Alessi. 

The secrets of the ‘Italian design factories’.
Abstract

Alessi is currently a medium-sized Italian family firm, leader in top-design household articles. Some of the 2000 household objects in Alessi’s catalogue – developed in collaboration with about 200 external designers – are shown in museums of applied arts all over the world. Alessi is a typical success example of the superior ability shown by several companies in leveraging their social and business networks, to obtain superior performance. Founded in 1921 by Giovanni Alessi in Bagnella di Omegna, it started as one of the many lathe-works factories and foundries located in the Omegna area, producing metal household objects commissioned by external clients. With the FAO brand name (Fratelli Alessi Omegna) the company started in 1924 to produce trays and coffee makers designed in-house. The company started to develop a design stile of its own only during the thirties, when Carlo Alessi (Giovanni’s eldest son) joined the company after studying industrial design. Yet, the real great divide in Alessi’s development happened in the early seventies, when Alberto Alessi (Carlo’s eldest son) joined the company. Alberto started several collaborations with Italian and foreign designers, which enabled the company to become world leader in design household articles. The case allows to understand how a company can obtain a leadership position in a design-based context without a large in-house design capacity but, rather, through a sophisticated external network of designers.
This case is prepared by Carlo Salvato, Fernando Alberti and Salvatore Sciascia (Università Cattaneo LIUC) only for educational purposes. Diffusion is not allowed outside the course of Strategy and Self Renewal in SMEs.

Introduction to the case

“We live in a society where all the relevant material needs are fulfilled by the production of objects. I believe that in most cases mass production industry goes on working simply to satisfy people’s needs, instead of paying more attention to their wishes, to their desires. I am not interested in the disordered and irrational spread of consumer goods. What I am interested in is the possibility of offering people ‘good’ objects, objects that do not alienate; objects which encourage a development in the public rather than winking conspiratorially at its decline”. This is how Alberto Alessi, currently co-chairman of Alessi, describes the company’s philosophy which is embodied in all its hundreds of successful products.

Alessi is currently a medium-sized Italian family firm, leader in top-design household articles. Some of the 2000 household objects of Alessi’s catalogue – developed in collaboration with about 200 external designers – are shown in museums of applied arts all over the world. 

Alessi's history

Founded in 1921 by Giovanni Alessi in Bagnella di Omegna, Alessi started as one of the many lathe-works factories and foundries located in the Cusio/Omegna area. Its activity was based on production of metal household objects commissioned by external clients. 

The first entrepreneur of the Cusio industrial district – a cluster which is famous worldwide for its production of metal household objects like cutlery, coffee makers, trays and pots – was Baldassarre Cane. Around the half of the nineteenth century he dared leaving Chesio (a small village in the Strona Valley) and to found a business on the shores of the near Orta Lake. That was the first true large-scale workshop of the Cusio industrial area. It later became a large, important company, but – unlike Alessi – it has later been closed down. In subsequent decades several other craftsmen followed Baldassare Cane’s tracks and decided to start their own companies. Most of them previously trained as workers in Cane’s factory. Others were descendants of those many families of the Strona Valley which, starting in the eighteenth century, emigrated to Germany to learn metalworking, and later came back to the Cusio area to start their own workshops. Pewter was the most commonly used metal in that period. Other metals later took the place of pewter in the production of household products within the Cusio area: brass, German (or nickel) silver, aluminum and, finally, iron. Yet, neither the typologies, nor the nature of products changed, and the Cusio district is still characterized by such industrial mono-culture. Along the shores of the Orta Lake, between Romanesque churches and baroque chapels, companies producing household articles have become a clear reference point, strongly influencing the socio  cultural climate of the whole area. Alessi’s success is rooted in such long established milieu; yet, it is characterized by several peculiarities.

