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Executive Summary 
 

Team Wikispeed, a group of amateur volunteers, came together in 2010 to contest the 
Progressive Insurance Automotive XPrize.  Using software engineering techniques, they were 
able to build a street-legal, highly fuel-efficient car that outlasted larger and better-established 
competitors.  

Wikispeed succeeded because its structure and processes encouraged effective 
collaboration.  As a small, all-volunteer team with a clear, captivating goal, an open culture, and a 
flat hierarchy, Wikispeed did not suffer from the status anxieties or conflicting priorities that lead 
to not-invented-here and hoarding barriers. Although its members were geographically 
scattered, did not know each other, and brought different skill levels to the complex tasks of 
automotive engineering, Wikispeed effectively hurdled transfer and search barriers by working 
in pairs for training, developing practices to bring experts into the team and capture their 
knowledge, and exploiting free online communication tools.  Scrum contributed to Wikispeed’s 
success by valuing teamwork, uniting the team through shared experiences, and creating a 
psychologically safe, egalitarian environment.  

Although development of the Wikispeed car continues, the team’s goals are less clear, and 
without the XPrize as a goal, it is harder to motivate volunteers and turnover is a bigger issue. 
The team’s productivity is highly dependent on the direct involvement of its founder, Joe Justice. 
The techniques that brought success in the dash for the XPrize may not be sufficient to sustain 
Wikispeed in the marathon of long-term development and production.  
 
Research Question 
How did Wikispeed’s unique collaborative process allow it to so rapidly design and produce a 
high-fuel-efficiency, high-performance, street-legal car in such a short period of time? 
 
Problem Statement 
The team’s goals and structure were set up to encourage disciplined collaboration, and this 
allowed them to accomplish complex engineering tasks very quickly during the XPrize 
competition, but now they face a challenge in sustaining this success to achieve their long term 
goals. 
 
Recommendations 
Team Wikispeed should reinvigorate itself using the Unification and Nimble Networks levers. 
 
Unification: Wikispeed needs a “new XPrize” to excite its members and increase involvement; this 
should be simple, concrete, and exciting.  One possibility is to issue a technical challenge to create 
competition with other automakers, trading on the team’s “David and Goliath” reputation. 
 
Nimble Networks: Wikispeed should strengthen its weak ties by organizing a “Wikispeed 
convention” and hosting informal webcam parties to build up relationships between members. 
They should recruit more members with strong personalities and encourage them to take on 
leadership roles to make their network of relationships more distributed, rather than solely 
centered on Joe Justice.  
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Team Wikispeed: History and Background 
 

Team Wikispeed was founded in 2010 by Joe Justice, a software engineer from 

Washington state.  Justice is a self-described car lover, but he grew concerned about the effects of 

automotive emissions on the environment.  In 2006, he began building a high-performance, 

low-cost, low-emission car in his garage, trying to reconcile his hobby with his environmental 

concerns.  To fill in the gaps in his own skills and knowledge, Justice engaged friends, neighbors, 

and online acquaintances.   
1

Around this time, Justice learned about the Progressive Insurance Automotive XPrize. 

The goal of the XPrize was to spur innovation in the automotive field by challenging teams to 

create safe, affordable, street-legal cars that would be desirable to consumers while achieving a 

fuel efficiency of at least 100 miles per gallon.   Justice realized that his project car already 
2

satisfied the basic qualifications, and decided to pursue the XPrize, joining a field of over 100 

teams.  
3

Working with X PRIZE offered tremendous media exposure, allowed for networking with 

other entrepreneurs and innovators, promised gratis expert feedback from major industry 

experts, and trained my focus on some very visible goals, which I knew would attract interest 

from potential volunteers. - Joe Justice  4

 

In early 2010, as XPrize deadlines approached and the volume and complexity of the tasks 

increased, Justice knew he would not be able to continue on his own.  He reached out for help, 

both from his own friends and family, and -- using the Internet -- to others who could help him 

solve his problems.  These volunteers formed the core of Team Wikispeed.  Justice’s vision and 

charisma attracted a motivated and skilled team: not only did certified mechanics, electricians, 

and materials experts from all over the country join the team, but local businesses contributed 

free or discounted materials and services.   The newly formed team made rapid progress, and the 

