
Sten A Olsson Foundation Scholarship – Report 
 
The scholarship has been used to finance a research trip to China in order to collect 
data as part of our master thesis. The trip took place during the month of April 2014 
and below follows a brief report of our stay in China as well as the final results from 
our thesis. 
 
The research in China 
The idea behind the thesis topic was initiated as both of us wanted to work with a 
subject within the automotive industry. Our master thesis supervisor Rick Middel had 
connections within the automotive industry in Gothenburg, which opened up for a 
potential master thesis where the topic of business model innovation (BMI) could be 
examined within that industry. We also managed to get in contact with Dr. Jun JIN 
from the Zhejiang University in Hangzhou by help from one of our professors. This 
opened up for a very interesting thesis topic where we could compare the Swedish 
and the Chinese automotive industry, with the process of legitimizing a BMI as the 
main focus. 
 
We arrived in China 1st of April and rented an apartment next to the campus of the 
Zhejiang University in Hangzhou for the entire month. We were also given access to 
our own office for guest professors at the National Institute for Innovation 
Management department of the university. Interviews with managers within the 
automotive industry were conducted both in Hangzhou and Shanghai. We were also 
taking part in company visits together with students from Swedish and Chinese 
executive MBA programs. This provided us with the opportunity to get a better 
understanding of Chinese culture in general and the differences between Swedish and 
Chinese companies in particular. We also attended weekly meetings together with 
PhD students from the Innovation Management department with the aim to discuss 
and give feedback and ideas on different research topics.  
 
Budget 

Flight tickets 16000 
Accommodation 12000 

Food and domestic travel 16000 
Vaccination 2200 

Visa 1100 
Gifts for interviewees and host 1000 

Total 48300 
 

Result 
The process of legitimizing a business model innovation is by no means a 
straightforward journey. Theory gave insight to the complexity and different 
dynamics surrounding the topic. When analyzing the empirical findings, one could 



clearly see that the same complexity applies for the cases observed in the context of 
our thesis. Even though all but one of the cases was conducted in the same industry, 
there were obvious differences of how to run the BMI project, but also how to obtain 
and maintain legitimacy.  
 
The findings from our thesis state the complexity of the question we set out to answer; 
What actions enhance legitimacy in the process of business model innovation? There 
is no “golden rule” to follow and the methods vary from case to case. Findings from 
the different BMI projects in our thesis show how being prepared and aware of 
potential illegitimacy challenges is just as important as the actions taken to 
gain/maintain legitimacy. Even though all but one of the projects was conducted in 
large firms within the same industry, the diversity and uniqueness of each project is 
evident. However, findings also suggest how certain actions to gain legitimacy were 
more applied than others. Consequently, five actions are seen as the key findings from 
our thesis. (1) Work under the radar: As innovations are fragile and easily challenged 
by established forces at an initial stage, working under the radar and making progress 
on the BMI project without drawing any attention has proven to be a successful 
approach to gain legitimacy. (2) Seek for an authority figure: One of the key 
illegitimacy challenges found was the difficulty of collaborating and finding the right 
people across departments in the large organizations observed. The interviewees used 
names such as “Grandfathers”, “Champions”, and “Sponsors” to describe these 
individuals. By getting help from these individuals, illegitimacy challenges could be 
mitigated and the effort needed to gain legitimacy for the project in key areas was 
greatly decreased.  (3) Do not underestimate the power of passion: Though it might 
sound simple, the personal commitment from the creator of an innovation proved to 
have a high impact on the success of the BMI projects. (4) Create goals within reach: 
A key finding that appears to be crucial when trying to gain and maintain legitimacy 
is the aspect of working methodically with clear goals and comprehensible results. 
Many of the interviewees expressed how tangible results, small milestones, clear 
goals and targets, clear objectives and iterative KPI's made it easier to steer the 
project, and how it also enhanced manager's ability to grasp the different projects, 
thus making it easier to gain legitimacy. (5) Locate the internal customer: Lastly, the 
challenge of locating a receiver/internal customer for the BMI at an early stage of the 
process needs to be highlighted. This is crucial to mitigate the risk of the innovation 
being rejected from the department/customer at a later stage. 