This is how Alberto Alessi, current CEO of the company, describes Alessi’s origins. “The origins of the Alessi family business, of which I am now one of the two chairmen, lie with my two grandfathers: the maternal one, Alfonso Bialetti, and the paternal one, Giovanni Alessi. They are both heirs of the very old artisan tradition of producing small wooden and metal objects typical of the Strona Valley, a narrow mountain valley near to Lake Orta in the Italian Alps, close to Switzerland. My two grandfathers pursued different directions as producers. In the thirties grandfather Bialetti invented, designed and manufactured the octagonal coffee maker in cast aluminum which became so famous after the war: a true object of mass production.

Grandfather Alessi started the Alessi company in 1921 which produced a wide variety of different objects for the table in brass and nickel silver. While to date the Bialetti company has continued to manufacture just one product – the octagonal coffee maker – producing around four million pieces a year, the Alessi company has produced many thousands of different objects during more or less the same period. Today, there are around 2,000 different items in our catalogues”. 

With the FAO brand name (Fratelli Alessi Omegna) the company started in 1924 to produce trays and coffee makers designed in-house. At that time the company was appreciated for the higher quality and durability of its products, due to the introduction of technical advances such as the galvanic bath chroming method, and nickel- and silver-plating. The company started to develop a design stile of its own only during the thirties, when Carlo Alessi (Giovanni’s eldest son) joined the company after studying industrial design. Carlo designed most of Alessi’s products until 1945, among which the ‘Bombé’ coffee series, still in Alessi’s catalogue. Also in the thirties Alessi started to export in few European countries, and to experiment the use of steel instead of traditional metals. During the war and the post-war period the production of household objects dropped, and Alessi converted almost entirely to military production. Meanwhile, Ettore Alessi (Giovanni’s youngest son) joined the company, significantly contributing to the renowned company’s technical know-how in the cold pressing of metals. 

First steps in building a ‘design-oriented’ company.

The first collaborations with external designers began in the 1955, when Ettore brought the two outside designers Mazzeri and Massoni to Alessi. The rationale behind these earliest collaborations with outside designers was radically different from the current one, as will result clear later. Yet, it was more than just outsourcing part of the increasing design work: “Massoni’s and Mazzeri’s objects are part of Program 4, a cultural turnaround, which introduced in the sphere of household articles the concepts of ‘author’, ‘project’ and ‘design’”, says Alberto Alessi. As a matter of fact, in 1957 a few of the objects resulting from the collaboration with the two external designers were selected and presented at the XI Milan Triennale, an international art exhibition. For the first time, Alessi objects appeared in an exhibition on industrial design. Many of the articles designed in that period are still in Alessi’s catalogue. 

Also in the fifties the production of objects with traditional materials as chrome- and silver-plated brass was entirely replaced by steel. The sixties were characterized by an expansion of Alessi’s plant, an intensification of the presence abroad, and the third change of the company’s trade name: from ALFRA (Alessi Fratelli), to Ceselleria Alessi. At that time Alessi was a small-sized family firm, producing iron household objects. Such objects were characterized by a traditional style, mainly designed by external designers, with which the company tended to keep a long-term, strict relationship, up to the extent that Carlo Mazzeri, one of Alessi’s first designers, was asked to design the plant expansion carried out in the sixties. 

The great divide

In 1971 the company adopted vacuum glass technology for the development of the “411” insulated ice bucket designed by architects Carlo Mazzeri and Anselmo Vitale. The reason that spurred the company to use this unfamiliar technology to develop the only thermo-insulated ice bucket in Alessi’s catalogue to date was the aim of completing the successful Program 4 collection of objects for cafés and wine serving, started by Mazzeri in 1956. This technology was later abandoned for more than two decades, given the absence of a market for thermo-insulated products. When, in the early 1990s, insulated objects came on demand, Alessi developed four jugs in four years, all of them adopting vacuum glass technology: Euclid, designed by Graves in 1994; Sherazade, designed by Sottsass in 1996, Fred Worm, designed by Venturini in 1997; and Alibaba, designed by Giovannoni in 1998. 