Wikispeed car was accepted for the XPrize shakedown event at Michigan International Speedway 

1 Shantam Shukla.  “Wikispeed” (Case study).  Doctoral dissertation, Indian Institute of Management, 2014. 
2 “Progressive Insurance Automotive XPrize Overview and Goals.”  http://auto.xprize.org/about/overview 
3 “Welcome to the Wonderful World of Wikispeed”.  Wonderful World of Wikispeed (blog), March 22, 2010. 
http://wonderfulworldofwikispeed.blogspot.com/2010/03/welcome-to-wonderful-world-of-wikispeed.html 
4 “Onward and Upward.”  Wonderful World of Wikispeed (blog), May 6, 2010. 
http://wonderfulworldofwikispeed.blogspot.com/2010/05/onward-and-upward.html 
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in April 2010.   Although a technical problem ended the team’s run for the prize,  they achieved 
5

widespread recognition by placing tenth overall, ahead of well-established competitors such as 

MIT and Tesla.  The accomplishments of this small, all-volunteer team, who employed a software 

development technique known as Scrum, drew attention. 

 

Scrum: Software Techniques for Car Development 

 

In order to manage the expanded team and make the necessary progress on the car in a 

timely manner, Joe Justice turned to his experience in Agile software development, a school of 

thinking that prioritizes rapid, responsive, customer-involved development over long-term 

incubation according to a detailed plan.  The specific method that Wikispeed employs is Scrum, a 

rapid iteration process.  In Scrum, small teams work in one- to four-week bursts, known as 

Sprints, where they work on selected tasks from a list of action items (the backlog).  There are 

two defined roles in a Scrum team.   The Product Owner holds the overall vision for the product 

and sets the goals for each Sprint, choosing which backlog items will add the most value and 

should be prioritized.  The Scrum Master is a facilitator who runs meetings, makes sure that the 

process is being observed, and aids continuous improvement of the team’s process by identifying 

and helping eliminate obstacles.  These are not “management” roles -- within the Sprint, team 

members are free to decide what to work on and how -- and they are not permanent: they can 

rotate as often as every Sprint, depending on who has the necessary expertise.  Beyond these two 

roles, all members of the team are equal.  

Sprints are framed by four “Scrum ceremonies.”  First, the team holds a Sprint Planning 

meeting to decide what action items they will complete during the sprint.  Next, there is a Daily 

Stand-up, in which the whole team meets to report what they accomplished the previous day, 

what they plan to accomplish today, and what, if any, obstacles are blocking their progress.  At 

the end of the Sprint, there is an open meeting, the Sprint Demo, where the team demonstrates 

the finished features that it was able to complete.  Finally, the team holds a Sprint Retrospective, 

where they examine the Sprint, what the strong and weak points of the effort were, and what 

aspects of the process could be improved in the future.   These meetings are intended to create a 

5 “We did it!  PIAXP in Detroit, Here WikiSpeed Comes!”  Wonderful World of Wikispeed (blog), April 12, 2010. 
http://wonderfulworldofwikispeed.blogspot.com/2010/04/we-did-it-detroit-here-wikispeed-comes.html 

4 



shared sense of purpose and to ensure accountability and boost morale by making progress 

visible.   6

Translating Scrum from the software realm to the world of automotive manufacturing 

required adaptations from both.  In order to allow rapid modifications to the car by teams of 

people working on different components and in different locations, Wikispeed adopted the 

concept of the modular contract: the car was broken down into eight different components, all of 

which could be developed independently of one another as long as basic compatibility 

requirements were met.  Another concept they applied was Test Driven Development: each item 

from the backlog had a “Definition of Done,” a set of tests for functionality that it had to pass in 

order to be considered complete and added to the car.  To ensure the car’s legality, Wikispeed 

incorporated federal safety and emissions standards into their definitions.  

