributed small grid-connected photovoltaic systems make full use of 

the roof resources and have a very small impact on the environment. Also the investment 

requirements are not high for a power generation unit. Compared to centralized large 

grid-connected photovoltaic power stations, most countries that have the ability to establish 

photovoltaic power generation prefer to invest on distributed small grid-connected 

photovoltaic systems. This is the mainstream of the global market. At the same time, 

Aero-Sharp grasped technology of small-scale grid-connected inverter and it can manufacture 

the products for the market swiftly. Also the pressure of demand for capital funds is under a 

tolerable range, once the market starts Aero-Sharp can generate a healthy cash flow. 

 

Second, the choice of timing. Although China had some knowledge of the photovoltaic power 

generation, some local governments have also introduced the relevant policy for example in 

2005 the government of Shanghai announced “Action Plan for Solar Energy Development 

and Application”. However, the country did not implement new energy especially 

photovoltaic power generation as an urgent national policy overall. Also the local 

governments only use large-scale production of solar panels as a task of rapidly increasing 

local GDP. In fact, Chinese enterprises not only have not grasped the core technology of 
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photovoltaic power generation, but also lack of manufacturing capacity for key equipment. 

There is a joke that "increasing GDP and pollution in China, getting the profits and clean 

energy in Europe and the United States” to ridicule the rapid and deformity development of 

the Chinese photovoltaic industry. At the same time the situation  contains high cost of 

photovoltaic power generation, lack of necessary government policy support, the government 

likes pursuit "economies of scale", the power grid is monopoly and so on. Hence, the Chinese 

PV market is destined to make the distributed small grid-connected photovoltaic generation 

systems. This is the reason that drove Aero-Sharp to exclude the domestic market in the 

beginning of the establishment of specific market selection. 

 

“It’s time to turn back to China.” 

(Dr. Jiang Haijiang, personal communication, 26
th

 of December, 2012). 

 

Compared to China, other foreign countries have different consumption concept, they pay 

attentions to environmental protection, focus on technology development, emphasize on 

policy guidance. Meantime they have an early start in this area and the photovoltaic power 

generation market is relatively mature. However, after 2008, the financial crisis of the U.S. 

subprime mortgage crisis detonated the whole world. On one hand, the European PV 

companies in response to the crisis have generally adopted measures such as reduce the scale 

of production or even stop manufacturing. On the other hand, some developed countries 

concerned about the new energy, especially clean renewable energy, is crucial for country's 

future in the crisis. They took bailout measures such as policy or government budget 

legislation to implement the investment in solar power generation, for example Australia gave 

policy subsidies to distributed small grid-connected photovoltaic generation system. 

Therefore, it started its distributed small grid-connected photovoltaic generation system install 

market rapidly. This is a good chance for Aero-Sharp after 2008 due to the urgent needs of 

Australia market. Also European inverter manufacturers reduced the quantity of products and 

the products can’t meet the needs of Australia market. Other Chinese enterprises are focused 

on expanding the capacity of producing battery plate, they did not pay attention and were 

prepared for the inverter which highly associated the hardware and software. Even if they had 

inverter product, they would not have time to go through the two hurdles such as grid 

certification and safety certification. In this moment, Aero-Sharp got the grid certification and 

safety certification from Australia quickly and be placed in this market due to the technical 

preparation. So the market choice of Aero-Sharp has both contingency and necessity. 

 

“The Chinese market start to become mature and subsides in other countries are going down, 

these are main reasons why we focus on Chinese Market now.” 

(Yang Dong, personal communication, 13
th

 of March, 2013). 

 

Now Aero-Sharp chose to emphasis on domestic market for several reasons. First, the 

economic situation. The Chinese economy has lowered the expectations, but the development 

is still relatively stable, the growth rate is still one of the highest in the world, and the demand 

for energy is still very strong. Due to this, China will change the existing domestic energy 

structure, increase the use of clean energy, renewable energy efforts will become national 
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policy. This market starts to be mature. Therefore, the use of solar energy in this country has 

very good prospects.  

 

Second, after the development of recent years, the domestic enterprises in China which 

engaged in the solar power industry become more mature. The improvement of technical 

maturity and large-scale production has reduced the cost of manufacturing. It brings the hope 

of universalizing of photovoltaic power generation. In other words, enterprises have seen the 

dawn of the market.  

 

Third, PV subsides in other countries are decreasing. For example, in 2012 America, Spain, 

Greece, Korea and other countries reduced their subsides for PV industry. Table 3 show the 

decreasing subsides in these countries. America, Israel, Spain, Greece, Korea, Switzerland, 

Germany and Bulgaria all adjusted their policies for subsides. For example, Israel reduced 23% 

of the subsidies for PV feed-in tariff and Germany not only reduced FIT subsidies but also 

canceled the funds for photovoltaic power plant which more than 10MW. These tendency of 

adjustment of PV subsides is reducing subsides. This adjustment decreased the financial 

support a company can get from the government. Based on this adjustment, Aero-Sharp 

attention was pushed back to domestic country. 

 

Adjustment of PV subsides in 2012 

America The Congress stop the extension of No.1603 Bill 

Israel  Reduce 23% of the subsidies for PV feed-in tariff 

Spain Completely stop the feed-in tariff for new built renewable energy project 

Greece Reduce 12.3% of the subsidies for PV feed-in tariff 

Korea Replace the feed-in tariff by the Renewable energy portfolio Standard 

Switzerland Cut 18% of PV subsidies 

Germany Reduce FIT subsidies; Cancel the funds for photovoltaic power plant 

which more than 10MW 

Bulgaria Reduce the 50% of PV subsidies 

Table 5 - Adjustment of PV subsides in 2012(Built on China power network (2012)) 

 

Fourth, the government’s view of the photovoltaic power generation becomes more and more 

rational. And the government policies become more and more fit the actual. Its supports of 

photovoltaic power plants and photovoltaic demonstration area become more operational. 

Last but not least, the company completed the strategic layout needs from a global point of 

view. 

 

app:ds:Israel


Influence of the Institutional Context on the Business Model: A case study of a solar power company in China. 

41 

 

4.2.4 Operations of company 

“Follow the policies is the most important thing to do when considering the operation of the 

company.” 

(Yang Dong, personal communication, 13
th

 of March, 2013). 

