
The Or igin of the Open Innovation 
When solar  energy star ted to show  promising market potential, Mr  
Gianluigi  Angelantoni , President of the industr ial group of the same 
name, decided to look for  new  cutting-edge technical solutions In 
order  to grasp the market oppor tuni ties offered by this new  sector  
and in the process diver si fy the group?s business activi ty. In pur suing 
their  goal, Angelantoni  Group star ted to col laborate w ith r esearch 
organizations active in the solar  energy area and to bui ld up an 
integrated supply chain w ith selected Ital ian manufacturer s. 

An oppor tuni ty arose when ENEA (Ital ian National Agency for  New  
Technologies, Energy and Sustainable Economic Development) 

- Founded in 2007 as a 
spin-out of the Angelantoni  
group (a leading player  in 
the biomedical, testing, and 
clean technologies sector s), 
Ar chimede Solar  Energy 
(ASE) is cur rently a wor ld 
leader  in the production of 
solar  r eceiver  tubes for  
thermodynamic power  
plants w ith parabolic trough 
col lector s.

- Two international investor s 
injected the necessar y 
r esources to sustain the 
company?s innovation 
activi ty.

- In 2011, ASE completed the 
constr uction of one of the 
largest and most innovative 
and f lexible manufactur ing 
plants, w i th a production 
capaci ty of 250MW, scalable 
up to 500MW.

INDUSTRY-RESEARCH COLLABORATION: A 
ROUTE TO NEW KNOWLEDGE, EXPERTISE AND 
BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
In the early 2000s, a mature Italian industrial group decided to invest in the solar energy sector 
by developing innovative solutions in close collaboration with a public research centre. After a 
few years, the group decided to spin out their growing business activity and founded a new 

company; today it is a world leader in the solar energy market. 

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES

launched a public tender  to bui ld 
a prototype of the sputter ing 
machine for  producing solar  
r eceiver  tubes based on a 
patented method which uses 
molten salts for  heat tr ansfer  and 
storage (instead of oi l), invented 
by Car lo Rubbia (former  
President of ENEA and Nobel 
Pr ize w inner ). Thanks to i ts 
unsurpassed technical ski l ls, the 
Group won the tender  and 
thereby kicked off  a long-standing 
and mutually-beneficial col lab- 
oration between the two 
organizations.



To advance the prototype from proof of concept 
to an industr ial product, an intensive joint 
innovation effor t was set in motion to optimize 
the technical features. This involved integrating 
new  patented technologies and setting up a 
low -impact production process. On the basis of 
the r esults which were achieved, Angelantoni  
decided to move dir ectly to high-quali ty mass 
production whi le r elying on col laboration w ith 
ENEA and i ts supply network. In 2007, 
Angelantoni  Group established ASE to engineer  
and scale up the ENEA-inspir ed technical 
development and thereby acquir e a leading 
posi tion in the solar  energy sector  and w iden i ts 
product por tfol io.

Open Innovation Journey

The salient feature of the ASE case is that the 
open innovation logic permeates the whole 
company?s culture and values. From i ts 
beginnings as a joint R&D exper ience, the 
par tner ship w ith ENEA is sti l l  on-going and other  
col laborations have been ini tiated w ith players 
both on the r esearch side and in industr y and 
f inance. Scaling up to high-volume industr ial 
production implied bui lding a large plant; this 
r equir ed an injection of state-of-the-ar t ski l ls and 
fr esh f inancial r esources to succeed, as well  as a 
continuous scouting exercise for  novel features 
and exper tise to improve the core technology.

The exclusive l icensing agreement on ENEA?s 
wor ldw ide patent f i r st attr acted the involvement 
of a multinational industr ial player ; however , 
fol low ing a lack of al ignment in str ategic vision, 
Angelatoni  Group quickly took back control. 
Shor tly after wards new  investor s entered into the 
capital, whi le acting also as door  openers in new  
fast-grow ing markets (Chiyoda Corporation in the 
Middle East and Nor th Afr ica; FAL Holding for  
Saudi Arabia and the vicini ty).

