
The Or igin of the Open Innovation 
Set against i ts str ategic goal to generate r evenue by opening up more 
to i ts sur rounding business environment and dr iven by i ts core 
values that can be summed up as "suppor ting customers in a 
r elationship of tr ust bui l t over  time", BA Systèmes made the 
conscious decision to increase i ts investment in innovation which i t 
considered to be a key factor  for  competi tiveness in a more and more 
dynamic sector. To boost company grow th and maximize i ts 
potential, the SME adopted a diver si f ication str ategy by extending i ts 
product por tfol io, thereby consolidating i ts posi tion in existing 
markets and addressing new  ones.

In 2007 BA Systèmes had 70 employees and did al l  their  technical 
development in-house. The company president then decided to 
embed Open Innovation practices into his business str ategy and put 
one of his engineers in charge. The latter 's mission was to set up an 
innovation uni t and introduce the function of "innovation 
gatekeeper " whose role was to develop par tner ships w ith academic 
laborator ies, end users, industr ial companies, univer si ties and 
research enabler s at r egional and national levels for  the purpose of 
detecting and exploi ting new  business oppor tuni ties. To create r eal 
value for  the company, the Research, Development and Innovation 
projects as well  as the external col laborations were designed to make 
high-value products for  customers and str engthen the company's 
visibi l i ty/ r eputation as well  as expand i ts international network.

- Founded in 1975, BA Systèmes 
is a leading company in the 
robotics industr y, providing 
intr alogistics and automated 
guided vehicles (AGV) solutions 
for  var ious industr ies such as 
pharmaceutical, bottl ing, 
agr i food, and mobi le robots for  
the bui lding, automotive and 
healthcare sector s.

- 220 employees, of which half  
are engineers or  PhDs, and 20% 
dedicated to innovation

- 20 innovation projects car r ied 
out in the last 10 years after  
having adopted an internal Open 
Innovation programme.

- Main achievements: over  10 
patents f i led (from 2007 on), 
robots instal led at over  300 si tes 
, + 15% grow th per  year , over  
220 col laborator s and 300 
contacts across EU/international 
markets, 30 str ategic 
col laborations w ith key players, 
including multi - national 
companies; 2 sister  companies 
created to ser ve new  markets.

THE "GATEKEEPER" METHOD FOR 
MANAGING SUCCESSFUL OPEN 
INNOVATION
Ten years ago, a mature French SME took the conscious decision to invest in 
innovation by adopting an Open Innovation model for its organization. Within a 
few years, the company had grown thanks to a diversification of its activities which 
led to a continuous increase in turnover, 20 new innovation projects and over 10 
patents filed as well as 30 strategic collaborations initiated with key players. 

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES



BA Systèmes adopted a two-way Open Innovation 
approach, which consisted of both an inbound 
and outbound innovation process.

Inbound innovation process

The inbound innovation process is managed 
pr incipal ly by the technological gatekeeper  who 
is r equir ed to demonstrate three ski l ls, namely 1) 
the capaci ty to work w ith the academic wor ld as 
well  as tr acking market oppor tuni ties and tr ends 
(sensing), 2) the capaci ty to manage fuzzy front 
end projects for  developing new  solutions 
(seizing) and 3) the capaci ty to promote 
innovations in the market (tr ansforming) for  
ensur ing added-value for  the company. A 
snapshot of the gatekeeper 's key activi ties can be 
found in Figure 1 below.

Fig. 1

The steps taken to introduce inbound Open 
Innovation consist of i ) technology scouting to 
detect promising oppor tuni ties, i i ) hor izontal 
col laboration w ith par tner s outside the value 
chain for  incremental innovation, i i i ) ver tical 
col laboration w ith strong customers in the value 
chain, or  w ith end users or  lead users, and iv) 
technology sourcing by acquir ing l icenses or  
other  forms of technology or  by tapping into 
higher  education know ledge, mainly in the case 
of r adical innovation. Technology scouting and 
par tner  searching are corner  stones for  inbound 
open innovation, especial ly for  SMEs. For  f ive 
years the innovation dir ector  spent 60% of his 
time on exploi tation activi ties and 40% on 
exploration.