 

According to the director of Aero-Sharp, Aero-Sharp uses its values through the operations. 

The company tries to produce suitable products for each customer. Their idea and value of 

products contains large power generation, low cost, easy to install and maintain. 

 

Aero-Sharp firstly meets technical indicators and security requirement. Then secondly, 

Aero-Sharp provides a suitable price which customers can afford. Thirdly, Aero-Sharp focus 

on the quality of products, it provides reliable quality make customers worth using. 

 

Therefore, during the design of products Aero-Sharp takes the future price and quality into 

account. When doing the engineering design, Aero-Sharp controls the quality and cost in 

order to achieve the technical indicators which are determined in the design. It provides 

products with a reasonable price and high quality to customers and tries to set a good brand 

image in users’ minds. To this end, Aero-Sharp needs to control the technical risks, the quality 

risks, costs and the risk among service process. 

 

When doing the sales, Aero-Sharp has its own sales channels. It can be divided into two parts. 

First, the overseas market. In these markets, Aero-Sharp provides their products to the local 

dealer through domestic export agents in China and then re-distribute products to equipment 

installers. If the equipment installers have large scale, Aero-Sharp will sell the products 

directly to them. Aero-Sharp hires the local staff to complete the after-sales service. Second, 

domestic market. Aero-Sharp cooperates with the power generation system contractor and 

sales the inverters directly to them. If it is possible, Aero-Sharp will be the general contractor 

itself. All the channels above based on the demand of master the resource and cost control for 

Aero-Sharp. 

  

Aero-Sharp provides customers with high quality products and services to meet their demand. 

On the other hand, the customers offer opportunities of development and the material security 

for enterprises. Firms can inspire, guide and mine the customers’ consumption, sometimes 

even make them crazy for the products. However, due to the complexity of consumer demand, 

consumer psychology and consumer behavior, the enterprises are forced to be dynamic. They 

have to meet the changing requirements of customers in order to gain a position in the market. 

Aero-Sharp has been trying to maintain good relations with customers. 

 

There have been interests in the game between the businesses and consumers as well as the 

competition between businesses and businesses, to establish an ideal good relationship, 

Aero-Sharp must choose a specific consumer groups.  

 

For the enterprises who produce grid-connected inverter in PV market, there are two kinds of 

customers: centralized large grid-connected photovoltaic power stations and distributed small 



Influence of the Institutional Context on the Business Model: A case study of a solar power company in China. 

42 

 

grid-connected photovoltaic systems. Aero-Sharp focuses on distributed small grid-connected 

photovoltaic systems. The reasons of the choice are: First, the required resources. Large-scale 

grid-connected inverter occupies more resources. As Aero-Sharp is a SME in the industry and 

in its start-up, it has a weaker capacity of holding resources.  

 

Second, the technical maturity. Aero-Sharp had mastered the technology research and 

development and manufacturing process of small-scale grid-connected inverter. In the 

meantime Aero-Sharp has formatted capacity for a scale production of it. So it is easier to 

control the cost. It represents an advantage for Aero-Sharp.  

 

Third, the understanding of the market. Aero-Sharp is one of the enterprises that has 

specialized in grid-connected inverter manufacturing early in China. It has its own 

understanding and judgment of world photovoltaic market. The PV market must be supported 

by government policy in order to run effectively. However the governments in the world 

market have different understanding of clean energy and their ability of finances is distinctive. 

Thus, the support of centralized large grid-connected photovoltaic power stations and 

distributed small grid-connected photovoltaic systems is different. At same time, distributed 

small grid-connected photovoltaic systems do not need to use land resources which make it 

easier to get the support from government. To sum up, focus on the small grid-connected 

inverter is better to reflect the value of the Aero-Sharp. 

 

The cost of the normal running contains several parts such as material cost, direct labor cost, 

period cost (depreciation) and so on. The material cost accounted for 40% to 50% of the total 

cost. The direct labor cost is about 20% of the total cost. And 10% of the total cost is period 

cost (depreciation). Also with the batch increasing, the cost will be reduced. 

 

The photovoltaic market has specific requirements to satisfy. Thus the distributed 

photovoltaic power generation system should be constituted by both government and the 

specific recipients of product. The government is the protagonist right now, and it plays a role 

in the future energy policy maker, consumer guide and the finance supporter. Also the specific 

recipients of products should have the willing and ability. At present, according to the prices 

of photovoltaic generation remain a high level and other factors such as the national grid, 

Chinese PV market temporarily cannot be universal to carry out the distributed 

grid-connected photovoltaic generation. Therefore, Aero-Sharp still faces a narrow market. 

Also Aero-Sharp can only provide distributed photovoltaic grid-connected inverter which 

becomes the source of income. 

 

When dealing with resources, Aero-Sharp has two main starting points to consider. First, as 

the PV market has not been fully mature, the enterprises need more efforts in technological 

advancement. Because technological advancement can reduce costs in order to popularize 

product application, expand the market, and be better meeting the demand of market. 

However, the technical advancement acquires a higher level of human resources. Therefore, 

the technical and human resources are key resources of Aero-Sharp in competition with others. 

Second, due to the specificity of the PV market, the domestic sales channels are very 
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important. In addition to find the actual users of products, keeping a good relationship with 

the local government is also crucial. So sales channel impact the enterprise whether it can get 

a good position in the market or not. 

  

Aero-Sharp tries and must hire talented people to design and manufacture products which 

perfectly meet customers’ needs and then provides a suitable price. If the main activities can 

be effectively implemented, all the stakeholders would eventually obtain a different degree of 

satisfaction although they have different value appeal. So Aero-Sharp has to consider the 

demand of the customers. First with the efforts from all the staff and the cooperation with 

suppliers and distributors, the firm meets customers’ needs. 

 

About the cooperation with suppliers and distributors, Aero-Sharp creates relationships with 

those ones that share the same values, show ability to resist risks and ability to achieve goals. 