 

 

The modular structure of the Wikispeed car.  Source: Team Wikispeed, via 

http://magazine.ouishare.net/2012/10/wikispeed-agile-manufacturing/ 

 

 
The Current State of Wikispeed 
 
Since the XPrize, Team Wikispeed moved on to be an open source hardware project to create the 

most gas efficient car.  Joe Justice codified Wikispeed’s techniques, ideas, and application of 

6 Jeff Sutherland.  Scrum: The Art of Doing Twice the Work in Half the Time.  New York: Crown Business, 2014, pp. 
234-238. 

5 



Agile/Scrum into “Extreme Manufacturing (XM),” and the team has pivoted to the goal of 

producing enough fuel efficient cars to draw attention to this method and encourage its adoption 

in the auto industry. Still, as of 2014 the goals of Wikispeed are a bit unclear - during our 

interviews, Rob Mohrbacher and Joe Justice gave two different descriptions of Wikispeed’s goals. 

Otherwise, much has stayed the same: Scrum is still used, the team members remain volunteers, 

and the team is funded through donations. They have sold nine Wikispeed cars and use the 

profits to further support the project .  7

Research Question and Problem Statement 
 
Research Question 

How did Wikispeed’s unique collaborative process allow it to so rapidly design and produce a 

high-fuel-efficiency, high-performance, street-legal car in such a short period of time? 

 

Problem Statement 

The team’s goals and structure were set up to encourage disciplined collaboration, and this 

allowed them to accomplish complex engineering tasks very quickly during the XPrize 

competition, but now they face a challenge in sustaining this success to achieve their long term 

goals. 

Analysis: The Wikispeed Collaboration Process 

Wikispeed’s experience during the three-month dash for the XPrize is noteworthy 

because they quickly built a high-performance car from scratch, despite being a newly formed 

team with no experience of working together.  Rather than hand-picking their team, they had to 

find the skills and knowledge they needed outside the group --often in remote locations-- and 

they lacked the financial resources and experience of an established company.  The team 

succeeded because it was structured to encourage disciplined collaboration.  Its powerful goal 

and strong culture of teamwork encouraged team members to share their ideas and seek out the 

best ones, eliminating the Not-Invented-Here and Hoarding barriers, and they effectively 

overcame Transfer and Search barriers by eagerly using communication tools and developing 

7 Martin Kupp, Linus Dahlander, and Eric Morrow.  “Team Wikispeed: Developing hardware the software way.” 
Case Study ESMT-813-0139-1, European School of Management and Technology, 2013, p. 2. 
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practices for finding and capturing skills and knowledge.  Although these practices served them 

well during the XPrize attempt, some of them have been less effective in the long term.  

 

Not invented here?  Not a problem! 

Wikispeed’s Culture of Openness 

 The structure of Team Wikispeed meant that the Not-Invented-Here barrier was never a 

problem for them: as a newly-formed volunteer group, it is very open to both people and ideas 

from outside the group, and makes no distinction between “insiders” and “outsiders.”  Anyone 

was and is welcome to contribute, whether they are expert mechanics who could develop the car 

or family members who can baby-sit for other volunteers’ children.  In this kind of group, with no 

history or reputation to uphold, there was no shame in asking others for help.  

Wikispeed’s openness to outside ideas takes several forms.  They developed practices for 

recruiting outside experts to fill in holes in their organizational knowledge (discussed further in 

the Search section).  They are deeply committed to being open-source, and make all of their 

intellectual property and information about their activities freely available online.  Conversely, in 

keeping with their Agile values, they welcome collaboration with competitors: 

[Wikispeed’s disruptive ideas include] welcoming your customers and competitors to join the 

team, use your IP, and work on the next version of your product with you [and] viewing all 

“competitors” as future partners.  8

  Not only is their online Scrum board visible to the public, but anyone can add an item to 

the backlog for consideration by the Product Owner.  They also use crowdsourcing, soliciting 

ideas and feedback on car features and developments through social media:  

 