The real great divide in Alessi’s development happened in the early seventies, when Alberto Alessi (Carlo’s eldest son) entered the company after having obtained a degree in law. Alberto started since the beginning of his career in Alessi to deal with new-products development, marketing and communication. He is currently general manager responsible for product policies and communication, while his younger brother Michele holds the position of general manager for organization and finance. 

The first two projects started by Alberto were radically innovative, though yielded different outcomes. 

The first, so called ‘Alessi d’après’ program, was based on a utopian manifesto aimed at allowing mass consumption of industrially multiplied art objects, designed by artists such as Giò Pomodoro and Salvador Dalì. This program was terminated after three years of serious production difficulties and bitter commercial disappointment. Neither were artists inclined to design industrially replicable objects, nor were consumers willing to appreciate objects too far rom their everyday perception of household articles. 

Learning to work with external designers.

The second project started by Alberto Alessi, so called ‘Program 8’, is a vast and complex design project that has gradually developed into an articulated system of objects structured according to diverse typologies. Program 8 moved from a collaboration, envisaged by Alberto, between Alessi and the architects Franco Sargiani and Eija Helander. In 1971 the two architects were asked by the company to design an oil jug. Yet, their autonomous initiative and a strict, continued relationship with the company yielded an entirely new set of modular tableware objects. The whole Program 8 started and was developed in a subtle and somewhat fuzzy way. As Franco Sargiani recalls: “I don’t exactly remember if it was Alberto who, after the initial theme of the oil jug, said that we could develop some trays and food containers, or if we came to the idea of finding a support for the oil jug (…) It was a continuous interplay on how to proceed with the project, how to carry it on; it is now difficult to remember what came first”. Another relevant aspect to understand strategic innovation at Alessi is the conceptual work behind Program 8. The project was based on a research program, in which the two architects conducted an extensive survey of international cooking, tableware articles and dining habits, coming to the creation of many trays and food containers on a scale never attempted before. In the words of Eija Helander: “The starting point was a ‘briefing’, in which something new was asked, because in that period the six or seven companies competing in the field were all doing the same things, often imitating each other”. With Program 8 Sargiani and Helander aimed at designing objects that satisfied functional requirements: the objects should be of maximum adaptability and flexibility, they should enhance food without reducing its visibility, and they should be able to use space more efficiently. The idea of creating a system of tableware which could redefine behavioral patterns, as the two architects proposed, fascinated the company. It would replace all the traditions associated with the history of food and the containers that hold it. The choice of steel was considered the most suitable for this task. The starting point was that steel should be used for its own quality and not as a substitute for more precious metals. This would allow steel to acquire its own peculiar identity. The program that Sargiani and Helander proposed represented a radical change of direction for a company tied to the process of embossing, which traditionally aimed at exclusive market segments with specific products. This program, on the opposite, aimed at excluding the elitist choice and target the far larger market of modern professionals. This new emerging class needed easy-to-use, practical objects, which could be easily stored in the small living places in which young professional usually reside. The square and rectangular forms of the modular pieces seemed to be an inevitable choice for easy storage. It seemed obvious to the architects that rounded forms would not be used as they excluded aggregation and amplification. In making the bowls and modular containers square, there was a technical difficulty: steel is weakened by the tensions along the sides and the corners. However, such difficulty was gradually overcome, thanks to the manufacturing ability cumulated by the company in several decades of metal working. As a result, the combination of square containers and trays was realized exactly as designed. Program 8 is still in Alessi’s catalogue, though its market appeal is obviously reduced. 

In subsequent years several other designers started to collaborate with Alessi: Coppola, Grignani, Tovaglia and Confalonieri – introduced by Sargiani – realized Program 7. In 1972 the famous architect Ettore Sottsass – also introduced by Sargiani – started to work for Alessi extending the Program 5 series. Later, he became one of Alessi’s most prolific collaborators, designing objects of different materials: iron, glass, plastic, wood and porcelain. 

