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i am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise; Regardless 
of others, ever regardful of others, Maternal as well as paternal, a 
child as well as a man, Stuff’d with the stuff that is coarse, and stuff’d 
with the stuff that is fine; one of the great nation, the nation of many 
nations, the smallest the same, and the largest the same...”
—Walt Whitman, “leaves of grass” (1900)
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introduction
This book is short. Intentionally so. 

It’s a simple guide for those who seek to replicate the magic of Silicon Valley in designing their own ecosystems.

Almost everything in this book comes from the “other” book, The Rainforest. But the “other” book is 304 
pages long, and many of you have asked for something shorter. Like a beginner’s manual. So we have distilled 
the information from the “other” book down to its practical essence. This is not a detailed roadmap, but it’s 
a framework to get you started in building your own Rainforest. We plan to publish a more comprehensive 
Rainforest Handbook soon.

Over the past year, thousands of you have talked with us about the Rainforest. You are launching your own 
Rainforests all over the world. Watching this happen is humbling.

This Rainforest Blueprint applies to all forms of human organization, whether you’re talking about a nascent 
startup of two, a massive corporation with 100,000 employees, or a city, state, or nation of millions. 

The Rainforest model is universal because we are starting from first principles, to ask: what makes human 
beings tick? From there, we construct an entire model of how human organizations function, and how we can 
make them more productive. Thus, we connect the micro and the macro. 

Decades ago, business guru W. Edwards Deming realized that human connectivity was the key to higher profits, 
better quality products, and more loyal customers. When we deconstruct what makes Silicon Valley tick, we find 
Deming. We also find great thinkers like Nobel laureates Ronald Coase (law and economics) and Elinor Ostrom 
(political economy), E.O. Wilson (sociobiology), AnnaLee Saxenian (regional planning), and Cass Sunstein (law), 
among many others.

We have deliberately kept this book concise. Thus, we don’t address a lot of things. We don’t talk much about 
the underlying scientific research, across many disciplines, that substantiates the Rainforest model. We don’t 
talk much about scaling in a massively parallel way. We don’t talk much about quantitative metrics. You can  
read about some of that in the “other” book. And we will keep updating our blogs, as we come up with more.

We are still learning. Our ideas are always in draft mode. We revise and improve with each insight, conversation, 
and revelation. We view this book as a conversation with you, our reader. Visit us on the web at www.t2vc.com, 
and let us know what you think. How do we make these ideas even better? How do we shift the global 
paradigm? How do we reinvent the entire way we govern nations, run companies, and manage economies?

This Rainforest movement belongs to you. We are grateful to have you with us, as we transform the way  
the world conceives value. 

Keep remembering to dream, trust, and pay it forward…

—Victor W. Hwang and the team at t2 Venture Capital
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Selected photos in this book are drawn from our work, 
including the Global Innovation Summit of July 2012 and 
various Rainforest-building projects around the world.  
Learn more at www.t2vc.com and www.innosummit.com

We teach skills and tools to create Rainforests in live design 
workshops. You can become a certified Rainforest Architect.  
 Sign up at www.rainforest-architects.com
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The 
Foundation

a short introduction to the foundational  
structure of innovation ecosystems
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open the door.
this is a short, practical guide for changing 
the world. Whether you’re in a startup, 
large corporation, university, government 
agency, investment fund, professional firm, 
development institution, civic organization, 
or practically anywhere else.

but unlike other manifestos, this one does 
not ask you to boil the ocean or move 
impossible mountains.

in fact, just the opposite.

you can change the world in discrete steps.  
one person at a time. one action at a time.
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you matter.
this book is about how you live your life.   
and how you affect others around you.  

done right, you can transform your world.  

you can design, shape, and build the 
ecosystem around you. in ways that create 
new ideas, better solutions, and improved 
quality of life.
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leave the building.  
enter the Rainforest.
Humans are biological animals, so our 
society is a biological system. biological 
systems, like natural rainforests, thrive 
because of the unplanned, uncontrolled 
results of countless interactions among 
flora and fauna. 

as a result, they adapt. they evolve.

it’s similar for human beings. our society, 
our networks, are a type of ecosystem too. 

they are Rainforests, but made of people. 
our world depends on the interactions  
of people who possess talent, capital,  
and ideas.

that means everyone.
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… when our behaviors, our culture, allow individuals to interact 
in countless, unplanned, uncontrolled ways conducive to the 
blossoming of new ideas, new solutions, and new ventures. 
There is often deep value lurking in what seems at first 
frivolous, messy, and surprising. 

But what is the recipe to cause that type of unusual behavior? 
How do we nurture entire ecosystems of serendipity? 