[Joe Justice] uses Twitter, Facebook, and all that to get a view from the general public.  Once 

he does something, he usually puts it right out to see what people say about it. - Rob 

Mohrbacher  9

 

Unifying Goals, Big and Small 

 

8 “5 Disruptive Ideas that Wikispeed Uses.”  Wikispeed team blog, October 12, 2010. 
http://wikispeed.org/2012/10/5-disruptive-ideas-that-wikispeed-uses/ 
9 Rob Mohrbacher interview, November 19, 2014. 
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During the XPrize, the vision was to see if we can be competitive in the XPrize, to see if we 

can even win it, so the vision was very concise…you were able to sum up the goal very 

easily.” - Joe Justice   
10

 

A powerful, unifying goal is one way to avoid barriers to adopting new ideas; Wikispeed, 

formed to contest the XPrize, had one built in from the start.  This goal attracted a self-selecting 

group of volunteers who were excited by the challenge of building their own car from scratch and 

the chance to make a positive impact on the environment and the auto industry.  It was concrete: 

the results of the volunteers’ work was visible as the car took shape before their eyes.  It was 

imminent: the team only had three months to work on the car before the competition.   And it 
11

was simple and outward-focused: success would be determined by the Wikispeed’s performance 

against other teams in the XPrize.  

While the goal of the XPrize was crucial to the team’s overall success, the use of simple, 

concrete tasks was also valuable in the team’s day-to-day work.  Wikispeed’s use of Test Driven 

Development exemplifies this approach: rather than setting abstract goals that are embedded in 

industry-specific language (e.g. “build a catalytic convertor”), the team frames tasks in simple 

terms with a pass/fail result (“make sure the engine emits less than 200 grams of carbon dioxide 

per 100 kilometers driven”).   This approach simplifies tasks to a level where they can be 
12

completed in one sprint, makes them accessible to non-specialist team members, and encourages 

novel solutions to problems.  

 

Scrum and a Culture of Teamwork 

 

The Scrum methodology contributed to Wikispeed’s innovation and exchange of ideas by 

encouraging an egalitarian atmosphere where all members were equal, all ideas welcomed, and 

problems could be discussed in a safe environment.  One aspect of Scrum is the lack of a 

hierarchy; the inventor of Scrum,  Jeff Sutherland, says to “rip up your business cards” and 

eliminate structures that create status gaps and constrain team members’ ability to do their best 

work.   Wikispeed’s all-volunteer structure enforces this attitude: working in “unstable teams” 13

10 Joe Justice interview, December 3, 2014.  
11 “Waiting.”  Wonderful World of Wikispeed (blog), April 12, 2010. 
http://wonderfulworldofwikispeed.blogspot.com/2010/05/waiting.html 
12 “Agile 2012: Team Wikispeed.”  http://www.infoq.com/interviews/agile2012-team-wikispeed 
13 Sutherland 2014, p.224-227, 231.  
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that change every week, volunteers do not have time to develop cliques.  Although Scrum 

requires a Product Owner and a Scrum Master who direct and coordinate the team’s activities, 

these roles rotate depending on a team’s current focus, preventing persistent status gaps from 

emerging.  And the Agile practice of pairing more skilled or experienced members with newer 

ones not only aids knowledge transfer and productivity, but also reinforces the team’s flat 

hierarchy: even in complex areas like composites, members can move rapidly from learning the 

basics alongside an expert to teaching others their newfound skills.  14

Scrum meetings also reduce team members’ fear of revealing shortcomings by providing a 

psychologically safe forum to discuss problems, reducing affective conflict by focusing on the 

process rather than personal accusations.  Joe Justice could only recall a single “conflict” in the 

team’s experience: one member, motivated by profit, wanted Wikispeed to become a more 

traditional company, while the rest of the team wanted to keep its non-profit character.  After a 

debate, the team elected to stay the course.  The dissenting member chose to leave the team, but 

because the discussion was carried out in the depersonalized, non-confrontational manner 

encouraged by Scrum, he maintained good relations with Wikispeed and continues to collaborate 

with them.   15

 

Don’t Hoard it All 

Another reason why Wikispeed was able to foster collaboration so well was because it 

prevented hoarding.  The open culture and work pairing fostered collaboration and knowledge 

sharing.  