Once the per formance of the product was 
optimized, the main innovation activi ty focused 
on improving the production process thanks to 
synergies w ith the technical know -how  of the  

CSP parabolic trough molten salt technology

r esearch centres involved and the company's 
ow n in-house industr ial ski l ls. The novel process, 
which uses new  patented solutions (exclusive 
l icensing agreements and new  propr ietar y 
patents), managed to r educe both environmental 
impact and manufactur ing costs (leading to a 
30% reduction of energy storage costs). 

?The USP of our  f lagship product can be 
summar ised as fol lows: high quali ty standards of 
manufactur ing solar  r eceiver s ensur ing highest 
optical and thermal per formance and stabi l i ty, 
whi le guaranteeing the maximum eff iciency of 
the operating plant? declared Feder ica 
Angelantoni , CEO of the New Co. In 2013, ASE 
inaugurated a demo plant, the most innovative 
solar  plant w ith thermal storage in the wor ld, 
and posi tioned i tself  as a leading player  (50% 
market share of the European Concentrating 
Solar  Power  (CSP) systems and 100% of the 
molten salt solar  r eceiver  tubes, the technology 
patented by ENEA).

Strategic par tner ships played a key role not only 
in the concept and development stage of their  
new  business, but also in the way ASE 
approached the market. In order  to bid for  public 
tenders to bui ld solar  production plants - and to 
be successful - ASE chose to team up w ith r el iable 
pre-selected supplier s in a formal consor tium, as 
well  as local players.



The latter  contr ibuted to creating market demand by promoting the ASE 
technology and i ts added value to potential customers/decision makers, 
whi le membership of sectoral associations faci l i tated the creation of 
favourable conditions. In order  to ful ly capture the market, the 
company decided to w iden i ts product por tfol io to incorporate 
alternative solutions and offer  consultancy and engineer ing ser vices for  
the constr uction of thermodynamic solar  plants.

Archimede's Massa Martana manufacturing plant, designed by Paolo Verducci + 
Studio Maryfil Perugia: selected as one of the top 20 sustainable buildings in Italy 

at the Venice Architecture Biennale 2012.

Impact of the OI Collaboration

?From our  exper ience we learned that to br ing a disruptive and 
complex innovation to the market, i t is fundamental to form str ategic 
al l iances w ith strong par tner s, both from the r esearch and 
industr ial/business wor ld?, commented Feder ica Angelantoni . ?For  the 
proof of concept, public r esearch centres are good par tner s since they 
are not concerned about competi tion?. Of course, this case shows that to 
achieve a w in-w in col laboration i t is essential to overcome any 
communication bar r ier s due to the di f ferent backgrounds and mindsets 
of the par tner s. The cross-fer ti l ization between research and industr y, 
which in this case was achieved by a small team from ASE being hosted 
at ENEA?s premises to acquir e the necessar y ski l ls for  r unning the 
process, helps to str engthen the know -how  and ski l ls of both sides. 

For  the future the company intends to maintain i ts technical leadership 
(they have obtained two international patents) and to continue their  
col laboration w ith ENEA and other  str ategic par tner s, whi le enter ing 
the Nor th Afr ica and Middle East markets and improving their  local 
presence and visibi l i ty. The case of ASE also shows that str ategic 
par tner ships are successful i f  there is an al ignment in the par tner s? 
goals and expected outcomes and i f  they are proper ly managed, 
especial ly when interacting w ith multinational companies.

Key l essons

KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS

Close R&D collaboration generates 
not only new  IP/know ledge but 
also cross-fer ti l ization effects 
between academic and industr ial 
teams.

 

RIGHT PARTNERS

Public r esearch centres and 
academia are general ly seen as 
prefer red par tner s by industr ial 
players for  joint r esearch.

GATEKEEPING

When dealing w ith public / 
semi-public actor s for  large plants, 
i t is fundamental to have a good 
supply chain and a local presence 
to be in a strong posi tion to bid.

INDUSTRIAL SPIN- OUT

A spin out from an industr ial 
company has a strong 
management background, a 
stronger  apti tude towards OI and 
easier  access to str ategic par tner s.
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