In 1977 Richard Sapper was introduced by Sottsass to Alberto Alessi. Again, a strict, long-lasting collaboration on several projects began, flexible enough to allow Sapper to design extremely innovative and successful objects for Alessi. “Richard made his entrance in Alessi on Shrove Tuesday, 1977” Alberto Alessi recalls. “Dad, Uncle Ettore and myself gathered to welcome him. He was dressed all in black, with a funny black pointed hat. We immediately got on well with each other. Sapper has designed a few historic projects for us, like our first cafetiere. Since the cutlery project wasn’t making progress, I obtained permission from the ‘elders’ to attempt an unprecedented step, to enter an area of the home which we had kept deliberately clear of since grandfather’s times: the kitchen. The reason for this reticence was historical and very simple: we had developed through the course of the years a type of production organization which, although much less complex than today’s, was still oriented (as it is today) towards a kind of ‘mechanized craftsmanship’ rather than large-scale series production, to which, on the other hand, two other popular homeware companies in the Omegna industrial district had devoted themselves: Lagostina (saucepans) and Bialetti (espresso cafetieres). In fact these mass production companies were typical producers of kitchen objects of satisfactory quality and low cost, and for reasons of closeness, of friendship and of human respect, we had progressively confined ourselves to the area of homeware accessories. We believed that in that area of production our quality and our prices had better chances of being accepted by the market. Sapper’s espresso cafetiere, the 9090, designed between 1977 and ’79, was for me the first textbook example of a very professional approach to product policy. Conscious of ground-level problems, I had the intuition that the kitchen could be a good area for our new strategic initiatives. I understood that there was a market for a cafetiere totally different from the others, even if a lot more expensive, and also that this was a more technically complex theme than our usual ones. I realized that we needed a designer with a very highly inventive capacity together with a technological sensitivity. According to market research, the Italian market for espresso cafetieres was stable around five million pieces per year, of which over two thirds were aluminum, and obviously dominated by the Bialetti ‘Moka’ of grandfather Alfonso. All the models were extremely low-priced, even the steel ones. I had convinced myself that our cafetiere, produced at the top of our state-of-the-art, would be distributed at around double the price of the most expensive one in existence, and with great courage and intuition I set myself a target of two percent of the market: 100,000 pieces. Sapper, probably, really was the most suitable person for the job, and gladly accepted the task. Sapper has the habit of working only on a few products at one time, those he’s really interested in. I learnt that it’s very difficult to make him work on a too specific brief: it’s better to let him go freewheeling after having found a subject of common interest. A real thorn in the side of our technicians, because of the complex design details he usually introduces in his objects, his presence in the company has to be very carefully followed to avoid short circuits. Because of the innumerable, hard to execute details which constitute his projects, he engages in long and fierce discussions with our technical staff. To tell the truth, I often get the impression that perhaps he’s right after all, and I have to admit that working on a project with him is the good fortune of any technician: after every project, all our technical establishment emerges richer in its overall practices! As if by a miracle, and with a great deal of suffering on my behalf, after little more than a year the prototype was ready, and Sapper brought it along to Crusinallo, unable to hide his excitement as he pulled it out of his case. It really was a revolutionary cafetiere, in practice it didn’t have a neck or spout, it looked like a rocket. I myself was a little surprised and a little hesitant: I had to hold it in front of me for quite a while to be able to understand it. It was, in other words, a really innovative project, which surprised me and made me make an effort to make it mine. As I often do today, I showed it to a lot of people, to check their reactions. For example, I showed it to Mendini who was enthusiastic, a reaction which was very comforting. In 1979, the year of its introduction, we sold 110,000 pieces of the six-and three-cup versions. Today, it is still our most successful project for a cafetiere”. 

