
 

 

 

 

 
Proposal for a Master’s Thesis 

 

Mapping the Smart Grid Ecosystem 

 
Smart grids have the potential to fundamentally change the way that energy companies interact with their 
customers. A smart grid infrastructure allows for bidirectional flows of information. It also provides a 
platform for many new products and services to be developed by different companies, for example smart 
appliances like washing machines that can be programmed to go on and off remotely or heating 
management applications that optimize the thermal comfort in a building. The smart grid setting is an 
example of an innovation ecosystem. It is a network of heterogeneous actors from different industries 
including amongst others utilities, grid operators, technology providers, customers, and start-ups. These 
actors depend on each other in order to create value and to deliver a holistic solution (i.e. a smarter grid) 
to the customer.  
 
Given these interdependencies, the degree to which the different actors are able to collaborate with each 
other will be vital for the overall advancement and health of the smart grid ecosystem. It is therefore, crucial 
to investigate factors that enable or hinder collaborations between the different ecosystem actors. One 
particular challenge, for example, is that the smart grid ecosystem aims to integrate technologies and 
services from various industries. This requires the integration of distant and diverse knowledge and 
technologies. This research project will investigate the structure of the smart grid ecosystem and the 
antecedents of collaboration. Technology intensity and age, position in the ecosystem etc.  
 
To improve our understanding of ecosystem structure and collaboration in the context of smart grids, ETH 
Zurich’s Group for Sustainability and Technology (SusTec) is offering a Master’s thesis that will investigate 
the following research questions: To what extent and with whom do actors in the smart grid ecosystem 
collaborate? How does position in the ecosystem affect collaboration? 
 
The student’s tasks comprise amongst others: 
 

• Developing a methodology for mapping and visualizing the smart grid ecosystem (based on 
literature review including academic and trade journal publications) 

• Compiling a database on smart grid innovation based on the proprietary platform ‘i3 connect’ 

• Conducting an analysis of the influence of ecosystem position on collaboration  

• Deriving implications for firms and policy makers in the smart grids sector  
 
The Master student will be an integral part of the SusTec research team and will work in close collaboration 
with a postdoctoral researcher. The analyses of the thesis are intended to result in an academic publication. 
Through his or her research, the student will have the opportunity to help shape the strategies of managers 
and policymakers in a field of large societal importance. 
 
We are looking for an excellent student with strong English skills who is highly motivated and able to work 
independently. Strong communication and project management skills, experience in data analysis as well 
as with technologies in the energy industry are an asset. Ideally, the applicant has a background in 
management, engineering, economics, energy science or innovation studies. 
 
Start date:  June/July 2017 (exact date is negotiable but should be before August) 
Duration: 6 months 
Location:  Zurich 
 
Your application: Please send your CV, a short letter of motivation (max. one page), and transcripts of 
records (with grades) via email to Aoife Brophy Haney (abrophy@ethz.ch). Applications from non-ETH 
students are welcome. We look forward to receiving your application. 
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