To know where we are going, we must first understand where 
we are coming from…

Human ecosystems 
can thrive... 
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Since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, we have assumed 
that value was created through controlled processes. Like a farm. 
Or an assembly line. And that is indeed how we optimize value. 
By making things faster, cheaper, and more consistently.

For example, on a farm, we know in advance the crop we want. 
And we strive to grow that crop as productively as possible. We 
try our best to control irrigation, fertilizers, and soil conditions. 
When weeds happen to appear, we kill them. 

innovation is not the 
same as productivity.  
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We apply the same mindset for all 
mass-produced goods. that is how 
civilization makes useful things  
so cheaply. 

you wouldn’t want someone on the 
iPhone assembly line to make your 
phone radically different from the 
others. you expect a working iPhone, 
just like all the other iPhones. 
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Innovation is basically the opposite of mass production.  
We don’t want predictable crops. We want weeds. 

And weeds are birthed from uncontrolled environments.  
We call such places—like Silicon Valley—Rainforests. 

Think about some of the hottest companies today: Facebook, Twitter, 
Google. Not that long ago, these companies were like weeds. They were 
little sprouts, and no one knew for sure if they would grow bigger. In 
Rainforests, we seek to nurture the growth of weeds. 

So we end up with this interesting paradox… Plants are harvested most 
efficiently on farms, but weeds sprout best in Rainforests.
To grow Rainforests, instead of trying to count individual weeds or the 
flowers they create, what matters is the quality of the soil. Flowers 
come and go. Good soil, however, will sprout good weeds. And their 
flowers will continue to bloom, season after season.

innovations are like weeds.  
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What causes weeds to flourish 
is what we can’t see. the most 
important things in Rainforests— 
our mindsets, our culture—are 
invisible. the good news, however,  
is that mindsets can be changed.  
Culture is free.



Economists have said for 
decades that there are only  
two basic levers to affect 
economic value. 

•	 Fiscal decisions are about 
what we spend—which things 
do we allocate resources to? 

•	Monetary decisions are  
about when we spend—do  
we borrow from the future  
to spend in the present, or 
vice versa?

The Rainforest gives us a third lever… culture. Culture is shaped by 
how we spend. The right culture is what allows Rainforests to be 
built, from the bottom up, action by action, weed by weed.

The way we do something matters just as much as—if not more 
than—the fact that we do it. 

The funny thing is, you already knew this intuitively. For example, 
how you run an elementary school impacts children beyond just 
having a schoolhouse. Obviously. 

The same principle holds true for everything we do.

Culture is the third lever of economics.  
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Here’s another funny thing. It 
took a long time for the experts 
to figure it out, but they’re 
reaching a similar conclusion. 
Scientists are accumulating 
insights scattered across 
many disciplines. If you fit the 
puzzle pieces together, like 
a symphony fits together a 
bunch of musicians, you can 
hear the whole music.

What is that symphony telling 
us? That you are more powerful 
than you ever realized. That the 
trust you build through your 
interactions with others can 
grow an entire Rainforest.

> Mathematics says humanity, despite its complexity, can be  
modeled and calibrated like a system. Little tweaks can make  
a big difference. 

> Physics says the universe is not as deterministic as it appears 
on the surface. Which means that the system works because of 
you, not despite you. 

> biology says species thrive when they learn to cooperate in 
complex divisions of labor to solve problems. That humans can 
“cooperate to compete” so well is what sets us apart and has 
allowed us to flourish.

> Psychology says we are tribal creatures. We are hungry for 
community, but prone to distrust strangers. We do things for all 
sorts of seemingly irrational reasons.

> economics says zero-sum games become positive-sum when 
people communicate better. Distrust and distance create 
transaction costs. The more we trust, the wealthier we become.

> law says that unwritten rules are more powerful than written 
laws. Handshakes are more efficient than lengthy agreements. 
But while unwritten rules may guide our daily lives, they require 
a lot of trust.

> design says value comes from the bottom up, and process 
determines output. Trust-based environments lead to better 
solutions. Fear-based mindsets lead to stagnation.

trust = growth  
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if you listen to the whole symphony, rather 
than the individual instruments, the music 
is clear. trust equals growth. and your 
actions are what create that trust.
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every conversation 
changes the world.
For the longest time, most of 
us believed that business was 
business. That emotion didn’t 
matter. That dispassionate, 
rational decision-making 
should dictate how we run 
organizations. 

We were wrong. 
We now realize that innovation 
comes not from raw economic 
ingredients, whether land, 
labor, capital, or technology. It 
comes from the recipe.

