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Chris Anderson has a unique per-
spective on technology-driven in-
novation. He was the editor in 
chief of Wired for more than ten 
years, and he’s written two New 
York Times best-selling books on 
the digital economy—The Long Tail: 
Why the Future of Business Is Selling 
Less of More and Free: How Today’s 
Smartest Businesses Profit by Giving 
Something for Nothing. In 2009, he 
made the move from keen observ-
er to hands-on player and maker 
when he cofounded 3D Robotics, a 
company that makes unmanned 
aerial vehicle (UAV) technology—
that is, drones. His career change 
followed the release of his book 
Makers: The New Industrial Revolu-
tion, which describes how technolo-
gy is transforming manufacturing.

Chris sat down with Ralf Dreisch- 
meier, a senior partner and man-
aging director in BCG’s London of-
fice and global leader of the firm’s 
Technology Advantage practice, to 
discuss the role of communities in 
driving innovation. The two also 
examine how companies that are 
accustomed to operating in tradi-
tional ways can harness this dis-
ruptive force. Edited excerpts of 
their conversation follow.

Chris, let’s just dive straight in 
and talk a little bit about disrup-
tive technologies—an issue that 
I think you are very familiar 
with since you’ve lived through 
this quite a few times. What 
would you tell business leaders 
in today’s world about how can 
they deal with the fundamental 
changes that technology brings 
to their business?

Well, the easiest way to deal with 
them is to embrace them. The dis-
ruptive technologies tend to be 
driven more just by Moore’s law—

that things get cheaper and easier 
and the barriers to entry fall. As a 
result, you have new entrants: you 
have start-ups, entrepreneurs, and 
even amateurs entering markets. I 
came from the media industry, 
which was fundamentally disrupt-
ed by the Web since its barriers to 
entry are zero. Once that technolo-
gy trend puts powerful tools in the 
hands of regular people, disrup-
tion is going to happen regardless 
of what you do.

Tell us a little bit about your 
company and describe what you 
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are doing differently to really 
leverage and harness this tech-
nology disruption that’s going on.

A year and a half ago, I was the 
editor of Wired, and now I run 
America’s largest drone company, 
which has, among other things, a 
Tijuana drone factory. It’s a very 
mysterious leap unless you look 
into it further. The reason a media 
guy is able to run an aerospace 
company is that running an 
aerospace company has gotten a 
lot easier. Our company was not 
intended to be a company. It was 
started as a hobby. Then it 
became a community, something 
called DIY Drones. Then that 
community started creating 
innovations, autopilot software, 
etc. And then that community 
started growing. People said, “Can 
we just buy the drones?” and an 
opportunity arose to make the 
things that the community was 
inventing.

In the old days, building a factory 
was a hard thing. You had to get 
funding and actually build a facto-
ry. These days, the technology of 
manufacturing has gotten to the 
point that it’s so automated and 
it’s so inexpensive that you can ei-
ther outsource it through cloud 
manufacturing, or you can buy the 
necessary components from eBay, 
which is what my partner, a 
19-year-old from Tijuana, did. He 
was able to basically buy pick-and-
place machines from eBay, down-
load the manual from Google, 
teach himself how to use them, 
hire people, and grow organically 
with no funding, to the point that 
we were making tens of thousands 
of these things.

Then at that point, when we did 
raise venture capital, we were able 
to scale up to a really quite large op-
eration, again with no traditional 
training in aerospace whatsoever.

I guess one could argue that you 
started from scratch. You started 
DIY Drones as a hobby, and 
therefore—although building a 
community was, I’m sure, not 
easy—there was a different start-
ing point. What do industry con-
glomerates do? What do large 
manufacturing companies do if 
they clearly see this opportunity 
and can see that it can create 
value in a very different way?

There is a fundamental DNA path 
dependency here. Are you primari-
ly a community or are you primari-
ly a company? The reason you 
have to ask yourself this is because 
sooner or later the two will come 
in conflict. We are primarily a 
community. Every day, we make 

decisions that disadvantage the 
company to bring advantage to the 
community. We did this on the ad-
vice of one of our advisors, Matt 
Mullenweg, the CEO of WordPress. 
He said, “Whenever this moment 
comes up, always bet on the com-
munity, because that’s the differ-
ence between long-term thinking 
and short-term thinking.”

The company’s interests are for 
the short term. The community’s 
interests are for the long term. If 
you get the community right, op-
portunities will present themselves 
for the company. If you get the 
community wrong, the engine of 
innovation will dissolve, and then 
you won’t have a company any-
more. Stop running the company 
the way you always have. Instead, 
you’re telling the lawyers to stand 
down. You’re telling the IP team to 
stand down. You’re telling the li-
censing team to stand down. 