It is interesting to compare Alberto Alessi’s description of this successful collaboration with Richard Sapper, with what the famous designer himself says: “I met Alberto Alessi for the first time in 1976, I think, when he asked me if I would be interested in designing cutlery. I did not know an answer right away, but I knew that I was interested in the question: years before, when I still was a young designer, somebody asked me what things I would be interested in designing, and I said: ‘bulldozers yes, cutlery no’. So, what could I answer now? Nothing, I had to think about it. But Alberto was patient, and when after a period of reflection I had said yes, we went to a place near Venice to see a factory that was supposed to produce the flatware. On the way back I said that I didn’t like the factory. After this, for some time I didn’t here from Alessi, but then he came back: no cutlery, but would I be interested in designing an espresso maker? No, that definitely not, I had never succeeded in even making a decent coffee, and besides the problem left me completely cold. Alberto, though, was a very nice and intelligent man, and I thought it was a pity, because as a client he would have been great. He insisted: the cutlery we do later, when we have found a better producer. I thought again about this thing, and then, much more out of sympathy for the person than for interest in the subject – I wanted to design a machine, not a coffee pot – I decided to make a little steam engine out of the espresso maker, above all out of curiosity to see how it would be to work with this man and his whole tribe (there were half a dozen Alessis in the factory). Today, after many years of co-operation, it seems to me one of the best decisions I ever made. I do not know any other producer with whom it was given me so much pleasure to work as Alberto Alessi, a client who became a companion and friend, in a company that believes in what it does”. 

The relentless pursuit of new entrepreneurial opportunities.

In 1983 the Officina Alessi trade mark was created, to co-exist with the traditional Alessi brand name. The new strategic initiative – in line with Alessi’s underlying strategic intent – aimed at researching and experimenting with innovations of form, materials, style, function and methods of manufacture, without having to be subject to the restrictions imposed by industrial mass production. Since then, Officina Alessi has been a successful initiative, currently encompassing eight series, significantly different in terms of content, production, materials and price. 

Subsequent years witnessed several other successful strategic initiatives. In 1988 Alessi acquired Piazza Battista, a company established in 1865, specialized in making small wooden table and kitchenware objects using wood turning methods, which had ceased production twenty years before. One year later, in 1989, the first catalogue of wooden objects was published with the Twergi brand name. These articles were mainly designed by Ettore Sottsass and other designers who were working or had worked with him. Since 1998, all Twergi products have become part of the Alessi catalogue, though keeping the separate brand name. 

In 1989 Alessi acquired Tendentse, a small company founded in 1985 with the aim of fostering ‘neo-craftsmanship’ of porcelain and ceramics household objects. As in the case of Officina Alessi and Twergi, objects made of these two materials – entirely new for Alessi – were and are still designed by external designers.

The early nineties witnessed the purposeful development by Alessi of design projects intentionally based on the use of plastic. At that time, a few plastic objects were already present in Alessi’s catalogue. Yet, in the early nineties Alessi explicitly stimulated a group of designers to explore the creative potential of plastics, which they may have not considered when designing for Alessi in the past, given the company’s focus and competencies on iron products and technologies. As Table 1§ and Figure 1§ suggest, the new focus on plastic objects further boosted Alessi’s turnover, as did the other previously described new strategic initiatives in the past. 

Yet, not all new strategic initiatives were later successful. In 1992, for example, Alessi started a collaboration with Philips, with the aim of co-designing kitchen appliances. The Philips Project yielded four articles, which were not much appreciated by the market. The same limited market success characterized the electronic objects developed by Alessi with Philippe Starck, after he became art director for the French electronics and multimedia group Thompson. Another case of “failure” is “Comics in the kitchen”, a collection of textile products for the kitchen launched in 1996 whose production has been recently terminated given its limited market success. Currently, Alessi is anyway taking advantage of that previous experience with textile products in developing bathroom fabrics within “The Alessi Bathroom” project (see last section).
Table 1§. Alessi’s turnover related to some new strategic initiatives in the past two decades

	Year
	‘83
	‘84
	‘85
	‘86
	‘87
	‘88
	‘89
	‘90
	‘91
	‘92
	‘93
	‘94
	‘95
	‘96
	‘97
	‘98
	‘99
	2000

	Turnover (billion Italian Lire)
	11
	12
	13,7
	18,1
	24,3
	34,3
	39,8
	46
	62,5
	64,5
	73,7
	89,7
	130
	148
	160
	160,1
	176,8
	184


Figure 1§. Alessi’s turnover related to some new strategic initiatives in the past two decades
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Where is the ‘secret’?

