
Open Innovation - the Key to Business Grow th

Sometimes innovation can br ing great prof i ts. What are the 
secrets behind successful innovation? In 2005, Lékué was a 
business on the edge of disaster. Founded in the late seventies, 
the company?s business str ategy was no longer  working and i t 
needed a r adical change to sur vive. Lékué was then bought by a 
venture capital f i rm and Xavier  Costa was brought in as CEO to 
br ing new  l i fe into the company. His str ategic decisions and 
strong belief in open innovation turned Lékué from being on 
the verge of fai lure into a wor ldw ide leader  in innovative 
si l icone cooking products.

In 2000, Lékué discovered that si l icone had several unique 
proper ties that could spark innovation in the cookware sector. 
The company saw  si l icone?s resistance to high temperatures as 
a unique market niche oppor tuni ty and i t became the f i r st in 
the wor ld to produce si l icone baking molds. At f i r st no-one 
believed that si l icone could be used for  cooking, unti l  they were 
able to get two major  cl ients to promote their  products. This 
sparkled a major  interest in si l icone-based cookware and put 
Lékué at the forefront of the boom. In four  years, the company 
near ly quadrupled i ts sales. 

- Lékué was founded in the late 
1970s by entr epreneur  Josep M. 
Lorente. 

- Back then the company was 
special ized in bathroom, ki tchen 
and general cleaning products 
made of latex and rubber  r etai l ing 
as white-label goods for  other  
brands. 

- As an innovative company, in the 
ear ly 2000s Lékué saw  a market 
oppor tuni ty to use si l icone to 
develop cookware products, a 
decision that would be one of the 
keys to i ts fast grow th and business 
success.

- In only four  years, the company 
near ly quadrupled i ts sales. Today, 
Lékué has increased i ts market 
share exponential ly.

- I t employs over  200 people, i t has 
over  50 mi l l ion cl ients in more than 
40 countr ies, and i t has established 
i tself  as a global player  thanks to i ts 
innovative products and vision.

HOW OPEN INNOVATION 
TURNED LÉKUÉ INTO A 
MULTI-MILLION-EURO BUSINESS

This SME adopted a revolutionary new material for its cookware products, 
collaborated with a group of talented designers and industrial partners and 
engaged extensively with their users to develop new product ranges. In the 
process, the company became an international household name. 

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES



But then again, a few  years after  the boom, the 
company star ted to str uggle again. One of the 
main r easons was that Lékué didn?t have i ts ow n 
label ? i t was sel l ing i ts products to large brands 
under  their  label. This str ategy was effective 
shor t-term, but the business star ted fal l ing apar t 
when brands realized that they could get the 
same products more cheaply from competi tor s 
enter ing the market. Never theless, Lékué?s fast 
grow th and innovative approach attr acted a 
venture capital f i rm which bought the company 
in 2005. ?When I was appointed new  CEO, over  
90% of Lékué?s turnover  had been under  other  
brands and only 10% our  ow n brand. I  wanted i t 
to be the other  way around,? says Xavier  Costa.

As the new  CEO, Costa insisted that the company 
should have i ts ow n branding and needed to 
establish the Lékué brand as leader  both on 
quali ty and innovation. ?At the star t, we 
continued to make products for  other  brands and 
retai ler s in the cookware sector  and the other  
par t of the business ? cleaning and rubber -based 
products ? was gradually phased-out or  sold off . 
We decided to invest our  r esources into the Lékué 
brand and use open innovation to steer  the 
company back into posi tive f igures.

Fir st steps to Open Innovation Success

Convinced that innovation in the cookware sector  
had great potential for  grow th, Lékué changed i ts 
business model completely. ?We used design 
thinking at ever y level, from product creation 
and development to the company?s str ategy, 
including our  management teams, sales and 
administr ation workfor ce,? says Costa. ?We also 
concentrated our  effor ts on design innovation 

and involved 
external 
col laborator s in 
the process, as 
this was also an 
essential par t 
to get i t r ight.?

The company 
established a 
plan for  new  
product r eleases and in just a few  years i t 
launched more than 150 new  ones. ?We always 
str ived to be pioneers through innovative designs 
that would offer  solutions to problems whi le 
simpli fying things for  our  customers.?

The CEO of Lékué offer s a word of caution: ?The 
obsession to keep launching new  innovative 
products because your  sales str ategy is based on 
a constant supply of new  products is a tr ap. I t can 
lead you to put out products that r equir e the 
same time, effor t and resources but don?t give 
you any compensation. So learning to f i l ter  ideas 
and being brave about stopping projects that are 
not leading to anything posi tive is crucial.?

Industr ial Collaborations

One of Lékué?s core str ategies for  design thinking 
was to set up practical workshops to understand 
how  people cooked in order  to identi fy potential 
customer  needs and spark innovation ideas. The 
workshops involved many di f ferent kinds of 
people from di f ferent backgrounds: chefs, dietar y 
exper ts, as well  as the general public. ?We 
obser ved how  people cooked through workshops 
and classes, not only in the act of cooking, but 
also dur ing the whole journey of preparation and 
consumption process.?

The company worked closely w ith industr ial 
designer  Luki  Huber  to set up practical 
workshops based on design thinking 
methodologies. ?At that time, Luki  was working 
closely w ith chef Fer ran Adr ià. We involved the 



team at El Bull i , as well  as nutr i tionists and 
consumers ? we always worked w ith several 
teams on the creative par t of product 
development,? says Costa.