And that recipe is based on 
patterns of behavior at the 
individual level. That is, culture. 
Culture affects how efficiently 
people combine together to 
solve problems. This applies 
to all forms of economic 
activity: startups, incubators, 
corporate initiatives, mentoring 
programs, venture capital 

funds, corporate venture 
funds, angel investor networks, 
university technology transfer 
offices, government programs, 
professional services, and on 
and on. 

The way people interact at the 
micro level affects the system 
at the macro level. Even two 
people sitting in a coffee shop. 
Every conversation matters.
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Can we transform culture?
in a word, yes. But we don’t transform culture by ordering people around. Or 

moving money from one pocket to another. Or constructing 
monuments to our own genius. 

We change culture by starting at the foundation. We start with 
individuals. We build roots before branches.

To cultivate a Rainforest, you must become a designer. But this 
design process is special, because your medium is not a tangible 
one, like plastic, metal, cement, or paint. 

Instead, your canvas is society. Your paintbrush is human nature.
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The  
Frame

P a R t   0 2
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Seed.   
Cultivate.   
nourish.

Most of our lives we spend in Cultivation. We stay busy growing 
crops we are familiar with, maybe doing little tweaks here and 
there, but never straying too far from the parameters we know. We 
don’t plant too many new Seeds.  Nor do we enjoy the hard work 
of nourishing.  We are afraid of too much uncertainty, and we get 
bored with too much certainty.  

So usually we inhabit the middle space.

When you build a Rainforest, you need to shake up the system 
and stretch people outside their comfort zones. You need to lead 
people to the left, where new ideas come from, where there is 
deep uncertainty.  

You need to move them back to the middle, where ideas turn into 
actionable plans. Then you need to lead them to the right, where 
hard things get implemented, where there is serious risk of project 
abandonment.  

building your Rainforest can be 
divided into three steps.
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S e e d C u l t i V a t e n o u R i S H

Step one. 
Seed your Rainforest by generating 
fresh ideas.

analogy Loosen
Mindset Divergent Chaos
Process Design
tool Rainforest Canvas, Social Contract
output Idea Flow
Success Solutions Generated



think of it like fixing  
a misaligned screw.  
you loosen.   
Calibrate.   
then tighten again.
If everything works, the result should be a better fit than you had before.

And the process never stops. Just as the shape of wood warps and changes the fit of a screw, the 
world keeps changing, too. So your Rainforest has to keep loosening, calibrating, and tightening.  

Again and again.
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1. first step…  
Get your own self together. 
your ecosystem 
starts with you 
getting a grip on 
yourself.

Be aware of your real self, particularly your personal fears. 

Do you feel threatened by others? What makes you insecure? 
When are you afraid of the unknown? Do you talk too much or 
bluster when you don’t know what to say? Do you need status to 
make yourself feel important? Do you drop names to compensate 
for your own insecurities? 

You are more transparent than you realize. Believe us, people know.

It’s natural to be insecure. We are animals, too. And we are wired 
to protect ourselves, to fit in, to maintain our status, to fight for 
turf, to defend from threats.

But your fears are transmitted to those around you, and they 
drag down your ecosystem. They create fear in others. They make 
people stop talking and sharing with you, and each other. They 
freeze innovation.

You can’t build a Rainforest if the foundation is unstable. And that 
foundation is you.

What to do about your crazy, imperfect self? Take some leadership 
training. Meditate and get to know yourself better. Ask your 
friends how you can do better. Make more jokes about yourself. 
Foster intimate relationships. Forgive the trespasses of others. 
Allow yourself a healthy cry. Focus on where you want to go, 
because that vision of the future can ease the pain of the past and 
the present.

Most of all, be authentic. That always wins in the end.
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2. Convene people with  
influence across boundaries. 
How do architects think?  
When architects design a building, they don’t just 
think about what’s happening inside the building. 
They focus on how people move in and out of 
the building efficiently. Their overriding goal is to 
lower the barriers between people, whether inside 
or outside, and make it easier to connect.

now think of doing that same task,  
but without the building.  
That’s your job when building a Rainforest.  
You need to foster the same connectivity in 
virtual space. And instead of dealing with 
physical constraints, as in a building, you must 
confront the social and psychological constraints 
of human beings.

invite diverse strangers together.  
People who are the most diverse have the most 
to gain from each other. Researchers have shown 
that a random group of diverse strangers can 
often solve problems better than a group of so-
called experts. But diverse strangers are the least 
likely to meet on their own, because differences 
breed distrust. You must help overcome that in 
your Rainforest.

focus on boundary crossers.  
Identify people who span boundaries and build 
bridges between disparate individuals. Real-
life linkages are human-to-human, not group-
to-group. In biological systems, keystones are 
species—like bees and hummingbirds—who 
connect disparate parts of the ecosystem 
together. In your Rainforest, keystones create 
trust where there would otherwise be distrust. 
Thus, they can make value from nothing. 