The government policy has a large impact on the PV market, and it is difficult to make 

forecasts. So when Aero-Sharp looks for a supplier or distributor partner, it must have 

common interests. It also pays attention to their technical and economic strength, which show 

the ability to resist risks. Once becoming a partner, under the premise of achieving customers’ 

needs, Aero-Sharp will moderately play interests game and share resources (including 

information resources) moderately. 
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Ⅴ Analysis 

This chapter first presents the analysis of feasibility of the model we use then presents the 

Business Model of Aero-Sharp. Then it presented the analysis of the environment (institutional 

context) of Chinese PV industry. Finally, based on these two analyses, it presented the 

influence of the institutional context on the Business Model of Aero-Sharp. 

 

5.1 Feasibility of model 

We consider this problem under our assumption of this research which we presented in the 

introduction part. As we have mentioned, China has a special business environment compared 

to other countries in the world. It was due to its history background. It is called the socialist 

market economy with Chinese characteristics. We put the political issue aside. And from the 

data we found, it can be proved that Chinese photovoltaic market is a free and competitive 

market which is feasible for our model. 

 

First, in China most enterprises are Limited Liability Company. The State-own Company is 

not the main part. From the famous speech “Southern tour” from Mr.Deng Xiaoping in 1992, 

China started to increase the intensity of reform and opening. Due to the reform of the 

State-own Company by selling and shareholding reform, China get the result today that the 

State-own Company is not the main part. From the data of the nearest national economic 

census (The second national economic census) which happened in 2008, the number of 

Chinese legal body of enterprises is 4.959 million which has increased 52.6% compared to 

2004 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2009). Among all the legal body of enterprises, 

the state-own one is only 0.143 million which has reduced 20% (National Bureau of Statistics 

of China, 2009). Also among the enterprise assets, State-own Company is only 23% 

decreasing 8.1% (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2009).  

 

Second, nowadays almost Chinese markets are under the competitive environment except 

those strategic industry which related to the safe of the country like military, oil and etc.. 

China is becoming more and more open. Also even in those strategic industry there start some 

reform. For example, in military industry, China has released a document
7
 in 2010 by the 

State Council and the Central Military Commission. This document contains several opinions 

about the military industry. It encouraged the social resources (for example private company) 

to join the competition of the military industry (Economic and Information Commission of 

Ningbo, 2010). 

 

Third, Chinese photovoltaic industry is an open industry. It is full of competitive there. 

Government supports this industry due to the consideration of new energy or green energy. 

Subsides is given to the consumer not directly the manufacturer. For example, the grid price 

subsidy is given to the owner or runner of the large ground power station. It is the similar way 

like some other countries in photovoltaic industry. As we pointed out before many countries 

adjust their subsides in PV industry (Table 5), this side to prove those countries all have 

                                                 
7 The document number is No.37 GuoFa (2010). 
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subsides to support this industry like China. Any countries would support and encourage the 

healthy development of companies by polices. 

 

From those reasons, the Chinese PV market is free and competitive market. We can use our 

model to continue study. 

 

5.2 Business Model 

During the pre-interview with the General Manager of Aero-Sharp Ltd. we had possibility to 

understand that the company pays a lot of attention on the business model with particular 

consideration for customers’ needs. We also noticed that the Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) 

definition of business model “A business model describes the rationale of how an 

organization creates, delivers, and captures value” (p.14), meet the way Aero-Sharp General 

Manager thinks. 

 

Using the business model canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010), it is possible to construct a 

customized business model for Aero-Sharp Ltd. In the figure 10 are represented in summary 

the business model elements that both individually and in relation with the other elements, 

contribute to build Aero-Sharp value.   

 

 
 

Figure 10 –Business Model of Aero-Sharp (Built on Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010: 

Business Model Canvas) 
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1. Customer Segments 

Customers are the clue component of business models, because on them depend the future of 

the company (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). The General Manager of Aero-Sharp explained 

that the company knows the importance of customers. Therefore, it pays special attentions to 

them. To precisely meet their needs, it manufactures suitable and customized products. The 

company decided to focus on satisfying only a specific customer segment. The main market 

segments are: large grid-connected photovoltaic power stations and distributed small 

grid-connected photovoltaic systems. Aero-Sharp focuses on distributed small grid-connected 

photovoltaic systems. There are several reasons that lead to this choice: the required resources, 

the technical maturity, the understanding of the market, reflect Aero-Sharp values. 

 

2. Value Propositions 

It is the value created that satisfied the chosen market segments and affected the customer’s 

decision of choosing one company instead of another. It can be view also as a set of benefits 

offered from the firm to customers (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp focused on 

elements that increase the value perception of its photovoltaic inverter and of the company, 

for its customers. The company priority is to meet technical indicators and security standards. 

After that it focuses on offering high quality product. Lastly the firm provides a suitable price 

for this qualitative product but affordable for its customers segment. The value proposition is 

the element that more differentiates Aero-Sharp from the competitors. It is the unique value 

that Aero-Sharp offers to its customers and that the other firms in the industry cannot imitate. 

These elements (technology, security and quality) are gaining more and more importance 

nowadays, because of the development of photovoltaic inverter industry. What before was a 

success factor for Aero-Sharp, becomes normal measure or basic rule. The past high profits 

will become the average profits. Therefore, the company must focus on another unique, 

inimitable value proposition. 

 

3. Channels 

This element consists in the linkage between the value proposition and the customer segment. 

In other words is the way a company uses to communicate and deliver the value created to the 

customer segment it chose (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp has its own 

distribution channels. It has two main channels: the overseas channel and the domestic one. In 

the first one, the firm provides their products to the local dealer through domestic export 

agents in China and then re-distributes products to equipment installers; but if the equipment 

installers have large scale, Aero-Sharp will sell the products directly to them. The domestic 

channel, instead, is considerably new for Aero-Sharp. The firm decided to focus on the 

domestic PV market because of the world economy general downturn and the measures 

adopted by the Chinese Government based on protection of national interests. In the domestic 

channel the firm cooperates with the power generation system contractor and sales the 

inverters directly to them; and when possible the firm is the general contractor itself. 

 
4. Customer Relationships 

Each company has to define which kind of relationship it wants to create with the customer 
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segment targeted, remembering that the decision taken would affect the customer experience. 

The relationship differs according to the aims that the firm wants to achieve toward customers 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp wants to gain the customer loyalty and fully 

satisfy its customers, and therefore it provides qualitative and customized products and 

services. Additionally, to offer a complete care of its customers, it offers after sales services, 

with its own employers or, where not possible, hiring capable local staff to do it. . 

