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amily firms are often praised for their long-term
F orientation, deep domain expertise, and

willingness to invest patiently in proprietary
knowledge. But these same strengths can become
barriers when the competitive landscape demands a
different kind of innovation — one that draws on
external ideas, partnerships, and technologies. Open
innovation, the practice of deliberately sourcing
knowledge from outside the firm and sharing internal
knowledge outward, has transformed how many
industries operate. Yet family businesses have been
slow to adopt it.

This in-depth case study of Swarovski, the Austrian
family-controlled crystal manufacturer, examines how
one of the world’s most established family firms
navigated the transition from a closed, internally
focused innovation model to a more open one. The
study traces this shift over more than a decade,
identifying the organizational, cultural, and
governance factors that enabled — and constrained —
the change.

WHAT WE STUDIED

The research uses a single in-depth longitudinal case
study methodology, drawing on 41 semi-structured
interviews with Swarovski managers, family members,
and innovation specialists, complemented by archival
data, internal documents, and site visits. The study
covers the period from the early 2000s through the
mid-2010s, during which Swarovski progressively
shifted its innovation approach from fully closed to
selectively open.

The theoretical framework combines open innovation
theory (which explains how firms manage knowledge

flows across organizational boundaries) with family
firm governance theory (which highlights how family
ownership creates distinctive strategic and cultural
conditions). The central question is how family-specific
factors — identity, control preferences, long-term
orientation, and paternalistic leadership — shape the
adoption and implementation of open innovation
practices.

KEY INSIGHTS

Family identity initially blocked openness
Swarovski’s identity was proprietary
craftsmanship and closely guarded trade secrets. For

built on

decades, the firm’s competitive advantage was defined
by what it knew that others did not. This created a deep
cultural resistance to sharing knowledge with
outsiders or admitting that external partners might
contribute valuable ideas. The family’s sense of pride
in its unique capabilities made openness feel like a
dilution of identity rather than a strategic opportunity.
Early attempts at collaboration were met with

skepticism and internal resistance.

A dedicated innovation unit served as a bridge

The breakthrough came when Swarovski created a
dedicated innovation unit — partially separated from
the core business — that could experiment with open
approaches without threatening the identity of the
main organization. This unit served as a “safe space”
for external collaboration, allowing the firm to test
open innovation on a limited scale before extending it
more broadly. The unit’s success built internal
credibility and demonstrated that openness could
coexist with the firm’s proprietary strengths.



Leadership transition accelerated openness

Generational transition within the family played a
significant role. Younger family members, educated
and networked outside the firm, brought a more
cosmopolitan perspective and were more receptive to
external collaboration. Their involvement in
governance and strategy provided the legitimacy
needed to challenge the closed innovation norm. The
transition was not a rupture but a gradual shift, with
the incoming generation building on the foundation
laid by the dedicated innovation unit.

Control preferences shaped the form of openness

Even as Swarovski became more open, the family’s
preference for control influenced how openness was
implemented. The firm favored selective, relationship-
based partnerships over broad, market-based open
innovation platforms. Collaborations were carefully
chosen and closely managed. Knowledge sharing was
governed by clear boundaries — certain domains
remained proprietary while others were opened for co-
development. This “controlled openness” reflects a
family firm logic: the family was willing to open the
innovation process, but not at the cost of losing
strategic control over the firm’s core knowledge assets.

Long-term orientation became an enabler, not a constraint
While the family’s long-term orientation initially
reinforced conservatism, it eventually became an
enabler of open innovation. Once the family
recognized that openness was necessary for long-term
competitiveness, their willingness to invest patiently in
building collaborative capabilities —  without
demanding immediate financial returns — gave the
innovation unit time to develop, fail, learn, and scale.
Non-family firms under short-term shareholder
pressure might have abandoned the effort before it

matured.

TAKEAWAYS

Create a dedicated space for open innovation

Family firms with strong proprietary cultures should
not try to transform the entire organization at once. A
dedicated innovation unit, partially shielded from the
core Dbusiness, can experiment with external
collaboration and build internal credibility before the
practice is extended more broadly.

Use generational transition as a catalyst
Incoming family members often bring external

perspectives and networks that can accelerate

innovation openness. Governance structures should

create space for next-generation voices in innovation
strategy, even before formal leadership transition
occurs.

Design openness with control boundaries

Full openness is neither necessary nor advisable for
most family firms.
partnerships that
knowledge assets can deliver the benefits of open
innovation without the identity and governance costs
of unrestricted knowledge sharing.

Selective, relationship-based

preserve control over core

IMPACT

This study makes a distinctive contribution by
providing the first detailed, longitudinal account of
how a major family firm transitions from closed to
open innovation. The Swarovski case shows that the
shift is not a binary switch but a gradual, culturally
shaped by family identity,
governance preferences, and generational dynamics.

negotiated process

For scholars, the paper bridges two literatures — open
innovation and family business — that have developed
largely in isolation. For practitioners, it provides a
realistic model of how family firms can embrace
external collaboration without abandoning the
proprietary strengths that define them.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. For family
personally. The transition to open innovation in a
family firm requires visible commitment from the

leaders: Champion openness

family, not just from professional managers.
Employees take their cues from ownership.

2. For boards: Include members with experience in
open innovation or external collaboration. They
can normalize the practice and help the family see
it as a strategic choice rather than a cultural

threat.
3. For innovation managers: Build internal
platforms for cross-departmental knowledge

sharing before launching external partnerships.
The firm needs to learn how to collaborate
internally before it can collaborate externally.

4. For researchers: More longitudinal case studies of
innovation transitions in family firms are needed.
The Swarovski case is compelling precisely
because it traces the process over time — snapshot
studies cannot capture the cultural and

organizational dynamics at play.
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