Whi le for  the f i r st f ive years the gatekeeper  
function was car r ied out by one engineer , once 

the str ategic 
impor tance of 
Open Innovation 
practices for  
f inding sales 
oppor tuni ties 
was grasped 
(thanks to this ad 
hoc str ucture, 
the company 
joined 
col laborative 
projects by exploi ting internal r esources) a ful l  
innovation uni t was formed. Cur rently the OI 
project team compr ises some 30 people. The 
establishment of an independent innovation uni t, 
alongside the R&D depar tment, for  managing 
innovation projects, was a strong signal of the 
company's str ategic r eor ientation, w ithout 
creating inter ference w ith existing processes.

Thanks to this new  mechanism, the company 
concentrated i ts R&D effor t on a l imited number  
of promising technologies by leveraging i ts new  
network (an acknow ledged bar r ier  for  SMEs). 
Over  time this exper tise improved the absorption 
capaci ty of the company and made i t more 
attr active for  par tner s. The w ide network of 
par tner s created as a r esult of the gatekeeper  
function now  extends to over  300 contacts both at 
EU level and internationally, who can be engaged 
whenever  r equir ed at the di f ferent stages of the 
product development process up to the 
commercial ization phase.

Inbound innovation process

Between 2012 and 2014, Open Innovation 
activi ties grew  signi f icantly and the management 
elaborated a new  str ategic plan w ith 
diver si f ication and development of know -how  in 
mobi le robotics as i ts main goal. "The problem of 
OI is not to create a new  product," said Guy 
Caverot, Dir ector  of the Innovation Unit, "but the 
di f f iculty to create added value for  the company. 
Gatekeepers have the r esponsibi l i ty to exploi t 
r esearch and create added value."



Commercial ization is the logical continuation of invention, thus 
r ecrui ting a manager  to promote innovation project r esults for  external 
technology exploi tation was a logical step to earn additional r evenue 
from the innovation outcomes. Within the context of a European Union 
FP7 funded project, BA Systèmes created the post of a ful l-time 
innovation projects promoter  in charge of creating value for  the 
outcomes of col laborative projects.

The activi ties involved in implementing the outbound open innovation 
process are i ) formulating and communicating a l icensing str ategy 
through a str ategic plan, 2) ensur ing executive suppor t to guarantee 
active out-l icensing and to overcome cultural bar r ier s to technology 
tr ansfer , 3) assigning dedicated employees as coordinator s and central 
contacts for  al l  issues r elated to l icensing and to promote innovation 
project r esults, 4) identi fying projects w ith prof i table applications and 
markets, 5) establishing a project organization for  each out-l icensing 
deal and 6) tr ansforming the corporate culture.

Impact of the OI Collaboration

Thanks to the implementation of their  new  Open Innovation system, BA 
Systèmes was able to:

- Secure agreements w ith more than 30 par tner s in industr y, R&D 
laborator ies, higher  education insti tutions, cluster s and public 
bodies;

- Sell  on a wor ldw ide basis, becoming a leader  in some segments 
and gaining credibi l i ty and brand recognition;

- Expand i ts product por tfol io, establish two sister  companies and 
extend i ts market r ange, r eaching over  ?28 mi l l ion of 
consolidated turnover  in 2016;

- Developing the speci f ic ski l ls r equir ed for  technology scouting 
and selecting the r ight par tner s inside the company, a move 
which was crucial for  successful inbound Open Innovation;

- Reduce the r isks and tr ansaction costs associated w ith the 
technology markets thanks to the str uctured innovation process 
they established;

- Diver si fy the company's activi ties (a new  family of products), and 
establish a new , dedicated, r esource centre to f i le patents and 
thus generate intel lectual proper ty r ights (over  10 patents f i led) 
from 2007);

- Create more than 50 jobs and grow  turnover  by +15% per  year.

GUY CAVEROT, PhD

Key l essons

GETTING THE SKILLS 
RIGHT

EMBEDDING OI 
MECHANISMS
The technology gatekeeper  and 
innovation project promoter , 
who are embedded in the f i rm?s 
organizational str ucture, are 
crucial for  inbound, outbound 
and two-way Open Innovation.

Ski l led human resources are an 
acknow ledged success factor  in 
the technology commercial- 
ization process. OI gatekeepers 
must have a good exper ience 
and a sol id know ledge of the 
company?s products and 
excellent soft ski l ls to work w ith 
external par ties.

SOCIAL APTITUDE
Social ski l ls are as impor tant as 
technical exper tise for  
extending one?s network and 
bui lding new  al l iances as well  
for  understanding and giving 
the r ight suppor t to customers 
and interacting w ith col leagues 
in the company.
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