?Once the r esearch work was done and the 
workshops w ith users were f inished, i t was ver y 
impor tant to evaluate the outcomes and f ind a 
sol id stor y behind the potential innovation. You 
need to have a good reason to be doing what you 
are doing, you have to tackle a r eal problem and 
solve i t. Once you have this sol id stor y, ever ything 
gets easier  after  that.?

The CEO of Lékué says that the company 
introduced these new  design thinking 
methodologies gradually over  a per iod of 2 to 3 
years. ?We had to continue having turnover , so i t 
was a progressive change that also al lowed us to 
keep working at getting established in di f ferent 
countr ies.?

In 2012, Lékué decided to no longer  work w ith 
external industr ial designers and brought a team 
of designers in house. The company also star ted 
working w ith Alicia Foundation to car r y out 
r esearch and provide scienti f ic input and 
know ledge on gastronomy and nutr i tion. Costa 
explains that their  col laboration w ith Alicia 
Foundation has been ver y enr iching because i t 
helps Lékué to understand people?s needs better  
and create new  innovative products that offer  
unique exper iences.

Company Size and Open Innovation

Costa warns that their  exper ience col laborating 
on open innovation w ith large companies hasn?t 
been ver y posi tive: ?We star ted projects w ith 
wor ld leading companies who approached us 
because they saw  us as an oppor tuni ty to 
innovate, but these ini tiatives ended up taking us 
nowhere. These companies were not agi le and 
changed people and contacts fr equently which 
meant we had to keep restar ting and 
re-explaining things. I t didn?t work for  us. We?ve 

had a much better  exper ience working w ith 
companies more simi lar  to our s in terms of both 
size and values.?

International Expansion

Once Lékué had re-established i tself  as a leading 
cookware player , the company looked to develop 
i ts contacts and networks internationally and 
established new  sales points and networks where 
i t was previously present in Europe. They 
substi tuted al l  the distr ibutor s that weren?t 
working w ith the Lékué brand and established 
the brand in France, the Nether lands, 
Sw itzer land, Scandinavia, Germany, Eastern 
Europe and the USA. 

alone would not have been a viable business 
option for  any of us,? says Costa. The joint 
subsidiar ies also proved to be ver y useful for  
col laborating, for  shar ing ideas and exper iences 
and know -how  about the markets. ?As companies 
we don?t always do the same thing, because we 
have di f ferent products, but there is r eal benefi t 
from being able to l isten to other  people and 
getting to understand the good things about the 
other  company, how  they?ve overcome 
problems?.  

In just a few  years, Lékué has increased i ts 
turnover  from ?8M to ?28M thanks to i ts 
innovative vision. Lékué?s success would not have 

In several instances 
this was done by 
creating subsidiar ies 
w ith other  companies 
in the same sector , but 
not in dir ect 
competi tion w ith 
Lékué products. "By 
forming al l iances w ith 
other  SMEs, we could 
r each and establish 
ourselves in foreign 
markets - going i t 



been possible w ithout open innovation. This has been w ithout doubt 
the dr ive behind the company?s multi -mi l l ion-euro grow th.

Look to the Future

In 2012-2013, sales became stagnant and grow th star ted to slow  dow n. 
Once again, Lékué had to r ethink i ts str ategy and f ind new  innovative 
pathways. ?We have put our  users at the center  of our  new  str ategic 
plan, both as co-creator s and co-producers of new  content,? explains 
Costa. ?When you are innovating, you have to l isten to your  users and 
understand what they are saying. When you have a r eal need and you 
aim at solving i t, the design almost appears by i tself  and i t sel ls 
magical ly.?

As par t of i ts new  business str ategy, the company has star ted to 
produce complementar y i tems to i ts products, such as r ecipe books 
and other  useful content focused on the customer  exper ience. ?A big 
par t of what we do and our  mission as a company is to help people to 
eat better. There is a lost generation of people who haven?t learned to 
cook, and we are helping them.? In a shor t per iod of time, Lékué has 
alr eady sold more than 120,000 recipe books and the company is back 
in posi tive numbers again and grow ing.

According to Costa, Lékué?s future plans include looking at the 
company using a 360 vision, continuing the co-creation process w ith 
users, developing new  innovate content and offer ing unique 
exper iences to i ts users. ?Our  por tfol io for  the next four  years w i l l  be 
careful ly planned and forecast, but sti l l  f lexible enough to al low  for  
creativi ty and innovation dur ing this time,? concludes Costa.

Xav ier  CostA

Key l essons

HAVING A VISION

GRADUAL CHANGE
The success of Lékué was par tly 
thanks to i ts gradual 
implementation of design thinking 
methodologies and col laborations 
w ith industr ial par tner s over  the 
course of several years.

This case demonstrates the 
impor tance of seeing beyond the 
present market needs to f ind new  
business oppor tuni ties. Lékué?s 
disruptive innovation in si l icone 
cooking products r equir ed having 
the vision to see beyond and 
anticipating future customer  
needs.
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Cur rently shareholder  of Lékué 
after  stepping dow n as CEO in 
July 2017 

USERS FIRST
Listening to users and 
understanding their  needs was 
crucial to spark open innovation 
in order  to develop the r ight 
products and also to ensure a 
successful sales str ategy.