“But perhaps most importantly, with Alessi, tradition extends to the idea of family. As a designer you and your people are brought in and treated as members of a family – it’s a very personal relationship of designer and manufacturer. Ultimately this is what ties everything and everyone together so beautifully, and what provides such distinction for Alessi”. With these simple words Michael Graves – one of the most acclaimed designers working with Alessi - explains the company’s secret for success. The issue is not so simple, of course. What is perceived from the outside as something which is ‘tied together so beautifully’ is the result of several deeply-rooted, coherently interconnected micro-activities and organizational routines, developed throughout decades of design and industrial activity. 

In order to better understand such pattern of activities in which Alessi’s success is rooted, the homogeneous set of organizational routines through which each new project is conceived, evaluated and its essential ‘design philosophy’ maintained throughout the engineering phase has to be described. Traces of such a process, or parts of it, can be recognized in Alessi’s relationships with designers since the realization of Programma 4, in the mid fifties, with designers Massoni and Mazzeri. However, it became ‘institutionalized’ only since the early seventies, with Alberto Alessi. 

Being a process fundamentally based on creativity and on long-lasting strict personal relationships between Alessi and its external designers, it would be profoundly wrong to describe it as a formalized, structured process, always following exactly the same steps. Rather, it is a flexible procedure, which its participants find difficult to describe in a clear-cut way, based, as it is, more on the subtleties of established personal relationships than on structured steps and formal documents. Yet, the ‘milestones’ or building-blocks of a rather homogeneous system of established procedures clearly emerge. This ‘nucleus’ is clearly embedded in Alessi’s strategic behavior, up to the extent that Alessandro Mendini – by far the designer closest to Alessi – was able to formalize it with a drawing published in one of the many publications by Alessi. 

The basic phases of this ‘nucleus’ of organizational routines are the ‘metaproject’, the ‘brief’, the evaluation, the ‘desiderata’ and the engineering phase..

‘Metaproject’ (sometimes named ‘metadesign’) is the name given to the generation of design ideas, the ‘philosophy’ behind each single project produced by Alessi. Metaprojects come to existence in different ways at Alessi. A few metaprojects have been purposefully ‘built’ by Alessi, through structured, intentional research and conceptual processes. It is the case, for example, of the metaproject Memory Containers, developed in the period 1991-1994. This is how Alberto Alessi describes it: “It was decided that concomitant with the research to be carried out by the Centro Studi, a project would be created working with young designers. Initially we were not looking for finished projects but for inspiration and ideas that would lead to an actual project (…) In terms of the type of project we were looking for, the ‘brief’ made reference to the archetypes of the ‘offering’ of food and the ritual surrounding it. Inspiration could be drawn from a cultural heritage or from personal experience. The ‘objective’ was the realization of a ‘creole project’, a cloning in vitro of something that would slowly emerge as the result of the meeting of disparate cultures (…) The condition under which we would work would be one of openness, so as to ensure a greater level of spontaneity in the project” (Alessi, 1998: 125). Other metaprojects simply ‘emerge’, as a result of the interplay between Alessi and its designers and without any formal direction traced since the inception. They can relate to a project, an entire family of products, or a single object. Finally, each designer is considered as the holder of his or her specific metaproject, i.e., view of the world, of the designer’s job, and of household objects. However they emerge, metaprojects are the containers of research and experimentation in Alessi, the ideal spaces in which new forms, typologies, languages are developed, long before they give birth to actual projects and marketable products. 

