
both reciprocity and advantage—simultaneously and from two very different perspectives.

Bob Johansen is a practicing futurist, while Karl Ronn is a product innovation practitioner.

Mapping the territory of reciprocity advantage requires both visionary foresight and

practical innovation, combined in new ways.

Figure 1: Foresight Insight Action (Source: IFTF).

Bob has more than 30 years’ experience at Institute for the Future (IFTF) in Silicon

Valley as a ten-year forecaster, with remarkable accuracy. Bob helps top leaders and rising

stars draw insight from external foresight.

With more than 25 years of experience with a wide range of companies, Karl is an

expert on disruptive innovation, which lies between insight and action. Karl was a key

innovator behind new billion-dollar businesses like Swiffer, Febreze, and Mr. Clean Magic

Eraser, for example.
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capitalizes on the future disruptions that are coming. We will challenge you to create your

own reciprocity advantage.

Figure 2 introduces the model we have created for this book, a cycle from uncovering

your Right-of-Way to Partnering to Experiment to Learn and finally, when you are

ready, to Scale It. This is an ongoing cycle, however, and it is unlikely to be a neat

process. Certainly, it won’t be linear.

Figure 2: Steps to Scalable Reciprocity.

Foresight, insight, and action will all play a role. Uncovering your right-of-way will
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Figure 3: Step One toward Reciprocity Advantage.
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Figure 4: Step Two toward Reciprocity Advantage.
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To Google, Kansas City looked like an unusual chance to experiment to learn about the

impacts of overnight super digital bandwidth upon a city that was decidedly disconnected

and largely non-digital.

When the Google Fiber initiative began, Google was fishing for partners. Google Fiber

offered a hundredfold increase in bandwidth, all at once. Google Fiber was not a grant or a

gift; it was an investment in scalable reciprocity. Google is seeking a reciprocity advantage.

It is important that Google doesn’t know yet what gain it will receive. It is taking a risk

that, in the long run, Google will receive value and growth. Kansas City stands to benefit as

well, along with a wide array of new businesses.
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Figure 6: Step Four toward Reciprocity Advantage.
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will not be just one answer. Create many different maps if you wish. Then get your senior

management group together to determine which ones you want to pursue.

Figure 7: Finding Your Right-of-Way.

RIGHT-OF-WAY STEP 1:

AGREE ON YOUR CORE BUSINESS

Do an experiment for yourself. Ask this question of ten people in various parts of your
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transportation, or the job trains do. The final column presents potential reciprocity

businesses that use an existing right-of-way—communications. Remember that

understanding your existing business is necessary to uncovering your right-of-way.

Figure 8 reveals three businesses—not just one. In this case, trains represent the core

business, but this matrix also shows how investing in diesel engines is a necessary step to

stay ahead of competition, though it isn’t sufficient. New technologies are reinventing the

ways people travel. These investments in reinvention will complement the core business but

still involve moving people and things from place to place.

Figure 8: The Innovation Portfolio the Railroads Needed.
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negotiating partial ownership of the emerging telecommunications business.

Place your bets, but cover your options.

Each time you define a potential new business opportunity, you need to be very clear

on the basis for partnership. Worksheet I summarizes the criteria from this chapter. Use it

as a tool to seek and define your partnerships. When you find a potential partner, answer

the questions for yourself and in the spirit of partnership, you can give them the sheet as

well.

Before you complete the worksheet, recall your clarity challenge: I want to do this, but

I have not been able to do it until I met you.

WORKSHEET 1: PARTNERSHIP DEFINITION

Factor Specific Choice

What right-of-way are we sharing? What

assets might we give away in order to learn

how to make money in new ways?
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What is the new business we want to create

with this right-of-way?

 

Will this new business hurt our current

business?
 

Do we have commitment from top

management that we want to get in this

business? Who?

 

Who is our single-point decision maker for

this new business?
 

Who will be our partner?  

Who is our partner’s single-point decision

maker? (There may not be one.)
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Why must we do this business with them

and not someone else?

 

Why must they do it with us and not

someone else?
 

Has our partner proven they can do what

they promise to do?
 