Invite people with genuine influence,  
not hollow titles.  
Who is deeply respected as a human being? 
Whose opinion carries weight, regardless of their 
formal status? Who is regarded with the highest 
integrity? Get them in your founding team.

Physical space matters.  
Environment shapes our behaviors, so pay 
attention to the physical setting. Are people 
meeting in the same location they associate 
with long, boring, useless meetings? Is the space 
warm and personalized, or cold and antiseptic? 
Does it make one happy or sad? Excited or tired? 
Shake things up. Change rooms. Borrow a room 
at another firm. Bring them to your house. Try a 
coffee shop. 
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3. focus on process.  
because process = substance.
“Societies have always been 
shaped more by the media 
by which men communicate 
than by the content of the 
communication.” 
— Marshall Mcluhan and Quentin fiore,  

The Medium is the Massage (1967)

Design thinking is a hot topic these days. 
At its core, the concept is quite simple. 
Environment affects output. Because it shapes 
the interactions between people and the things 
around them, for better or for worse.

How you convene your Rainforest matters. Your 
goal is to instill “creative confidence,” as our 
friends at Stanford say. “Nudge culture, don’t 
shove it.” You have to make people comfortable 
enough to stretch outside their comfort zones. 
If they trust the situation enough, they will be 
more willing to “go there.”
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yes, and…”
Here are some simple tenets that designers often follow.  
you should make sure everybody in your Rainforest team 
understands these principles and agrees to follow them.
•	 Listen	actively.	Try extra hard to understand what others mean. Practice empathy. Be attuned to 

others’ intentions.

•	 Encourage	the	passions	of	others,	rather	than	stifling	them.	Save filtering for later. Instead of 
saying “no,” say “yes and.” Help everybody lay everything on the table. There are no bad ideas, just 
the early incarnations of good ideas. Let the ideas flow like water.

•	 Make	ideas	tangible. Express ideas with physical objects, rather than just verbal dialogue. It’s like 
giving everyone an additional language. Designers often use lots of sticky notes, which make it 
easy to manipulate ideas around. But don’t limit yourself. Let your imagination go. As designer John 
Maeda says, “Making a process visible makes a practice reflectable.”

•	 Bias	towards	action.	Don’t just sit there and talk endlessly. Make stuff. Stack things. Draw. Write. 
Color. Do. Create something tangible as a group.

•	 Try	to	use	verbs,	not	nouns.	Nouns assume we know the answers already. Verbs, on the other 
hand, are freer because they focus on what we are doing and where we need to go. They allow us to 
reconstruct our own nouns, to solve the particular circumstances we are dealing with. Don’t just buy 
“noun medicine” off the shelf. Make your own medicine.

“
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4. Make it fun. 
Joy, in all its incarnations, helps us overcome fear. Innovation is not a rational endeavor. It takes a lot 
of effort, risk, and likely failure. Without joy in the process, why bother? 

It’s the journey, not the destination. 

Having fun also builds bonds and fond memories. Those help to launch your efforts with sufficient 
momentum to push through the inevitable bumps to come.
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5. Write down your 
social contract. Sign it.
The unwritten rules of a Rainforest are its cultural code. They are 
the rules of engagement that govern how individuals, particularly 
strangers, work together on temporary projects to solve problems. 
They cause people to restrain their short-term self-interest for 
long-term mutual gain.

But you probably won’t get someone like Moses coming down from 
the mountain with the code written on stone tablets. You have to 
make your own social contract explicit. By doing so, you make your 
culture tangible. You can literally make the invisible visible.

Each Rainforest has its own unique social contract, like every 
country has its own laws. When we deconstruct Silicon Valley,  
we find these fundamental Rules of the Rainforest constitute  
the underlying cultural code, like an unwritten constitution for  
its citizens:

Rule	#1: Break rules and dream. 

Rule	#2:	Open doors and listen.

Rule	#3:	Trust and be trusted. 

Rule	#4:	Experiment and iterate together. 

Rule	#5: Seek fairness, not advantage. 

Rule	#6:	Err, fail, and persist.

Rule	#7:	Pay it forward. 

Get the members of your Rainforest 
to develop their own social contract. 
It might be similar to the one on the 
right. Or it might be quite different. 