Whether ‘intentional’, or simply ‘emerging’, the metaproject phase always leads to a usually written ‘brief’ addressing involved designers. In the brief the underlying idea of the project, family of products or, often, single product is briefly described, with the aim of conveying the fundamental ‘rationale’ behind the object or family of objects Alessi plans to obtain. Again, the brief is not always an intentional, formalized step. Quite often designers autonomously suggest a new object or family of objects, without an initial proposal from Alessi. In this case, the brief results from a close and lengthy interaction between designers and Alessi (Alberto Alessi and a team of two or three design assistants). 

These initial ‘creative’ phases are followed by an evaluation of projects, drawings or sketches presented by designers. The evaluation phase is carried out by the design-assistance function, always in close relationship with Alberto Alessi and the operational-marketing manager. It is, again, a rather informal, unstructured phase, requiring a strict and close relationship between designers and Alessi offices, seldom requiring less than a year of interaction.

The outcome of design and marketing evaluation phase – for those about 20% of projects that are accepted, out of the global amount of presented ones – is always the so called RUDE meeting. This meeting is such a routinized organizational practice, that some of the usual participants do not even exactly recall the meaning of the acronym. It is, in any case, a meeting in which Alberto Alessi’s instructions on the basic characteristics that the final product should have (the so called ‘desiderata’, always formalized in a short, written document) are presented and discussed. 

Finally, the engineering and development phases follow, in which the company’s effort is in producing reliable objects, which keep a strict coherence with the initial ‘desiderata’.

This set of complementary and strictly related routines, resources and competencies gradually developed since Alessi’s early experiences with external designers in the mid-fifties, reaching and maintaining its current shape with Alberto Alessi, in the early seventies. As resulting from the analysis of the case, its continuous recombination with new factors (described in the following sections) yielded the majority of the astonishing strategic successes which characterized Alessi’s history in the past decades. 

In each new strategic initiative Alessi combines in novel ways its System of Core Organizational Routines with new, internal or external, resources, competencies or existing organizational routines.  A few examples of a clearly widespread practice should make this point clear. 

The company started to collaborate with external designers in 1955, when Ettore Alessi invited Mazzeri and Massoni to collaborate in new products development. These first collaborations were radically different from today’s procedures. Yet, they constituted the first nucleus on which the current system of core organizational routines gradually developed, especially after Alberto joined the company in 1970. Each time a new external designer is contacted by the company or, more often, introduced by already collaborating colleagues, Alessi applies the same or comparable ‘procedures’ (the extent to which such patterns of collaboration can be considered actual standardized ‘procedures’ has been discussed in the previous section). The designer receives a brief from the company (usually from Alberto). The brief embodies the metaproject the company has in mind for the specific program, family of objects or single object Alessi wants to realize with the new designer. After the brief, the designer starts generating more or less refined sketches and drawings, which have to undergo the evaluation phase carried out by the design assistance function. After this phase – that may take up to two or three years – Alberto’s desiderata is issued, and the subsequent engineering phase can start. Hence, in this case the system of core organizational routines is recombined with the metaproject embodied by the new designer. 

In a few cases (like the previously described ‘Memory containers’ project), part of this process of recombination takes place in a rather structured way, in the form of a workshop, where several new designers are invited to discuss topics suggested by Alessi, and to eventually present projects to be evaluated by the company. This same structured, formalized process of study and subsequent idea generation, in which established routines are combined with new resources and competencies has been followed in several other occasions. To make just a few examples: the project ‘La cintura di Orione’ (1979-1986), in which several experts in cooking techniques and leading chefs were invited to submit their experiences and projects, which later yielded the most advanced complete line of cooking utensils ever produced. In the project ‘Family Follows Fiction’ (1991-1993), Alessi organized a workshop between mainly new designers, aimed at explicitly and fully exploring Alessi’s potential in new expressive keys such as play, memory and emotive involvement, mostly through the use of plastic materials. 