If it goes well, what option do I have to buy

out the partner? If it doesn’t work, can I get

out?
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TABLE 1: IMAGINING THE NEW MARKET FOR YOUR RECIPROCITY

ADVANTAGE

The price is there only to force the dialogue about the nature of the business you might

create. By using orders of magnitudes to create the prices in the table above, we get an

overall picture of market dynamics in relation to personal habits. This kind of analysis leads

to two central questions:

1. What do we need to learn?

2. What kinds of experiments do we need to do to find out what we need to learn?

A product or service that costs twenty-five cents requires a market that includes nearly

all the people in the United States or a devoted 10 percent of the population who use it
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TABLE 2: EXAMPLES OF BUSINESSES WITH DIFFERENT FREQUENCY

OF USAGE HABITS

  

Frequency of Personal Usage Example Businesses

Many times per hour Google Advertising, Facebook

Once a day Starbucks, lunch, soap

Twice per week laundry, exercising, fast food, grocery shopping

Once a month
special dinner out, Costco, Home Depot, dry

cleaning

Once a year holiday shopping
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Once a decade moving, job search

Once in a lifetime college, wedding

Finding a business opportunity with the same frequency of usage does have the likely

advantage of better fitting your current business architecture. So, it is more natural to favor

these kinds of opportunities. But the risk is of limiting yourself to opportunities that are

more incremental. Explore the full range of frequencies to find a long list of opportunities

for growth.

Failure Is Not the Same as Risk

You must embrace creating new businesses in order to find your reciprocity advantage.

But a sticking point for taking action is the belief that new businesses are very risky. New

businesses do have a high failure rate, but that doesn’t mean they are risky.

What do we mean when we assert that high failure rates don’t necessarily mean that

new businesses are risky? Imagine tossing a coin and guessing heads or tails. You will be

wrong 50 percent of the time. This is a high failure rate. But what have you risked?

Nothing. This type of failure is easy and painless. But imagine I ask you to wager $10

million on a flip of the next coin. I assume you would not take this bet. Risk is the failure
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TABLE 2: LEARNING BY EXPERIMENTING—HOW TO FIND YOUR BEST

SCALE
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need to be nurtured to solve for the missing pieces of the puzzle. Before you can

successfully scale, you need partners who have the missing skills for this new business and

you will need to have a culture of rapid prototyping.

Start with something that has two out of three of the criteria: you know people desire it

and you know the viable business model—you just need to make it ownable. Or you could

start with an ownable technology and a viable business model, and then work to find

something desirable that can be made. Two out of three is easy. When you have all three—

desirable, viable, and ownable—you will be ready to scale rapidly.

Figure 9: DVO Model.

Is It Desirable?
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YOU READY TO SCALE?

When you know your product is desirable, you know you have a viable financial

model, and you know how to sustain the business long enough to get a return, you have
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advantages. Using the tools we provided for defining reciprocity businesses, how might

people use TechShop—or other resources like it—to discover their own reciprocity

advantages? The TechShop concept, as compelling as it is, has not yet scaled. Even if

TechShop doesn’t succeed commercially (but we think it will), it is a prototype for a wide

range of new maker service businesses. TechShop is just one of what we expect will be a

growing array of new resources to help individuals and organizations create their own

reciprocity advantages.

Earlier we referenced William Gibson’s now-famous insight: “The future is here already

—it’s just not evenly distributed.” We believe that the future is reciprocity. In this book, we

provide many early examples of companies who are already practicing reciprocity and are

achieving a business advantage. Role models for reciprocity are all around us, if we learn

to look carefully.

EXAMPLES OF RECIPROCITY ADVANTAGES IN

COMPANIES

  

Company Reciprocity Advantage
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TED TEDx – the local version of TED staged anywhere

IBM The Smarter Planet Initiative – big data know-how

Microsoft Kinect platform for gestural interfaces

Global Food Safety

Initiative

A strong, consistent approach to food safety with a low-cost

solution that allows everyone to focus on higher-order benefits

“Food safety is not a competitive advantage.”

Google

Google Fiber, which allows Google to see the future sooner

by removing the speed limitations and collecting usage data on

all new platforms

Apple
The App Store, which has created a world of new businesses

“There’s an app for that.”

TechShop TechShops, where makers go to build their dreams
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