 
5. Revenue Streams 

This block represents the profits a company obtains from each market segments. To proper 

price its product or service a company has to ask itself how much are its customers willing to 

pay for it, therefore, each revenue stream is generated using its own pricing mechanism 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp distributed photovoltaic grid-connected inverter 

which becomes the source of income. It prices its product following two main factors: first of 

all the firm assures that the prices properly covers the quality offers and secondly that the 

price is affordable for its customers. 

 
6. Key Resources 

The resources are the most important asset to make the business model work. Indeed a 

business model needs resources to develop and deliver the value proposition, to keep the 

relationship with customers and to make profits. Key resources differ according to: the 

industry, the company and the business model; and they can be divided in physical, 

intellectual, financial, or human resources (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp 

resources are mainly technical resources and human resources. Technological advancement is 

essential to survive and compete in the solar power industry; it reduces costs in order to better 

meet the customer’s demand and to make its product affordable to a larger share of the market. 

And the human resources are necessary to relate with the afore mentioned customers. 

 
7. Key Activities 

The key activities represent the most important thing to do to make the business model work 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp gives much importance from the design and 

quality of its products, and to satisfy this criterion and to meet customers’ needs, the company 

hires talented people to project and manufacture the small grid-connected photovoltaic 

systems. The firm pays special attention on all the activities of its value chain because they 

are the roots of a qualitative and valuable product that are needed to meet the customers’ 

needs and to fully satisfy of the market segment. Aero-Sharp had to shape these activities 

once it decided to focus on the domestic market. It works a lot in technical ability. According 

to Yang Dong “Technical is the main factor for developing”, the importance of the technical 

department is also emphasized from the employee trend. As shown in the empirical data 

(Figure 6), due to the decline of the sales income, Aero-Sharp reduced the number of workers 

in its departments, from the year 2010. In particular the recession touched the manufacturing 

employees, because it is directly related to the sales. However, the technical department is the 

only one that did not see a decrease of employees, on the contrary, it compounded. Compared 

with other domestic SMEs, Aero-Sharp stands on leading position for technologies, however 

it is far from the big global enterprises and the gap is expanding. Aero-Sharp principal 
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activities are research and manufacture small grid-connected inverter.  

 

 

8. Key Partnerships 

It is composed by the network of alliances that make possible the implementation of the 

company’s business model, help to reduce risks, and to access resources. Partnerships can 

happen between competitors, non-competitors, under form of joint-ventures, or with suppliers 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp has its own partners. Aero-Sharp prefers to 

establish partnerships with supplier or distributor that shares the same values, that have high 

technologic capability, and that are economically strong. Once established the partnership, 

Aero-Sharp will, to reach customer needs, cooperate and moderately share resources 

(including information resources). Both Aero-Sharp and its competitors consider fundamental 

to establish close relationship with supplier and customers, and set strategic alliances with 

other firms in the industry. Aero-Sharp aim is to maximize the business interests. Therefore 

the firm emphasizes on the partnerships that can provide effective help. Aero-Sharp has 

temporary core competitiveness compared with domestic peers. The core competitiveness is 

the product developing capability, but it lacks the ability to operate market. So Aero-Sharp 

chooses to collaborate with those companies who have a strong market operation ability in 

order to format a solid strategic alliance. In the current situation, Aero-Sharp cooperates with 

the other private enterprises.  

 

9. Cost Structure 

It describes all the costs required to implement all the blocks of the business model. The costs 

are usually calculated after having defined key resources, key activities and key partnerships; 

but sometimes firms prefer to base their business model mainly around the low-cost structure 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Aero-Sharp cost structure considers three main factors: 

material costs, direct labor costs and period cost. In particular the material cost is accounted 

for 40% to 50% of the total cost. This factor shows that the company priority is to offer a high 

qualitative product, even if the cost of raw material represented half of the cost sustained for 

the activity. Just once reached the quality desired, the company’s attention comes on low cost. 

Aero-Sharp cost structure is therefore value-driven, because their business model is directed 

to creation of values rather than attention to low costs.  

 

5.3 Institutional Context 

In order to explore institutional context more clearly, we divided the institutional context into 

two main parts such as politico-institutional factors and socio-institutional factors according 

to Provance et al. (2011). 

 

5.3.1 Politico-Institutional Factors 

Provance et al. (2011) divide Politico-Institutional factors into two main categories Statism 

and Corporatism. Statism, is composed by distribution of resources and public/private 

collaboration that influence and shape companies; and Corporatism contains two elements 

technology policy and exchange governance, about the nature of property rights and structure 

of government (Provance et al., 2011). 
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The distribution of resources is the control and the allocation of resources by central or local 

governments (Provance et al., 2011). Policies such as ‘Golden Sun Demonstration Project’, 

‘Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project’ and so on, show that the government 

threats equally all the companies with regard to resources. If any company has the necessary 

capabilities and meets the requirements, it can earn the subsidies from the government. We 

can judge this factor as equitable, because the companies start all equally from the same point. 

Collaboration between companies which might be more public or private, changes according 

to the level of statism in that economy (Provance et al., 2011). High statism leads to an equal 

and coordinate resource allocation and collaboration among market players, controlled by the 

government (Provance et al., 2011). In the policies we find that the collaboration is equal to 

every company and each company has chance to choose the cooperation it want to take part in. 

This market is characterized by high statism: the public/private collaboration is extensive and 

collectivist. In the current situation, Aero-Sharp does more cooperation with the other 

enterprises, but when it grows it would assume more social responsibility and then to 

cooperate with public institutions. Technology policy (property rights) is the law concerning 

the properties. It mainly determines resource allocation and specially defines how to use the 

resources (Provance et al., 2011). Chinese government emphasizes on the public property 

rights. In the ‘Chinese 12th 5-year plan for energy development, the government points out 

that due to the closely relation of energy and livelihood of people, and the involving interest 

of groups complexly, it is difficult to improve the innovation (Xinhua, 2013). It shows that the 

government focuses on the property rights of public. Exchange governance is about the 

control of the power exercised in the economy of the country (Provance et al., 2011). A 

society is an high corporate when there is an high public property and high centralization of 

the public power (Provance et al., 2011). These last years, Chinese government implemented 

a series of policies to prove this industry. Chinese solar energy industry has a high 

centralization of the public power. It is an integrated public power. 