Then get everyone to sign it. 
Physically. With a pen. Rituals unite 
people and help them remember their 
promises. They mark the passage 
from an old world to a new one.
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6. give people toys to play with.
toys make work livelier. 
On the next pages is a toy we have created for you to use. We call it the Rainforest Canvas. 

The Canvas is divided into blocks. Each block represents a critical piece of your Rainforest. They are 
interdependent, just like the flora and fauna in a natural rainforest. In order to get you started, each 
block has a few examples of the questions you might want to ask. However, you should not feel 
limited by what’s in the boxes. Make the Canvas your own.

We’ll keep a high-resolution version on our website. You can project the Canvas onto a wall. Or draw 
it on a whiteboard. Or anything you want. Then, let members of your Rainforest populate it. They can 
use sticky notes, dry erase markers, or whatever. Let people go at it.

If you have convened people in the right way, the results can be powerful. We have conducted Canvas 
workshops on five continents, and the results have been great every single session. People can 
literally see their Rainforest in physical form for the first time. It’s amazing how people can live in a 
place for years without ever really seeing it.
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Infrastructure, Capability & Community:

Stakeholders:

Engagement:Activities:Resources:

Leaders: Frameworks:

Role Models:

Culture:

The Rainforest Canvas

•	Who	has	the	reputation,	resources	and	
commitment to lead new initiatives?

•	Who	will	champion	new	intitiatives	
within their own organizations?

•	 How	can	leaders	and	champions	be	
more inclusive?

•	What	resources	are	available	to	aspiring	
entrepreneurs?

•	What	sources	of	capital	are	there	in	the	
marketplace?

•	 How	does	this	capital	flow	and	interact	with	
growing businesses?

•	What	is	the	volume	and	quality	of	talent	in	 
the labor pool?

•	What	are	the	main	sources	of	innovative	 
ideas/discoveries/inventions?

•	What	resources	are	available	to	service	 
and support organizations that interact with 
entrepreneurs?

•	What	are	people	already	doing	to	stimulate	
innovation?

•	 How	are	these	people	collaborating	with	each	
other?

•	What	activities	drive	participation	in	the	
community?

•	What	events	create	“buzz”	and	generate	
interest?

•	Where,	when	and	how	do	stakeholders	interact?
•	 How	do	ideas,	talent	and	capital	come	together?
•	What	are	the	lines	of	communication	between	

partners?
•	 How	do	members	of	the	community	collaborate	

with each other?
•	 How	does	the	community	engage	external	or	

global partners?
•	 How	does	the	community	encourage/recruit	new	

constituents?
•	 How	do	young	people	get	involved?
•	What	forums	exist	that	allow	the	breakdown	of	

social and professional hierarchies?

•	Who	are	the	local	entrepreneurs	that	have	
built successful companies?

•	Who	are	the	local	entrepreneurs	that	
haven’t yet been successful and what can 
we learn from their failures?

•	What	regions	have	similiar	attributes	and	
resources?

•	What	organizations	have	shared	visions/
values?

•Are	there	other	regions	with	successful	
innovation ecosystems that we could learn 
from or emulate?

•	Who	are	the	entrepreneurs?
•	Who	are	the	stakeholders?
•	Who	are	the	inventors?
•	Who	are	the	capital	providers?
•	Who	are	the	support	organizations?

•	What	is	the	density	and	quality	of	service	
providers?

•	What	boundary	spanning	organizations	exist?
•	What	is	the	local	level	of	serial	

entrepreneurship?

•	Where	do	people	come	from?
•	What	are	their	value	systems?
•	What	are	their	motivations?
•	What	are	the	‘amenities	of	place’?
•	 How	do	we	create	and	maintain	a	sense	of	

urgency?

•	What	is	the	role	of	government?
•	Who	are	the	other	key	participants	in	

the innovation ecosystem?

•	What	is	the	density	and	quality	of	service	of	
physical infrastructure?

•	What	are	the	core	sectors	of	the	local	economy?
•	What	are	the	strongest	regional	comparative	

advantages?

•	What	kind	of	innovation	social	networks	exist	
already?

•	 How	do	people	deal	with	uncertainty,	risk	and	
randomness?

•	 How	is	failure	perceived?
•	 Do	people	build	for	perfection	or	iteration?

•	What	is	the	regulatory	environment	for	
innovation?

•	What	legal/bureaucratic	barriers	stand	in	
the way of entrepreneurship?

•	What	widespread	social	norms	surround	the	
innovation ecosystem?
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Infrastructure, Capability & Community:

Stakeholders:

Engagement:Activities:Resources:

Leaders: Frameworks:

Role Models:

Culture:

The Rainforest Canvas
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7. focus on ways to  
bridge social divides.
As you fill out the Canvas, focus intensely on the bottlenecks  
in the social fabric of your Rainforest. Social barriers—caused  
by geography, networks, culture, language, and distrust—create  
transaction costs that stifle valuable relationships before they can  
be born. Above all else, you want to overcome those barriers.

