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Partnerships are important for
companies striving to use the 
latest results of fundamental and
applied research. In addition,
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most important partner universi-
ties. Priorities of a joint research 
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solutions for drinking water 
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104  China’s Model Future
Every year, 13 million Chinese
move from rural regions into
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ing how CO2 can be separated and
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2020
The concept of open innovation was first 

conceived about 20 years ago. Today it’s an

essential aspect of the work being done in 

research laboratories all over the world. Open

Innovative is a company that specializes in 

development projects of all kinds. Managing

director Diego is showing Johannes Quistorp

how the company performs even the most

complex tasks with the help of its knowledge

network and the Internet. 

Open Innovation | Scenario 2020

I can only nod at this point, but Diego has
already started to tell me about his company:
“Open Innovative provides companies in every
sector with research partnerships and develop-
ment solutions of every kind — but of course
you already know that. To achieve our aims, all
we need are some smart employees, storage
space, and computing power in the cloud — in
other words, in virtual space.” I begin to blush.
It seems as if my new boss is reading my mind.

Diego leads me to a wing of the villa and
places his palm against a security panel. The

Unlimited WisdomBrazil 2020: A Brazilian 
company develops complex

solutions for corporate 
customers all over the 

world. In its operations it
combines the advantages 

of a gigantic global knowl-
edge network with those of

virtual space. That saves
time and money and mini-

mizes risk. A look at IT spe-
cialist  Johannes Quistorp’s

first day on the job.

Welcome to Open Innovative! I’m Diego,
the Managing Director.” A taxi has just

deposited me at the gates of a slightly dilapi-
dated beach house, and I can hardly believe
my eyes. I’m a recent graduate of an interdisci-
plinary program in IT and engineering in Bre-
men, Germany, and not long ago I applied for a
job with the global market leader in the area of
open innovation (OI) in the city of Niterói in
Brazil. To my amazement, I immediately got
the job. Even in this virtual age it’s still good
form to show up in person for a job, so I’ve

flown to Brazil — partly because this country
has always fascinated me.

I don’t know what I expected the headquar-
ters of a global market leader to look like, but
this beach house is a disappointment. Nor did I
imagine I would be meeting a man dressed in a
Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and flip-flops, but there
he is, slap-slapping his way toward me. Am I
really in the right place? I did check the address
on the card several times, didn’t I? — But I’m
brought back to the here and now when the
man calls out, “You must be Johannes, right?” 
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Henry Ford was a technology pioneer. He
founded one of the most successful auto-

mobile companies and was the first to introduce
assembly line production, which revolutionized
manufacturing industries. Despite his capacity for
invention, though, Ford was for the most part un-
able to develop his ideas alone. 

And he recognized this. One of his most fa-
mous statements, in fact, was an assertion that
“coming together is a beginning; keeping together
is progress; working together is success.” He took
his idea for the assembly line, for instance,
from the conveyor belt used in Chicago slaugh-
terhouses, which required each worker to perform
only a few tasks. Ford expanded on this idea for
his own purposes, and the rest, as they say, is his-
tory.

Today “working together” is still an effective
way to accelerate the development of new tech-
nologies. And this is especially true for compa-
nies whose business success depends on inno-
vations. Such companies often have to rely on the
expertise of others, particularly when the work

in question involves the latest findings in basic
or applied research. 

And naturally, this is true of Siemens as
well. Every year the company enters into over
1,000 cooperative projects with universities,
research institutes, and industrial partners in an
effort to strengthen its portfolio of innovations
for the long term. 

In the Energy Sector, for example, Siemens is
developing the technology for carbon dioxide cap-
ture in power plants, and is striving to make it
ready for commercial use in collaboration with
energy suppliers in Germany and Finland and
well-known research institutes in the Netherlands
(see p. 111). 

At the same time, Siemens is testing the in-
tegration of electric cars into the power grid with
several companies, as well as Denmark Techni-
cal University (DTU) in Copenhagen. Here, the ob-
jective is to get electric cars hooked up to sock-
ets as soon as possible so they can be used as a
storage medium for fluctuating quantities of wind-
generated electric power (see p. 92). 

Meanwhile, in the healthcare sector, Siemens
is working with partners to develop new types of
phase-contrast X-ray systems that can render a
large variety of soft tissues in minute detail —  an
improvement that makes diagnoses more precise
(see p. 90). 

At Siemens Corporate Technology (CT) a
specialized department focuses on the vital in-
terface between the company and its universi-
ty collaborators. The department coordinates the
work carried out with partners, including activ-
ity parameters. “Together with our strategic
project partners, we want to move innovations
forward,” explains Department Head Dr. Natascha
Eckert. “Our principal task in that regard is to work
with the Siemens Sectors and Corporate Tech-
nology to constantly identify new opportunities
and forms of collaboration with universities.”  

The University as Partner. Siemens thus
forges links worldwide with top universities,
for example by entering into strategic partner-
ships with them. The aim is to pursue research
together, encourage talent, and establish net-
works. With this in mind, Siemens has set up
so-called “Centers of Knowledge Interchange”
(CKIs) on the campuses of a number of univer-
sities (see Pictures of the Future, Fall 2006,
p. 66). “Each CKI is supervised by a Siemens-
paid key account manager at the university,”
says Eckert. “This person coordinates coopera-
tive work locally, identifies partners, organizes
workshops, and nominates students for
Siemens programs for scholars.” Siemens cur-
rently operates eight CKIs, which are located at
Munich Technical University, Berlin Technical
University, and the RWTH Aachen in Germany;
at DTU in Copenhagen; at Tsinghua University
in Beijing and Tongji University in Shanghai; as
well as in the U.S. at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology (MIT) in Boston, and the
University of California, Berkeley. 