 

5.3.2 Socio-Institutional Factors 

According to Provance et al. (2011), socio-institutional factors are separated into two main 

elements: competitive isomorphism and institutional isomorphism. Competitive isomorphism 

is about the competition between organizations in the market to access resources and 

customers. It is called economic fit (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983). It will promote the 

technological evolution (Provance et al., 2011). Institutional isomorphism contains three parts 

which are coercive, normative, and mimetic (Provance et al., 2011) and refers to the quest for 

political power and legitimacy. It is called the social fit (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983). 

 

According to Thorton (2011) the competitive isomorphism happens in the following cases: 

when the interaction between organizations increases, when coalition among firms begins, 

when there is a break of information, when in a competitive environment companies get 

involved in common enterprises. This phenomenon always happens in this market since it is a 

high-technical market. When a company produces new products it promotes the technologic 

evolution. Coercive isomorphism means that it is born from political influences and 

organization’s seeking legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It causes enterprise to obey 
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similarly and take same management practices (Provance et al., 2011). In this Chinese PV 

market, this coercive isomorphism contains industry specifications which are basically the 

certifications which are needed when entering a market such as grid certification and safety 

certification. 

 

Normative isomorphism is about the organization’s seeking legitimacy from achieving 

professional values standards from licensing and educational credentialing (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). It occurs when enterprises take the cultural norms, values, and behaviors of the 

environments into account (Provance et al., 2011). Any enterprise wants to survive and 

develop or even be everlasting, must develop their own code of conduct based on certain 

values and cultural norms. These codes of conduct must not be conflicted with the cultural 

norms of the environment. A company cannot be dissociated in the environment. To this end, 

Aero-Sharp has made fairly strict rules. For example, the development of products must 

comply with the requirements of environmental protection; the employment must comply 

with local policy, and so on. Similarly, in the overseas market, Aero-Sharp tried its best to 

obey the local culture norms. Mimetic isomorphism is born as answer to uncertainty and 

seeking legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It happened when companies start to adopt 

traits and behaviors similar to others in the same environment (Provance et al., 2011). This 

phenomenon cannot be avoided since if a company’s product will be imitated when others see 

the high profits that products made. In this market, these are imitative products. 

 

5.4 The influence of the institutional context on the business model elements 
The institutional factors influence the business model in almost every aspect. Due to the late 

start of the Chinese photovoltaic industry, policy-driven is still one of the main driving force 

for the development of the industry (Global Consulting, 2012). The statement of the Director 

of Aero-Sharp (2012) “Follow the policies is the most important thing to do when consider 

the operation of company” stresses the influence that the institutions have on the entire firm.  

 

To structure the analysis we will list once again the institutional factors and for each of them 

we will explain the influence that they have on Aero-Sharp business model’s elements. 

 

5.4.1 Politico-institutional forces 

As previously seen there are two forces that compose the Politico-Institutional context: 

statism and corporatism.  

 

Statism. The policies about the distribution of resources such as ‘Golden Sun Demonstration 

Project’, ‘Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project’ influence the key resources of 

the business model. The company has to meet certain requirements in order to get government 

support and easier access to resources. The policies do not negatively affect Aero-Sharp 

because they are particularly addressed to the SMEs and they threat any firm equally. 

However there would be a good outcome for not suffering the competition if Aero-Sharp tried 

to meet the requirements to get the government supports. The distribution of resources 

therefore affects directly the key resources, but also indirectly the key activities that have to 

drive the company to meet the policy requirements. The public/private collaboration is 
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extensive and collectivist. Aero-Sharp business model shows that the company privilege 

partnership with companies that have its own values. According to the policies it is free to 

collaborate and cooperate with other companies. The choice of partners, however, is affected 

in one way. SMEs as Aero-Sharp can cooperate with private companies, but once they grow, 

they would be better to switch to public institutions for a better growth. This factor might 

affect, in the long run, two elements of the business model: the key partnerships and the 

channels. Aero-Sharp management has to consider that if they decide to grow and develop the 

firm, they have to restructure these two elements of the business model.  

 

Corporatism. The technology policies and the property rights, in the Chinese solar power 

market are basically managed with the ‘Chinese 12th 5-year plan for energy development’ 

policy. The policy aims to promote sustained cost reduction through the mechanism of market 

competition and the development of large-scale, to improve the competitiveness of the 

economy, and to earlier realize the lower price for solar power user; to accelerate 

technological progress, to format the Chinese solar power industry technology system, and to 

improve the continuous competitiveness in the international market; to adapt to the 

management system and policies for the developing solar power generation, and to provide a 

good institutional and policy environment for the developing solar power (Chinese urban 

low-carbon economy, 2012). These policies together with the integrated public power that 

characterize the exchange governance facilitate and therefore lead the technological 

development of solar power companies such as Aero-Sharp. The consequences on the 

business models are evident in several elements. Firstly the key resources are affected because 

in one hand the technological resources will faster improve, and in the other hand it is 

possible to receive subsidies from the government to access more resources. The changes in 

the key resources therefore might lean the key activities and shape the customer segment. In 

the long term, the corporatism can also influence the value proposition and the revenue 

streams. 

 

5.4.2 Socio-institutional forces 

The two isomorphism factors that compose the Socio-Institutional context are: competitive 

isomorphism and institutional isomorphism.  

 

Competitive Isomorphism. Technological evolution born from the competition happens in 

particular in the markets characterized by high technology as in the solar power market. As 

we have previously shown in the analysis, in the domestic competition, Aero-Sharp stands on 

a leading position for technologies among the SMEs, but it is still far from the big global 

enterprises. Due to the competition in the industry and with lowering the threshold of 

technical and the market becoming mature, Aero-Sharp has to consider what are the 

competitors’ thoughts and actions. So despite insisting the judgment of own technology 

development in technical aspects, Aero-Sharp is influenced by the other enterprise in this 

industry. Thus, the influence occurs on the key resources and the key activities; furthermore, 

in the long term, the competition can also influence the customer segment. 