You’re telling all kinds of people 
who have been used to working in 
secret to gain competitive advan-
tage to stop doing that, and to be-
come transparent and open. It’s 
just really, really hard.

I think we’ve seen some examples 
of companies that have built teams 
and said, “Your job is to be open 
and community. You’re not repre-
senting the company. You’re repre-
senting the community. Go out and 
prosper.” And that has won in 
some instances—the so-called 
skunk works model. In other cases, 
companies decide that’s just too 
much. They can’t open up the 
whole thing, but they create a lay-
er, a platform, as Apple did with its 
App Store. They’re superclosed be-

low and superclosed above, but 
there’s this one layer where any-
body can do anything, as long as 
it’s approved.

What is the leadership model in 
a community world?

You know, that is the most import-
ant thing. Everyone thinks that 
communities are emergent and 
self-organizing, and it’s nothing of 
the sort. The communities need 
more leadership, not less. In a 
company—with traditional roles, 
responsibilities, chain of com-
mand, and divisions—it’s a lot like, 
“This is your job, you’re paid a sal-
ary, go do your job.” And people 
will show up every day because 
they have an obligation to the 
company to do so.

With communities, of course, it’s 
nothing of the sort. We don’t know 
who these people are. They don’t 

Our company was not intended to be a  
company. It was started as a hobby.
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have jobs. They all have different 
motivations. None of them have a 
paycheck as a motivation. They all 
have strong opinions, and they’ve 
come to the project for their own 
reasons—and, as a result, they 
want to pursue their own projects.

What you need in these cases is 
even stronger leadership, even 
clearer lines of roles and responsi-
bility, demarcations of projects. 
What we end up doing is building 
a very traditional leadership struc-
ture; although there are no employ-
ees, people have assignments. They 
have milestones. They have respon-
sibilities. They essentially get hired 
or fired, brought in or not, based 
on their performance. They’re eval-
uated constantly, unlike employees 
who might get a performance re-
view once a year. Developers in the 
open-source community are getting 
code reviews on a daily basis. If 
they’re found wanting, that be-
comes very public. What we find is 
that the more open the communi-
ty, the more traditional and 
best-practice the leadership model 
has to be. At the top of every one 
of these communities is a benevo-
lent dictator.

Let’s come back to our incum-
bents. Clearly there are exam-
ples like Apple that will build 
open-innovation-type layers 
with kind of a community struc-
ture. If you translate that type of 
world into the world of manu-
facturing and industrial goods, 
where do you see opportunities 

for companies, for incumbents, 
to create these layers of open in-
novation, these layers of com-
munities?

I think one of the lessons we’re 
learning from the smartphone era 
is the importance of platforms. All 
hardware these days has some 
software in it. Increasingly, every-
thing has sensors and is connected 
to the Internet; all these things are 
talking to one another, and they 
tend to use common standards. 
What you’re finding is that what 
used to be stand-alone hardware is 
now part of the network. The mo-
ment something becomes part of a 
network, network effects kick in 
and there’s an advantage in having 
a platform and in having a stan-
dard that other people can work 
with—or perhaps in joining an ex-
isting standard. What we’re finding 
is that any company that tradition-
ally shipped a product is now ship-
ping part of an ecosystem. Let’s 
say you’re shipping consumer elec-
tronics to the home. These used to 
be stand-alone things. Now they’re 
all connected things. The question 
is, are you going to set the stan-
dard or are you going to embrace 
somebody else’s standard? One 
way or another, being part of a 
platform allows a product to be-
come a service—and that service 
to become an ecosystem, and that 
ecosystem to become a communi-
ty. That single product gets better 
every day because the software, 
content, and data that come into it 
get better.

How do you see this evolving? 
Are the community-driven com-
panies going to win?

Community-driven companies will 
always win. Basically, it’s very diffi-
cult to touch proprietary software 
anymore. When I use my phone, 
my open-source operating system 
is communicating with an open-
source Web server and open-
source databases going to open-
source content-management 
systems to open-source browsers. 
It’s really hard, at least in the digi-
tal world, to not see communi-
ty-driven companies winning. In-
creasingly, the difference between 
software and hardware is blurring. 
Now you take this to your physical 
devices. You take it to your home. 
Increasingly, you take it to your 
car. My autonomous electric car is 
not quite yet in my garage, but 
when it is, I think it will look more 
like what I describe than my cur-
rent Toyota does.

I think that it’s very hard to find 
industries in which communi-
ty-driven companies won’t ulti-
mately win.

Ralf Dreischmeier is a senior partner 
and managing director in the London 
office of The Boston Consulting 
Group. You may contact him by 
e-mail at dreischmeier.ralf@bcg.com.