CKIs reflect the technologies and markets that
have a promising future for Siemens,” says
Eckert. In addition to its expertise in renewable
energies research, DTU, for example, is also
engaged in research with Siemens focused on
membrane technologies for water treatment (see
p. 95). Munich Technical University contributes
its expertise in the field of health care technol-
ogy for the development of phase-contrast X-ray
systems. And scientists at the prestigious Tongji
University in Shanghai are working with Siemens
on the development of “eco-city” models. It is
hoped that these models will help to reconcile
the extraordinarily rapid growth of Chinese
cities with environmental protection needs (see
p. 104).

Of course, these cooperative projects bene-
fit not just Siemens but also its partners. Scien-
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As Siemens strengthens its portfolio for the long term

with some 1,000 cooperative projects a year, the com-

pany and its partners at universities around the world

gain insights from each other’s fields of expertise.

| Trends

Tapping           New Worlds of Ideas
Potentially, game-
changing innovations
are everywhere. They
are hidden in the minds
of employees and cus-
tomers and in projects at
universities and research
institutes. Tapping these
sources is something
employers are doing to
an ever increasing ex-
tent. As they do so, they
are opening the doors of
their labs, exchanging
ideas with external part-
ners, and  creating a
world of synergies.

86 Pictures of the Future | Spring 2010

Open Innovation | Scenario 2020

door opens and we enter a room with a round
table standing in the center. “This is our show-
room,” explains Diego. He presses a button,
which causes a three-dimensional hologram to
rise up out of the table. The hologram shows a
strange structure that seems to be a confused
tangle of connected points and lines. “This is
our trump card,” Diego tells me proudly. “It’s
our gigantic knowledge network. Each of these
tens of thousands of points stands for an ama-
teur inventor, a scientist or a complete re-
search institute that has registered on our In-
ternet platform and will make its knowledge
available upon request. The countless lines
show how all of these points are communicat-
ing with one another. The center of the struc-
ture is our company, because this is where all
the communications ultimately meet.” 

“What’s actually new about that?” I interject.
“Internet service providers have been applying
this principle for years.” Diego nods in agree-
ment. “You’re right, but our services go far be-
yond those offered by other OI providers. We
don’t just help our customers to find individual
solutions for various small problems. We also
offer them the option of having us develop
complete solutions of every kind for them.” He
makes a steering movement and a camera
that’s hidden somewhere obviously interprets
it correctly, as the hologram of a virtual labora-
tory immediately appears. “I’ll show you a cur-
rent example,” says Diego. “The United Nations
has commissioned us to take models of eco-
cities — in other words, plans for sustainable
urban development with customized infra-
structures — and to transfer them to virtual
space in a way that is true to life. Then we have
to harmonize their individual elements, such
as transportation, water supply, and building
technology, with one another down to the
smallest detail and optimize their efficiency.
Urban growth and environmental protection
should go hand in hand.” 

Diego once again makes a hand movement
that resembles turning a page in a book, and
the hologram shows some new details. “As
with every commission, the customer sent us
detailed requirements, including the maxi-
mum costs for materials and operation. We fed
these figures into our knowledge network —
including the amount of the award that will be
granted for the best solutions. At that point we
opened up a virtual laboratory on the Internet,
as we do for every one of our projects. De-
pending on the complexity of the order and
the knowledge they can contribute, individual
Open Innovators who have registered with us
can then log into these virtual labs, no matter
where they are located. Our innovators can get
the virtual components they need for their

work from an online database of products and
processing techniques. This is where we also
store information about the customer’s re-
quirements. In the case of eco-cities, this infor-
mation includes 3D models of individual infra-
structure elements, including prices, the
weather parameters of various regions, and
the green requirements that must be fulfilled
by construction materials. Using this informa-
tion, our researchers can build up true-to-life
models of everything in virtual space within a
few weeks, test it, and optimize it.” 

It’s clear to me how enthusiastic Diego is
about these processes. “A particular highlight
of this project was the infrastructure we creat-
ed for the eco-cities,” he continues. “We had to
integrate large and small power plants, renew-
able energies, electric automobiles, storage
devices for heat and cold, smart buildings, and
thousands of electric meters. Then we had to
simulate consumer behavior in the region and
connect the system up with further new solu-
tions that we had developed in secondary proj-
ects.” 

He points to parts of the hologram. “For ex-
ample, major research institutes in Russia con-
tributed their latest synthesis gas turbines, and
a U.S. university had just developed a highly
efficient method of CO2 separation for this
type of turbine. A brilliant architect from
Madagascar suggested to us how we could use
captured greenhouse gas to boost harvests in
the agricultural areas he had built into his
green high-rises. As you see, these are all very
complex aspects that we have to optimize
through the interaction of our worldwide ex-
perts. To make sure all these interactions pro-
ceed smoothly and that creativity and produc-
tivity go hand in hand, we need our
administrators. And that’s exactly the job we
want you to do. As part of a virtual team, you
can of course do your work on any computer
anywhere in the world.”

Diego notices that I can hardly wait to start
my new job, and he decides to slow down my
enthusiasm just a bit. “We’re going to start you
off on an easy project. A hospital operator is
looking for a university to work with on a pilot
project involving knowledge databases for car-
diovascular diseases. So we’re going to launch
an ideas competition in which universities can
submit their concepts to our network. You’re
going to coordinate that project.” 

Diego then adds with a smile, “But first, as
your new boss I have to find out if you know
how to surf.” I look at him in amazement. He
laughs and points to the wall at the other end
of the room. “I don’t mean surfing the Inter-
net!” he exclaims. “Grab a surfboard — we’re
off to the beach!” Sebastian Webel