 

Institutional Isomorphism. The industry specifications of the photovoltaic industry are mainly 
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the grid certifications and the safety certifications that are needed to enter and stay in the 

industry. This coercive isomorphism affects the key activities of Aero-Sharp business model, 

because the company had to keep the requirements under control. Also the value proposition 

is influenced, because since Aero-Sharp focuses on high quality, together with technical and 

security standards, more than other companies it has to satisfy these criteria. The normative 

isomorphism instead conditions the company’s behavior on respect of cultural norms, values, 

and environmental norms. These policies have consequences on key activities, because the 

company has to operate according to the policies. Additionally also the value proposition is 

shaped by the normative isomorphism, because the value of the company has to respect the 

norms issued by the government in matter of culture, values and environment. The last 

institutional isomorphism is the mimetic, meaning companies that adopt traits and behaviors 

similar to others in the same environment or compete in the industry with imitative products. 

This factor generally influences the entire business model. The key element to face the issue 

is the value proposition; Aero-Sharp has to offer a value proposition that is difficult to imitate 

and then guarantee to them a sustained competitive advantage from the imitators, and 

competitors.  

 

 

Figure 11 - Institutional influences on business model elements 

 

As represented in summary in Figure 11, the institutional factors have a strong influence on 

the business model of Aero-Sharp. Our study shows that there are two types of influences that 

can occur on the business model elements: direct (shown in yellow in the Figure 11) or 

indirect (shown in purple in the Figure 11). For direct influences is meant the direct forces 

either politico or socio institutional exercise on the elements. On the other hand, the indirect 
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influences are due to the linkage among the business model elements. All the elements of the 

business model are related to each other and if one of these gets affected by institutional 

factors, it also has consequences on other elements, and in the long term on the entire business 

model. The elements that are affected the most by the institutions are the key activities of 

Aero-Sharp, the key resources and the value proposition. These are the core elements of the 

Aero-Sharp business model. It means that the behavior of the company, the performance and 

the choices are strongly influenced and shaped by the institutional factors. The whole business 

model will be shaped according to the policies, the competition and the environment of the 

photovoltaic industry in the Chinese solar power market.  

 

To sum up, the business model elements are all (directly or indirectly) influenced by the 

institutional forces. Ergo, any small changes in single policies, or main ones in the 

governmental politics have impact on the business model. Therefore, the company has to 

update the business model according to these changes. In the current situation, for example, 

the government continues to release new policies and subsidies to promote the Chinese PV 

industry. Hence, Aero-Sharp has to constantly revise its business model and its strategy to 

benefit from the institutional context: to gain more resources, to find the most suitable 

channels and partner, and to make profits. The company should firstly change the elements 

that are directly influenced by the policies. Once done that, it should produce changes to the 

other elements, to complete the new canvas. In this way Aero-Sharp can adjust the business 

model according to the current institutional forces, and turn it more suitable and adequate to 

the market. 

 

A meaningful finding is that for Aero-Sharp is not enough to think of its business activities 

and competitors, but it is extremely important to monitor the governmental activities and the 

politics changes. Indeed these last factors represent a double edged sword for the company: it 

can be very positive for the business and increase the firm growth and development (if it pays 

attention to the requirements and can gain benefits from the policies). However it can also be 

negative for Aero-Sharp business. It slows down the business because of the required 

attention on the governmental activities, it forces the company to edit the business model 

more often, and it creates more competition among small medium enterprises that all want to 

benefit from the policies.  
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Ⅵ Conclusion 

In this chapter, the conclusions would be introduced. And based on this, this part introduced 

the implications. Also, the limitation and future research were pointed out. 

 

6.1 Conclusions 

In an emerging economy such as Chinese solar power industry, it is extremely important to 

consider the institutional context in the market positioning and competition. The government 

plays a vital role in photovoltaic power generation market. It guides the energy consumption 

through the development of energy policy and it promotes the photovoltaic power generation 

market by supporting the finance of photovoltaic energy directly. Extreme to say the 

government policy determines the fate of enterprises in this industry at present. 

 

In particular, the research question that was investigated is:  

 

 How does the institutional context influence the Business Model's 

elements of a company in Chinese Solar-Power energy market? 
 

This research stressed the presence of several institutional factors in the environment that 

affect the business model elements. The two macro categories in which these factors are 

divided are the Politico-Institutional and the Socio-Institutional. The first group of factors has 

a stronger impact on the business model elements. As resulted from the analysis, government 

policies directly touch the following elements of Aero-Sharp business model: key resources, 

value proposition, channels, and key partnership. The influences exercised are not necessary 

negative for the company. Policies such as ‘Chinese 12th 5-year plan for energy development’ 

help the development of SMEs in the Chinese PV market. The plan is composed by several 

points, and among all, they guarantee good institutional and policy environment for the 

developing solar power (Chinese urban low-carbon economy, 2012). In matter of resource, 

‘Golden Sun Demonstration Project’ and ‘Solar Photovoltaic Building Demonstration Project’ 

threat all the SMEs equally. The fact is that to satisfy the requirements that give Aero-Sharp 

access to resources, the company has to direct its activities to this purpose, and it will scatter 

the attention from the real business of the company. But otherwise, if Aero-Sharp focus only 

on its business without considers the government policies, it would suffer the competition. 

The second group of institutional factors instead has influence on key activities, value 

proposition and key resources. Aero-Sharp has to provide to shape its activities according to 

the competition in the market, and the normative that compose the environment. The high 

requirements of quality that the industry had to satisfy influence Aero-Sharp value proposition. 

The firm previously focuses on high quality, together with technical and security standards, 

but now that the institutions set high criteria, all the competitors have to respect them. 

Therefore, Aero-Sharp would better find a unique value to offer to the customers, and to 

maintain the advantage toward the competition. Furthermore, the analysis pointed out the 

strong relationship that exists among the business model elements. The direct influence that 

the institutions exercise on some of the elements, indirectly affects other elements, and in the 

long term, the entire business model. Aero-Sharp has, thus, to continue the improvement of 
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the business model and to shape all of the elements, according to the institutional context. 

 

In the end, the institutional context exercises such a strong influence on Aero-Sharp that 

makes inadequate to only think of its business activities and competitors. The firm must 

monitor the governmental activities and the politics changes if it wants to gain a sustained 

competitive advantage toward its competitors. We strongly believe that it is possible to extend 

these findings to the other small medium companies of the industry. They all suffer the same 

influence from the institutional forces. Emerging economies and industries are so highly 

regulated that this kind of companies are at the mercy of the government decisions. Small 

medium enterprises need to benefit from policies and subsidies to lead a high competitive 

market and gain a sustained competitive advantage. The release of new policies or the change 

of direction of them would reverse situation. 