Referring to one of these workshops the CEO reports: 

“Prompted by a number of consultants as well as by our own curiosity, we felt the urgent need for an operation that would attempt to balance… the projects developed for us by the “great masters” in the 1980s… My intention was to explore more explicitly and directly a number of forms of expression, such as play, memory and emotive involvement, that were in any case certainly present, though in a more hidden form, in the works of those designers”. 

In 1998 the Alessi Museum was inaugurated with the explicit aim of reinforcing activities related to metaproject and product development. In fact, almost all meetings we are referring here take place around a large table in the museum: as documented in the annual report of the museum curator, top management has gradually transformed the museum into a working space where intangible aspects are made visible. 

New strategic initiatives with established designers are also the results of a recombination of existing and new procedures, resources and competencies. Examples of the many ways in which Alessi daily recombines the system of core organizational routines with new resources and competencies are legion. Or, better, every new project clearly follows the same rationale: the System of Core Organizational Routines allows the recombination in novel ways of designers’ metaprojects, skills and experiences, with new expressive keys, new lines of objects, materials, technologies etc. With Twergi, for example, Alessi started asking its designers – which had, since then, designed mainly iron objects for Alessi – to work with an entirely new material: wood. The same happened with Tendentse (starting from 1989) and Family Follows Fiction (from 1991-1993), where the new materials were ceramic and plastic  respectively. 

In the late eighties, Alessi asked some of its most acclaimed designers, such as Achille Castiglioni, Aldo Rossi, Michael Graves and Richard Sapper, to design a selection of watches and clocks, some of which are still in Alessi’s catalogue. In this case – as in the cases of kitchen timers and scales, desktop calculators, electric kitchen appliances (the Philips project) – recombination involves new objects and technologies. In other cases, designers are asked to work with new expressive keys, recombined as to meet Alessi’s brief and metaproject. It is, for example, the case of the ‘100% make-up’ project (1989-1992). In this project several designers – both new and already working with Alessi – were asked to decorate a porcelain vase of the same shape, in a way recalling the many different forms that organisms of a same species can take. 

Recent strategic initiatives

The most recent innovative initiatives carried on by Alessi are mainly based on strategic alliances. In 2001, for example, Alessi developed a wallpaper in collaboration with the award-winning German company Tapetenfabrik Gebr. Rasch Gmbh & Co., founded in 1897 and headquartered in Bramsche.

In the same year Alessi decided to develop a collection of wristwatches designed by both young and more established designers, in collaboration with SII Marketing International Inc., Austin, Texas. , a company that has brought vast professional experience in the field of Japanese and American watchmaking.

This project also benefited from previous experiences matured by Alessi in the late 1980s, when the company developed a watch collection with several different designers (Alberto Rossi’s Momento is the only one remaining in Alessi’s catalogue from this first collection). 

The most recent initiative, launched in 2002, is “The Alessi Bathroom”, designed by Stefano Giovannoni and developed in collaboration with three companies: Inda, Laufen and Oras. 

After having choosen the kitchen as main context for Alessi innovating production, the company has decided to bring its design capabilities in a new area: the bathroom. So far very few companies have applied high-design to the bathroom components; none of them has decided to bring fantasy, humor, emotions and poetry. Alessi decided to fill this gap, as Alberto Alessi states, transforming the concept of bathroom as they did for the kitchen concept.  

The initiative has been conducted building up a virtual organization, enrolling the most relevant European actors in the bathroom industry: Laufen, the second world producer of baked clay components for bathroom; Oras, leading Scandinavian company in the production of taps; Inda, Italian firm specialized in designing and producing high quality accessories for bathroom. Alessi has been responsible for the strategy formulation, the design management and the communication policy; the three partners instead have been dealing with the product development and production. Distribution channels have been mixed to increase the market penetration. 

The project has resulted in a truly innovative product concept, especially thanks to the contribution of Giovannoni, extremely effective in integrating the need of functionality with the expression of play, memory and emotion.






