
The Or igin of the Open Innovation 
Fiber  Patch Placement (FPP) is the innovative preforming technology 
for  the automated production of geometr ical ly-complex 3D preforms 
and laminates w ith complex f iber  ar chi tecture. Although invented in 
the Air bus lab, the company decided that i t was not par t of i ts str ategy 
to develop any commercial applications based on the technology and 
therefore offered the invention for  development outside the company. 
In 2011, a team consisting of Air bus, Manz (automation), Cenit 
(software), Ottobock (medical prostheses), the Insti tute of Carbon 
Composites of the Technical Univer si ty of Munich and a number  of 
other s won funding from the German Federal Ministr y of Education 
and Research to develop the technology in a joint industr y project. By 
2014 a working prototype had been created that bui lds 
three-dimensional par ts from f iber  patches.

As the project advanced, Felix Michl of TU Munich r ealized that none 
of the other  par tner s had any r eal interest in taking the technology to 
market and so seized the oppor tuni ty to create Cevotec as a vehicle to 
commercial ize the r esults. Together  w ith Neven Majic, Klaus 
Drechsler  and Thorsten Groene he applied for  incubation funding to 
the national ?EXIST Transfer  Programme?, and in 2014 they star ted 
the ?Patchwork? project w i th the grant money to commercial ize the 
FPP technology. Cevotec was formally incorporated in Februar y 2015, 
but i t took another  year  unti l  the founders had col lected suff icient 
external funding from VCs and reshuff led i ts par tner ship to r ef lect i ts 
new  business pr ior i ties. 

- Fel ix Michl, a scientist working 
at the Insti tute of Carbon 
Composites at the Technical 
Univer si ty of Munich, is the 
pr incipal founder  of Cevotec 
which was set up in 2015 to 
commercial ize the Fiber  Patch 
Placement (FPP) technology 
invented at Air bus Innovation 
Works in 2008. 

- The creation of the company is 
the culmination of the di f ferent 
development stages of the FFP 
technology, which star ted l i fe in 
an Air bus lab and was fur ther  
developed externally through a 
German federal funded R&D 
project involving di f ferent 
industr ial and research par tner s 
up to the production of a working 
prototype.

- The company was incubated 
w ith the suppor t of a government 
programme (EXIST), whi le new  
par tner s and VC funding were 
acquir ed to commercial ize the 
new  technology.

AN INSIDE-OUT TALE OF OPEN INNOVATION 
FROM LARGE COMPANY TO START-UP
A revolutionary concept for a new composite technology owned by Airbus 
Innovation Works is developed in several stages from proof-of-concept to 
prototype outside the company by a shifting group of partners up to its 
commercialization through a new start-up. 

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES



As a r esult, they brought in a new  automation 
par tner  (Baumann Automation) to r eplace Manz, 
who did not w ish to invest in Cevotec, and hir ed a 
software team to develop this crucial technology 
enabler  in-house. In March 2017 Cevotec 
concluded the technical development and 
presented the new  FPP technology to the market 
at the JEC wor ld tr ade show  in Par is.

Open Innovation Journey

The Cevotec example is a textbook case of how  a 
r adical ly new  technology needs to be developed 
in di f ferent stages under  a di f ferent focus unti l  i t 
r eaches the market. I t also i l lustr ates how  the 
par tner ship shi f ts as the project goes into the 
next phase of development and a r e-al ignment of 
vision is r equir ed. For  example, the technology 
which was developed internally in Air bus 
Innovation Works r equir ed the ski l ls of new  
par tner s such as Manz (automation) and Cenit 
(Software) in order  to develop a prototype. And 
as Air bus decided that i t was not in l ine w ith the 
company?s str ategy to develop the technology 
in-house, the project dr iver s had to seek f inance 
from other  sources, in this case by applying for  
an R&D grant to a government-funded 
programme. When, f inal ly, the development 
team had reached the stage of commercial izing 
the technology, some of the key par tner s did not 
want to invest in the venture and so alternative 
par tner s, who were w i l l ing to take up the 
challenge and invest r esources, had to be found.

On the 
intel lectual 
proper ty front, 
the OI journey 
has been far  
from plain 
sai l ing. Air bus 
Group of course 
ow ned the 
or iginal patent, 
but by the time 
Cevotec was 
established Air bus was no longer  involved. The 
star t-up therefore r equir ed a l icense agreement 
in order  to exploi t Air bus?s IP legally. Although 
Air bus had always suppor ted the external 
technical development of their  FFP technology 
and welcomed the creation of Cevotec, i t proved 
tr icky to negotiate the terms of the l icense. 