 

6.2 Contributions and Implications 

The theoretical implication of this article is the contribution to the business model literature in 

emerging industries and economies such as China. As we previously mentioned in the 

introduction, the literature on the business model lack of researches in the developing 

countries. With our qualitative study we wanted to contribute to fill this theoretical gap. 

Consequently, we studied the business model of a Chinese solar power enterprise, using the 

business model canvas of Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). This tool was essential in the 

analysis of the company, especially to understand which element contributed the most to the 

creation of value of the company. Afterwards, we also wanted to investigate the impact that 

the institutional context could have on the company. The enterprise we analyze operates in an 

emerging economy and emerging industry, hence we assumed that the government would 

play an important role in it. We noticed that the canvas, and most of other researches based on 

western countries, did not take in account of the significant impact that the institutional 

context could have. Our analysis confirmed our assumption and, thus, that the institutional 

factors deeply affect the business of a company in China. Through our study, we contributed 

to the literature investigating how the institutional context influence the business model. 

 

The managerial implication refers to the awareness of the institutional forces on companies’ 

performances and behavior. It gives western companies who want to enter China and those 

companies already in Chinese PV market some optional advices. More precisely this article 

contributes to the better understand the influences that these external factors have on the 

business model of the company, in order to prepare the management to face these forces. 

Based on the study, Aero-Sharp business model is strongly influenced by the institutional 

context. In particular there is one major problem that the management has to face. The value 

proposition that, so far, highlighted Aero-Sharp among the competitors, does not represent an 

unique and inimitable value anymore. All the competitors are increasing their qualitative, 

technical and security indicators standards, to meet the policies requirements. Hence, 

Aero-Sharp has to find a new unique value to deliver to its customers that gives him a 

competitive advantage toward its competitors. A possible implication for Aero-Sharp 

management would be to shape the business model from a value driven base to a cost driven 

base. There are multiple reasons that support the great change is the business model. Firstly 
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the solar power industry. It has as a high potential of growth and development, thanks to the 

governmental policies and the competition in the market; secondly the company. It is one of 

the leaders among the small-medium enterprises. Thirdly, the customer segment. It is still 

immature and most of the times cannot afford high qualitative and customized products. 

Therefore, the potential customers of Aero-Sharp, would rather choose a quality standard, but 

low cost product. Right now the competitors are busy to reach the qualitative standards and to 

benefits from the policies. Aero-Sharp, who already meets these requirements, should set a 

new business model cost driven. To sell lower-price but qualitative products, will allow the 

company to satisfy the customer segment and to gain a competitive advantage in the short 

term. In the long run the new business model will continue to be positive for Aero-Sharp. 

Indeed the cost structure is not directly influenced from the institutional forces and, if 

Aero-Sharp will keep the qualitative, technological and security standard required by the 

government, and lower the raw material price and therefore the final product price, it could 

also gain a sustained competitive advantage and become the leader in the small-grid because 

it will be less exposed to the changes in government politics.  

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

In this research, we decided to study a single case study. We analyzed a Chinese 

small-medium enterprise that produces small size grid-connected inverter in the solar power 

industry. The first limit is due to the specificity of this choice: the finding of this research may 

not be suitable to the whole industry. In addition, the choices made in the theoretical review 

about the business model definition and elements represent a limitation. Different choices of 

them, could lead to different findings. Eventually, the model used to represent the institutional 

forces, was built on a similar industry, but not specifically for the Chinese solar power 

industry. Moreover, our assumption of this research is the difference in some aspects such as 

culture do not influence on the using of business model canvas. Future researches, can 

improve the limitations of this study.  

 

We conducted a qualitative study because of the newness of the field, but we strongly believe 

that future researches on SME in this industry will obtain similar findings. Further studies on 

the influence that the institutional context has on a business model of Chinese companies, are 

essential: to better understand the influences and the consequences that they have on the 

business model of an enterprise. In particular is very useful the development of quantitative 

studies on this area. This typology of studies can contribute to prove the result of this research. 

Moreover it can help to deeply investigate the influence of the institutional forces in the 

Chinese solar power companies. 

 

Secondly, the institutional context’s part of the model used in this research was from a front 

research. It only focused on a similar industry not the same one. Future researches could 

develop an appropriate model for institutional context directly based on the Chinese solar 

power industry. This would also reduce the limitation of the research.  

 

Thirdly, due the development of the industry, and the changes in the governmental politics, 

the environment surrounding the companies will suffer from changes. There might be new 
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policies released or a change in the in the trend or even a change in the world situation of this 

industry. Future researches have been considering these changes.  

 

Fourthly, there are some researches focusing on Chinese economy especially the culture 

conflicts or the influence of the culture. It would be interesting and useful to merge the culture 

issue with our research. 
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Ⅷ Appendix  

8.1 Pre-Interview Guide 

8.1.1Pre-Interview Guide Ⅰ 

Background: 

1. What’s your aim? 

2. Can you tell us your vision and mission of the company? 

 

Enviroment: 

3. What’s the current situation of the company? 

4. What’s the current situation of the whole market in your mind? 

5. What are the influence factors of developing your company?  

6. How do they pay the role? 

7. What’s obstruction of develop? 

8. What are the favorable conditions of your company?  

9. How do they influence?  

 

Internal: 

10. What are the influence factors? 

11. Which factor is most important? 

12. What’s the problem if have? 

13. How to deal with the problems? 

 

背景: 

1. 请问您的目标是什么? 

2. 能说说您对公司未来的前景展望和规划吗? 

 

外部: 

3. 贵公司如今的现状如何? 

4. 贵公司所有的市场现状如何? 

5. 您觉得影响贵公司发展的(外部)因素有哪些? 

6. 这些因素如何起作用? 

7. 您觉得影响贵公司发展的阻力是什么? 

8. 您觉得贵公司掌握的有利发展的条件有哪些? 

9. 这些有利条件是如何起作用的? 