•	 Ask	yourself,	who	is	not	collaborating	with	whom?		
Are they not talking at all? Why not? How could you encourage those  
conversations? Who talks but still fails to communicate or bond?  
Why the distrust? Why the failed interactions? What’s in the way?

•	 Don’t	just	focus	inside	the	walls	of	your	known	Rainforest.	Look at outbound  
linkages, too. Those are the hardest to bridge. Who is far away, but critical to your  
Rainforest’s health? The vibrancy of a Rainforest correlates to the number of people  
in a network, and there are far more people outside your current network than inside it. 

•	 You	can	often	take	an	existing	program	and	modify	it, so that it serves to bridge  
diverse social groups. That’s much cheaper than creating something from scratch. 

•	 Modify	incentive	structures,	so	that	people	are	rewarded	for	the	behaviors	you	want.		
Those behaviors might include following the social contract, creating positive-sum transactions, 
restraining short-term self-interest, or any number of other goals. Align people’s incentives  
with the goals of the system.
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S e e d C u l t i V a t e n o u R i S H

Step two. 
Cultivate your Rainforest by turning  
the best ideas into actionable plans.

analogy Calibrate
Mindset Reflection
Process Plan
tool Rainforest Tools, Rainforest Timeline
output Selected Actions
Success Concrete Milestones
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We have loosened, 
and now we must 
prepare to tighten. 
Out of necessity, we need to 
separate the good from the 
bad. We only have so many 
hours in the day and so many 
dollars to spend. Chop!

We’ve all done action plans 
before. But if you’re building 
a Rainforest, how does your 
team know what to keep and 
what to leave on the cutting 
room floor? How do you convert 
ideas into Rainforests?

it’s time to start  
selecting ideas.
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1. think like a shrink.
But instead of just changing one person’s behavior, you are trying to change behaviors in a whole 
network of people. As therapists know, the most effective way to change people is through a process 
of real-world engagement, where they can personally experience the benefits of doing things 
differently. Over time, these activities lead to people learning new behaviors. New behaviors lead to 
changes in attitudes. And new attitudes eventually lead to changes in beliefs. 

behaviors > attitudes > beliefs
You can’t change culture overnight. But you can  
create activities for learning. As your team  
selects which ideas you want to implement, 
focus on real-world programs that give  
people chances to discover new ways  
of doing things.
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2. build new trust networks by 
leveraging old trust networks.  
How do you 
change people’s 
thinking across vast 
networks, such as 
large organizations 
or regions?  

The father of public relations, Edward Bernays, figured it out 
a century ago. People don’t generally accept new ideas and 
behaviors by sheer logic or persistence.  Instead, they change 
when people or institutions they already trust suggest so, whether 
explicitly or implicitly.  

Think about the most trusted channels in your Rainforest.  Which 
persons or institutions most command people’s respect?  Not 
respect based on fear or status, but based on who they are as 
human beings.  You need to leverage those people or institutions.  
Recruit them to your Rainforest.  Ask them to help.  Leverage their 
credibility and trust to build something new.  
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3. use the Rainforest tools.
On the next two pages, we give you some guidelines for filtering ideas. These are what we call 
the Rainforest Tools. They are derived from the same methodology that therapists use to guide 
people’s behaviors in constructive ways. Use these tools to help determine what ideas to keep, 
what to improve, and what to discard.
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Event: Learn by Doing,
Diversity

Cognitive Appraisal: 
Social Feedback, Social Contract 

(Rules of the Rainforest)

Emotion: Social Trust

Behavior: Role Modeling,
Peer-to-Peer Interaction
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filter your ideas using these tools…
> tool #1: learn by doing.  

Seek ideas that nudge people into real-world activities, because that’s how we learn to change.

> tool #2: enhance diversity.  
Seek ideas that cause people with highly diverse skills, backgrounds, networks, and insights to work 
together. This is hard, because the social fabric is weakest where people are the most different.

> tool #3: Celebrate Role Models and Peer interaction.  
Seek ideas that leverage the channels people trust the most. We are usually influenced the most by 
successful role models and by peer validation. 

> tool #4: build tribes of trust. 	
Seek ideas that cause the formation of groups where people will inherently trust one another more. 
Think of the power of university alumni networks or professional guilds. Consider creating new 
organizational networks for your Rainforest.