The main bottleneck was to be found at the level 
of middle management in the multinational, but 
lucki ly the Cevotec management had connections 
up to senior  vice-president level at Air bus. This 
per son was ver y suppor tive and he stated his 
posi tion qui te clear ly: ?It doesn?t r eal ly matter  i f  
i t?s higher  l icensing r evenue or  i f  Air bus 
par ticipates in any other  way. I t just has to be 
w rapped in a contract which r epresents a 
w in-w in for  al l  of us?. As a r esult, Cevotec signed 
a technology/l icensing par tner ship w ith Air bus 
which al lows the star t-up to accept external 
money, whi le protecting i ts ow n exi t options and 
satisfying a major  concern of i ts investor s. 

On the sales and marketing front, i t is sti l l  
r elatively ear ly days for  Cevotec; i ts competi tive 
advantage is clear ly based on i ts technological 
exper tise and the company cur rently has a 
vir tual monopoly. I t has few  (i f  any) dir ect 
competi tor s. However , the search for  new  
applications takes the company into unchar tered 
water s as i t has to compete w ith existing 
solutions (non-composites) in these di f ferent 
application areas. Convincing B2B customers to 
sw itch to composites can be a long and hazardous 
process because of technological, safety and 
regulator y issues.



As a r esult of i ts long-standing r elationship and interest in the 
technology, Cevotec hopes of course to have Air bus as one of i ts f i r st 
cl ients. However , this cannot be taken forgranted; cur rently Cevotec has 
an order  for  a prototype from a subsidiar y of Air bus, but there is no 
guarantee that Air bus w i l l  become a customer  and Air bus of course has 
no stake in Cevotec. 

Impact of the OI Collaboration
The company is just star ting i ts f i r st commercial ization plans, so i t is 
r ather  ear ly to talk about scaling up and rol lout. I ts f i r st major  
challenge is to develop a number  of applications in di f ferent industr ies 
through col laboration w ith several lead-users. Today, Cevotec is 
working w ith one kind of mater ial, but the process is more univer sal ly 
applicable to other  types of mater ials and f iber s. Management therefore 
intends to proceed w ith the technical development, which probably 
means that they w i l l  move away from the patented Air bus ver sion and 
that over  time they w i l l  develop their  ow n technology and create their  
ow n IP. At the same time, however , Cevotec r ecognizes that aerospace is 
the sector  where composites are used on a large scale and where 
w i l l ingness to pay for  innovation in composite technology is the highest. 

The company is also explor ing new  application areas such as leisure 
and spor t, medical devices and industr ial products. Cur rently, Cevotec is 
also looking into the potential of the automotive industr y. At the 
beginning, i t seemed a l i ttle far -fetched that a small team at a German 
univer si ty would ever  cater  to the needs of the aerospace and 
automotive industr ies. But the commercial interest from these two 
industr ies ar r ived at an ear ly stage and as time goes by feedback from 
the market w i l l  in turn condition the most promising industr ies and 
applications. Over  time the market par tner s w i l l  become more 
impor tant than the or iginal innovation par tner s and new  par tner ships 
w i l l  need to be forged as the company eyes up the global market.

Key l essons

OPEN INNOVATION 
PARTNERSHIPS SHIFT 
ACCORDING TO 
DEVELOPMENT PHASE

GOVERNMENT- FUNDED 
PROGRAMMES GIVE AN 
INCENTIVE TO OI 

Dur ing the project development 
which preceded the creation of 
Cevotec, the venture benefi ted 
tw ice from government funding 
programmes, the f i r st to 
suppor t vi tal R&D through 
industr y-r esearch col laboration 
and the second to incubate the 
star t-up.

This case demonstrates how  
over  the 9 years from invention 
to company star t-up OI 
par tner ships are formed and 
dissolved to satisfy a par ticular  
development need.

WHO YOU KNOWS 
MATTERS

Cevotec would never  have seen 
the l ight of day i f  i t had not 
been for  the dr iving for ce of the 
scientist Felix Michl who 
masterminded the par tner ships 
which created the company 
and for  the vision of the senior  
vice president of Air bus, who 
was w i l l ing to demonstrate 
f lexibi l i ty in granting the 
l icense.

The INSPIRE project has received funding from the European Union?s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under grant agreement No 691440 ? INSPIRE.

CONTACT DETAILS
CEVOTEC GMBH , WILLY- MESSERSCHMITT- STR. 1 

D- 82024 TAUFKIRCHEN BEI MÜNCHEN, GERMANY

TEL: +49  89 2314 , HTTP:/ / CEVOTEC.COM/ EN/

Cevotec management team (from left to right) Thorsten Groene, Managing Director, 
Felix Michl, CTO, Dr. Neven Majic, Executive VP  (software)