 

内部： 

10. 您觉得影响贵公司发展的内部因素有哪些？ 

11. 其中最重要的是？ 

12. 贵公司如今遇到的瓶颈是（如果有）？ 

13. 贵公司如何处理这些瓶颈？ 
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8.1.2 Pre-Interview Guide Ⅱ 

1. What are the markets of the company? 

2. What’s the situation of each market? 

3. What’s the main problem of each market? 

4. How to plan to overcome the problems? 

5. What are the advantages in each market? 

6. How about the future? 

 

1. 请问贵公司如今有哪些市场？ 

2. 这些市场目前的情况如何？ 

3. 这些市场遇到的最主要的困境是什么？ 

4. 贵公司计划如何克服困难？ 

5. 在各个市场中贵公司的优势是什么？ 

6. 对未来贵公司有何打算？ 

 

8.2 Interview Guide 

8.2.1 Interview Guide Ⅰ 

1. What are the main policies in Chinese market? 

2. What’s the current situation about Chinese market? 

3. What’s the future of Chinese market? 

4. How company prepared for Chinese market? 

5. What companies do in order to enter Chinese market? 

 

1. 在中国市场中主要有哪些政策？ 

2. 中国市场如今的形势如何？ 

3. 对中国市场的未来展望与预计？ 

4. 贵公司做了哪些必要的准备来进入中国市场？ 

5. 贵公司是如何进入中国市场？ 

 

8.2.2 Interview Guide Ⅱ 

General Questions: 

1. Why you start your business out of China first? 

2. What’s the key market for the company now under today’s situation? Why choose this? 

3. What kinds of company can be developed well in Chinese PV market? 

 

Business Model: 

4. What’s your Customer Segments? Why? 

5. What’s your strategy in value proposition? Why? 

（What value do we deliver to the customer? Which one of our customer’s problems are 

we helping to solve? Which customer needs are we satisfying? What bundles of products 

and services are we offering to each Customer Segment?） 

(design, brand, price, cost control, risk control) 

6. How about your Channels? Why use these? 
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7. What’re your customer relationships? What’re the ideal relationships? 

8. What about the revenue streams?（For what value are our customers really willing to pay? 

For what do they currently pay? How are they currently paying? How would they prefer 

to pay? How much does each Revenue Stream contribute to overall revenues?） 

9. What kinds of resources you have? What’s the key resource in competition? (Financial, 

channels, human resource, technical etc.) 

10. What about key activities? (From value proposition) 

11. What kinds of company can be the suppliers and partners of your company? What’s the 

strategy about this? (activities, resources) 

12. How about the relationships with supplier?  

13. What’s the cost structure of the company? 

 

Institutional Context: 

14. What’s the influence on the entry to Chinese market due to institutional context? 

15. How do the policy influence on Your BM? (Customer Segments, Value Proposition, Cost 

Structure, Customer segment, Key activities, Revenue streams, Key partners, Customer 

relationships?) 

16. Does your company think it is equitable for allocation of all kinds of resources in current 

policies? 

17. Does your company cooperate with private enterprises or public institutions? 

18. What’s the position of your company in technical development compared with others in 

this industry? Does the development of technical influence by other competitors? 

19. Does your company be forcible impacted by the industry environment (law, policy, 

control...) when setting the strategy? What’s the infulence? 

20. Does your company setting the rules and choosing strategies (BM) by culture rules, 

values and behaviors in the environment? How do they impact? 

21. Does your company adopt similar behaviors or characteristics compared with competitors 

and others in this market? What’re the behaviors or characteristics? What’s the process 

from not taking these behaviors to accept them? What’s the reasons of doing this? 

22. What’s your core competence due to this situation? 

 

背景问题： 

1. 请问为什么贵公司选择从海外市场开始发展而不是从中国市场开始？ 

2. 请问在当前形势下，贵公司的市场重点又在哪里？为什么？ 

3. 请问什么样的企业进入中国市场才能取得很好发展？ 

 

商业模式： 

4. 贵公司的目标客户是什么？为什么选择这一类的细分顾客群？ 

5. 贵公司价值主张的战略是什么？为什么选择这些？ 

（贵公司想要向客户传输些什么价值? 贵公司想要帮客户解决什么? 贵公司能满足

客户什么样的需求? 贵公司能向各个目标客户（细分客户群）提供什么样的捆绑产

品和服务？）（设计，品牌，价格，成本控制，风险控制角度） 

6. 贵公司的销售渠道是什么？为什么? 

7. 贵公司与顾客之间的关系如何？想要建立怎样的理想中的关系？ 
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8. 贵公司的收入来源是什么？ 

（哪些价值是顾客真正愿意支付的? 他们现在支付了什么? 他们如何支付? 他们更

愿意支付什么? 每一个收入来源占总来源的比例（不同目标客户群）?） 

9. 贵公司拥有哪些资源？其中哪些是贵公司在竞争中的关键资源？（财政，分销渠道，

顾客，人力，科技等等） 

10. 贵公司必须要做的关键活动是什么？（价值主张的要求） 

11. 哪些公司能成为贵公司的供应商和合作伙伴?互相之间的战略是什么？（互相之间的

活动，资源等） 

12. 与供应商的关系？ 

13. 贵公司的成本结构是怎样的？ 

 

机构政策： 

14. 政府政策对贵公司进入中国市场的影响有哪些？ 

15. 政府相关政策对贵公司商业模式各方面选择的影响？（目标客户？价值主张？销售

渠道？与顾客间的关系？收入来源？成本结构？关键资源？关键活动？关键合作

者？） 

16. 贵公司觉得目前政策上对各类资源的分配公平和协调吗？ 

17. 贵公司比较多地和私人企业还是公共机构合作？ 

18. 贵公司在技术发展的方面与同行业竞争者相比处于何种位置？技术发展是否会受同

行业竞争者的影响？ 

19. 贵公司在设置相关战略战术时有没有受到行业环境（法律，政策，监管等）的强制

影响？这些影响有哪些？ 

20. 贵公司是否根据环境中的文化规范，价值观和行为来制定自身政策和选择商业模式？

是如何影响的？ 

21. 贵公司是否采取同行业竞争者及其他利益相关者类似的行为和特点？这些行为和特

点是什么？从没有采取这些行为和特点到采取的过程是怎样的？促进这些行为和特

点的原因是什么？ 

22. 在上述情况下贵公司的核心竞争力，核心竞争模式是？ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


