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All these initia-
tives have been 
driven person-
ally by CEO Tom 
Enders, making 
them highly visible 
and scrutinized 
both inside and 
outside the group 
(see page 64). 

Is this the kind 
of bold strategic 
move that will make Airbus as relevant 
and innovative in the decades to come 
as it has been? Or is it a lame attempt 
at making the company and its CEO 
look “cool” in the age of digital natives, 
celebrity entrepreneurs and “uni-
corns” (startups valued at more than 
$1 billion)? 

Enders’s fascination with American-
style management and business has 
been known for years, and as a new 
breed of aerospace entrepreneurs epit-
omized by SpaceX CEO Elon Musk has 
taken the industry by storm in the U.S., 
there was a clear sense of frustration 
that he and Airbus would not be taken 
more seriously in this new aerospace 
ecosystem. Enders therefore had no 
choice but to be bold and send strong 
signals to show that he, too, could play 
in that league.

And so he took a series of initiatives 
to that effect: First, in 2015, he launched 
Airbus Ventures—a $150 million cor-
porate venture fund—and opened A3, 
both located in the Silicon Valley; then 

For the past two years, Airbus has been revamping its innova-
tion strategy in an unprecedented way: investing early on in 

the OneWeb microsatellite constellation project; launching A3, a 
“disruptive innovation” outpost in the Silicon Valley; creating a 
corporate venture arm; and appointing a new group chief tech-
nology officer (CTO), all with a clear mission to shake things up. 

Airbus’s  
Innovation Gamble 
In his bid for self-disruption, is Tom Enders 
going too far?

librate the profiles of the R&D staff to-
ward new skills such as data analytics, 
artificial intelligence and process in-
novation, but one may wonder whether 
Airbus, by shaking up its historical and 
high-profile R&D core, is not throwing 
the baby out with the bathwater. 

Time will tell if the gamble pays 
off. The biggest part of the wager is 
not so much the hundreds of millions 
of dollars that are being invested in 
disruptive ideas and new ventures, 
but how the overall change of style 
and direction will affect and shape the 
organization and its culture. Will bor-
rowing recipes from the Silicon Valley 
playbook make Airbus more resilient 
and successful, or will it damage the 
DNA of a company whose products 
stand for reliability and safety, two per-
formance dimensions highly valued by 
its customers and deeply embedded in 
the corporate culture?

Changing an organization’s culture 
is no small feat, and a key element of 
success is how it is accomplished. Go-
ing too slow makes it more difficult 
to instill new blood without it being 
diluted by the old and therefore losing 
its impact and purpose. Going too fast 
and too much from the top down, as 
it seems might be the case for Airbus, 
bears the risk of employee resistance.  

And that’s where the biggest chal-
lenge lies: convincing a company with 
134,000 employees, a $1 trillion backlog 
and a core business based on betting 
billons on a next-generation aircraft 
that its future rests on concepts such 
as A3’s Vahana self-piloted flying 
vehicle (see illustration) and cheap 
mini-satellites, and that $150 million in-
vested in OneWeb or Airbus Ventures 
is as relevant to its success as $8 billion 
of charges taken on the A400M mili-
tary airlifter or $15 billion spent on the 
development of the A350 airliner. 

While Airbus’s recent innovation ini-
tiatives have all the bells and whistles 
of an organization willing to disrupt 
itself to remain at the forefront of its 
industry, it is unclear whether they will 
have the catalytic effect that Enders 
hopes will revolutionize the Airbus way 
of doing business and, by extension, 
the business of air transport. 

As the Buddhist saying goes: “The 
finger pointing to the Moon is not 
the Moon.” c

he invested $150 million in OneWeb; 
and, finally, last year he appointed for-
mer Google and DARPA engineer Paul 
Eremenko, initially hired as A3’s CEO, 
as the group’s CTO to revamp the whole 
R&D organization and culture. 

This last initiative has been the most 
controversial. While the launches of 
Airbus Ventures and A3 as stand-alone, 
dedicated organizations were textbook 
moves on how a large organization 
should deal with disruptive innova-
tions, handing over the whole group’s 
R&D responsibility to a 37-year-old 
Silicon Valley insider whose motto is 
“creative destruction” feels like letting 
a fox into the henhouse. For sure, both 
creativity and destruction have been 
on display since Eremenko took the 
helm. One of the most controversial 
decisions has been to close the main 
corporate R&D center near Paris and, 
in the process, risk losing (potentially 
to competitors) tens of key researchers 
and highly skilled engineers. The move 
is part of a broader endeavor to reca-
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