> tool #5: Create Social feedback loops.  
Seek ideas that help validate good behaviors and penalize bad behaviors. Social feedback loops are the 
carrots and sticks of human behaviors. Think of the power of eBay’s star rating system. Now replicate 
that virtually in your Rainforest.

> tool #6: Make Social Contracts explicit.  
Seek ideas that make the unwritten rules written. It’s harder to follow the law if you don’t know  
what it is.
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4. Break down big ideas into 
little steps.  
Start breaking down your big ideas into little steps, so you can build your 
Rainforest one discrete piece at a time.  Assign roles and responsibilities.

And remember to keep having fun.
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Here is another “toy” you can use:  
the Rainforest timeline.  
Convene your team. Project this timeline on the wall, or redraw it on a whiteboard. Let them go at it, 
manipulate it, play with it. Use sticky notes, markers, whatever artifacts fit the occasion. All the same 
design principles we talked about in Step One still apply: listen actively, encourage the passions of 
others, make ideas tangible, bias towards action, and try to use verbs instead of nouns.

And we’ll post the electronic version on our website, for you to use freely. 

objectives tasks Success Criteria timeframes Resources Stakeholders

What concrete 
action to build your 
Rainforest?

What smaller 
tasks to achieve 
objective?

What does success 
look like?  

When do we need 
to achieve tasks?

What  resources 
needed to achieve 
tasks?

Which stakeholder 
is responsible?

I. A. A. A. A. A.

B. B. B. B. B.

C. C. C. C. C.

II. A. A. A. A. A.

B. B. B. B. B.

C. C. C. C. C.

III. A. A. A. A. A.

B. B. B. B. B.

C. C. C. C. C.
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S e e d C u l t i V a t e n o u R i S H

Step three. 
Nourish your Rainforest by 
experimenting, measuring, iterating.  

analogy Tighten
Mindset Convergent Certainty
Process Implement
tool Rainforest Scorecard
output Precision Deployment
Success Culture Change
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time to make things happen.  
At first glance, Step Three of the Rainforest Blueprint looks like it might be like any other project 
implementation.  Milestones, timelines, roles, responsibilities, blah, blah, blah.

But it’s not the same.  

True, your team needs to do all the things that a normal project implementation requires.  
You’ve got to do the work, after all.

But here’s the twist...  

What you do is not actually what you measure.
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1. the hard stuff is soft.  
the soft stuff is hard.  
Business management guru W. Edwards  
Deming used to express this notion. Like him,  
we distinguish between the hardware and 
software of building Rainforests. 

The hardware is the actual stuff you implement 
in building your Rainforest. It’s the buildings, 
programs, money, labor, supply chains, 
distribution channels, marketing efforts, legal 
contracts, patent filings, and so on. Rainforests 
are full of lots of hardware. But you can have 
hardware—like an empty building—that is 
completely devoid of life.

The software is the stuff you can’t see. It’s the 
connectivity, diversity, joy, trust, social contract, 
and feedback loops in the system. They are 
absolutely critical, but they’re almost impossible 
to see. And even harder to measure.
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Below is a little diagram we devised to show the difference between hardware and software. If you 
want to dig in more deeply, check out the “other” book, The Rainforest. Even if you don’t read the 
book, though, you can get the basic idea below just by looking at this diagram.

The Rainforest Recipe

Assets: “Hardware” Culture: “Software”
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2. do the what. Measure the how. 
As you move into 
implementation, hardware 
tends to take over the brain. 
It’s natural to focus on 
impending deadlines and 
budget targets when you have 
to get things done. 

It takes extra effort to focus 
on the software. It’s what 
Deming called “constancy of 
purpose.” So to help you, we 
have created a tool to measure 
software. We call it the 
Rainforest Scorecard. It’s a way 
of imposing discipline on the 
implementation process. This 
way, you won’t lose track of the 
software while constructing the 
hardware.

Use this scorecard to grade 
the implementation of your 
Rainforest. We’ll keep an 
electronic version on our 
website for you. 
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Rainforest Scorecard
On each row below, grade your Rainforest from 1 to 10, with 10 being highest.

grading Period 1 2 3

Culture

Trust is an important cultural element and is widespread and easily created.

People think in terms of “positive-sum” or “win-win” situations and not “zero-sum” or 
“I win only if you lose”

Failure is not viewed in a negative light.

Calculated risk taking is viewed positively.  

People are often willing to help without expectation of immediate return.

People are open with their time and knowledge.

People are encouraged to dream and “think big”.

average grade x 3.5

leadership

Who are the Rainforest’s leaders? List as many as you can. Why are they leaders?  
Be specific. 

not scored

Overall, leadership promotes innovation.