The Scrum method created a flat hierarchy, with interchanging roles that prevented the 

need for special status or fear of losing it. By allowing different members to play the role as 

Product Owner, no one person is allowed any special status or power.  The team’s common 16

goal--the XPrize--discouraged internal competition. Any conflict within the team is handled 

offline and facilitated by the Scrum Master.  17

The volunteer nature of the team also prevents the need for incentives. The members of 

Wikispeed took part in the project of their own volition, viewing participation in the competition 

as its own reward.  This eliminates any possibility of biased incentives or being too busy. But 18

14 Rob Mohrbacher interview, November 19, 2014. 
15 Joe Justice interview, December 3, 2014.  
16 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.3-4. 
17 Joel Riddle Interview, November 19, 2014. 
18 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.1. 
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because volunteers could leave at any point, special knowledge needed to be retained in some 

way. This was addressed by Wikispeed’s practice of pairing, which allows experts to pass on their 

knowledge to other members. 

 
The Hoarding Strikes Back 
 

Unfortunately, hoarding has now become a problem for Wikispeed, not in the sense of 

employees trying to keep their status or compete against another department, but rather of 

volunteers not offering their skills and time due to lack of motivation. This was not a problem 

when Joe Justice was around: his presence boosted morale, which had a direct correlation to 

productivity or “velocity.”  According to Rob Mohrbacher, work was “easy when Joe is around. He 

is a great motivator and people join and work when he is around. The same is not sustained when 

he is not around.”  Joe also confirmed this and said that fewer people attend the stand up 19

meetings when he isn’t attending.  He also said that lately he has been the sole Product Owner, 20

even though other experienced members are available. Although people are available to take on 

new roles, the collaboration and productivity is not where Joe would like it to be. This hoarding 

may also be attributed to busyness. People have lives and work outside of Wikispeed and may not 

be motivated to help with each Sprint.  

Hoarding also occurs when expertise and volunteers outside of Wikispeed are reluctant to 

join Wikispeed. For whatever reason it may be--lack of appeal to the project or other 

commitments--there are people who could help Wikispeed, and many have, and yet the team 

lacks collaboration from people it really needs--knowledgeable experts.  

 

Transfer 

Scrum as Common Frame and Performing Tasks in Pairs 

The transfer barrier for effective collaboration was a problem for Wikispeed, because of 

the high member turnover rate, and because the members are situated all over the world. Scrum 

was an excellent method to overcome this barrier, because it offered a clear and explicit common 

framework for collaboration. In addition, Wikispeed’s way of working allowed them to share tacit 

knowledge easily and efficiently by always performing tasks in pairs. Lastly, the use of free 

available communication tools facilitated the transfer of knowledge. The weak ties between 

19 Shukla 2014, p.18. 
20 Joe Justice Interview, December 3, 2014 
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Wikispeed members can be made stronger to decrease the emphasis on the strong ties with Joe 

Justice. 

Most of the knowledge Wikispeed members need to share is related to building the car 

and its components, such as its light frame chassis. Since team member turnover is very high, 

Wikispeed decided to provide on-the-job training, similar to an apprentice system, by organizing 

all work in teams of at least two persons.  This allowed Wikispeed to avoid spending time on 21

training, decreased the necessity of documentation, and made work more enjoyable.  