Leadership’s perspective aligns with the perspective of others in the Rainforest working 
to promote innovation. 

Leadership comes from diverse backgrounds with diverse social, professional and 
cultural networks.

Leaders are effective at communicating their visions and agendas to their 
constituencies.  

I understand the motivations of the Rainforest leadership.

average grade x 2.5
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frameworks, infrastructure, Policies

Stakeholders have strong communication channels and collaborations. 

Policies do not impede connectivity, trust, and collaboration. 

There are effective mechanisms of feedback where different stakeholders can learn from 
each other. 

average grade x 1

Resources

It is easy to access capital for deserving ideas.

Up to date, relevant, and current information across a broad spectrum of disciplines is 
accessible by the majority of the Rainforest.

The Rainforest’s workforce is highly diverse and talented across a broad range of 
relevant skill sets that align with market demands. 

There are effective entrepreneurial resources, including experienced mentors to support 
new entrepreneurs. 

There are programs that specifically train workers to be current in their field, and these 
programs are widely accessible. 

average grade x 1

activities and engagement

There are numerous activities that actively promote connectivity and trust. 

These activities are effective in promoting new ideas, solutions, and products.

These activities span a large spectrum of both technical domains and promote 
collaboration across diverse audiences. 

These programs have a high degree of engagement among diverse groups of 
participants. 

There are effective means of developing new high engagement activities in the 
Rainforest. 

average grade x 1
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Role Models

Successful entrepreneurs are celebrated as role models in the Rainforest. 

Role models are actively engaged in supporting new entrepreneurs through a variety of 
means. 

Role models are widely known in the Rainforest. 

Formal recognition is given for innovative contributions to the Rainforest. 

There are systems to recognize and support high-potential future role models. 

average grade x 1

SuM of aVeRageS aboVe (100 PoSSible)
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3. Watch for falling egos. 
As you transition from Step One (Seed) to Step Two (Cultivate) 
to Step Three (Nourish), there is a subtle but profound shift in 
mindsets that should happen in your Rainforest.

Step One, the beginning of the process, was about letting personal 
dreams burst forth. Step Three, the implementation, is about 
realizing a common dream with others. 

Therefore, the process of 
building a Rainforest should 
change people’s way of 
thinking… from finding 
community in their personal 
passions, to finding personal 
ways to implement a 
community vision.
If you see that happening, 
you’ll know you’re on the right 
track. Watch for it.
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4. fail fast and cheaply. 
Remember that there are never perfect answers. The world is complex and evolving.  
There will be lots of mistakes in your Rainforest. 

But mistakes don’t define us, they refine us.

Even failures are fine. When building Rainforests, failure is just a way of learning.  
Of course, failure stinks. But don’t let fear of failure win.

Allow yourself to make lots of little failures. It’s easier to fail in small, incidental ways than in big, 
dramatic ways. Thomas Edison tested over 2,000 materials before finding a functioning light bulb. 

adopt the same mindset in growing your Rainforest.
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5. Play again.
If things don’t work out right—and 
things will definitely not work out 
right—go back to Step One. 

Adapt. Reload. Improve. 

And try again.
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epilogue
In the end, it’s pretty simple. 

Technology, capital, startups, patents, incubators, research, 
universities… they’re just physical manifestations of underlying 
value. To build a Rainforest, it all boils down to one thing.

all you need is… love.
Love is not some fuzzy thing. It drives innovation. As Harvard 
psychologist Steven Pinker describes, love is an extension of 
faith to another, where “the line of credit is long and the terms 
of repayment forgiving.” It is what brings people together, makes 
them stretch beyond their usual comfort zones, and allows them 
to trust each other enough to take a chance and build something 
novel together. 

Love is particularly important when trust is low, when people are 
different, when barriers are high.

So, keep love in mind. Spread it to others. Your Rainforest will grow.

Join us!
1. Tell us about your 

Rainforest. Send us 
feedback at www.t2vc.com.

2. Sign up for our newsletter. 
Get the latest insights.

3. Become a Rainforest 
Architect. Gain skills, tools, 
and a global peer network. 

4. Be part of our Summit and 
workshops.
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Men go forth 
to marvel at 
the heights of 
mountains and 
the huge waves of 
the sea, the broad 
flow of the rivers, 
the vastness of the 
ocean, the orbits 
of the stars, and 
yet they neglect 
to marvel at 
themselves.” 
— Saint augustine of Hippo, 

Confessions, book X, Chapter 
Viii (397-398 a.d.) (as 
translated by albert C. outler)

Man and Nature
Photo by the author,  
while writing this book
Santa Cruz Beach,
March 7, 2013
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