That is one of the great things about it is that, they work directly beside you if they don’t 

have the experience. If they want to we make them work with us during sprints, they gain 

some knowledge immediately.  22

Scrum offers a common frame for collaboration:. “Scrum is a simple framework for 

effective team collaboration on complex projects. Scrum provides a small set of rules that create 

just enough structure for teams to be able to focus their innovation on solving what might 

otherwise be an insurmountable challenge.”  In addition, the Scrum ceremonies such as the 23

YouTube daily standups fostered coordination in a distributed team, and facilitated a 

forward-looking way of working.   24

Despite Wikispeed’s  clear common framework for collaboration and use of free 

communications tools, they still struggle to maintain awareness of each other's activities, as 

evidenced by Rob’s words:  

“I think New Zealand is a … , I am not sure what go with lately… , I haven’t 

…,  I don’t know what’s going on there really.  25

 

Wikispeed could still collaborate effectively, because Scrum mitigated the very weak ties 

between team members. The Scrum method highly formalized communication and work, which 

made it easier to transfer knowledge. In addition, the sharing of terminology was facilitated by 

the simple and concrete specification of the tasks. Whenever possible, a short video was shown 

and uploaded on the Wikispeed YouTube channel, and would showcase the current state of the 

product.  In this manner, every team member around the world knew about the latest 26

21 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.8 
22 Rob Mohrbacher interview, November 19, 2014. 
23 Scrum.org, https://www.scrum.org/resources/what-is-scrum/ 
24 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.8, and Shukla 2014, p22-24. 
25 Rob Mohrbacher interview, November 19, 2014. 
26 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.10 
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developments of the car, which facilitated communication between team members on further 

developments. In addition, Joe Justice used free communication tools to improve ties any way 

possible. Scrum consultant Paul Takken says: 

“Wikispeed has like 150 members, so this is quite impressive. [Joe] uses all 

kinds of communication tools to build bridges between them...For example 

he uses Google Hangouts quite intensively.”  27

Also, most strong ties seem to be with Joe himself. As noted by Paul and Rob, it is not 

exactly clear whether the Wikispeed project will continue to exist without Joe.   In addition, it 28

was noted by Rob and Joe that whenever Joe did not participate in the weekly meeting, fewer 

people would attend.  

 

“I have noticed that weeks where I’m on a plane during our weekly standup meeting 

and can’t dial in, which happens a lot, I travel all the time, the attendance is a lot 

lower, and weeks where I don’t show up in my Wikispeed shop because I’m on a 

plane, I’m somewhere else in the world...not as many people come.”  29

 
 

27 Paul Takken Interview, November 26, 2014 
28 Paul Takken Interview, November 26, 2014 
29  Joe Justice interview, December 3, 2014.  
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Search: Looking Inward, Looking Outward 
 
Generally, the Search Barrier can be summarized as the disconnect in any organization 

between those who have certain key information and those who need it. Information search is a 

collaborative problem faced by many organizations, but Wikispeed's unique approach was 

successful in either eliminating it by design or reducing many of its manifestations, particularly 

via its compact size, use of free collaborative software, and pairwise work model. Though 

Wikispeed was successful in dodging these typical intra-organizational search problems, we 

discovered that they could stand to benefit from more effective extra-organizational expertise 

gathering. The following is a summary of the four traditional Search problems, and their 

relevance to Wikispeed during the initial race for the XPrize. 

 

Company Size 

While company size is a major contributor to search problems for traditional 

manufacturers like General Motors with its 212,000 employees, Wikispeed began with one 

member, Joe Justice himself.  By the time Wikispeed had completed the initial prototype for the 30

XPrize competition, only a few months later, the team remained extremely compact at 44 

members.   31

 

Physical Distance 

Wikispeed did not suffer from serious search problems, although its members, who even 

were located in many different states and four different countries.  However, understanding that 32

distance would be a non-negotiable aspect of collaboration, Wikispeed members made 

extraordinarily effective use of a variety of mostly free software tools to ensure continuous and 

easy communication. GoogleDocs and Dropbox fulfilled requirements for shared access 

documentation needs; GoogleHangouts and FreeConferenceCall.com allowed remote members to 

communicate in a shared digital space, and Kerika served as a centralized hub for team project 

management resources.  33

30 “About GM; Our Company.”  http://www.gm.com/company/aboutGM/our_company.html 
31 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013. 
32 Steve Denning.  “Wikispeed: How a 100 mpg Car Was Developed In 3 Months.”  Forbes, May 10, 2012. 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2012/05/10/wikispeed-how-a-100-mpg-car-was-developed-in-3-
months/ 
33 Kupp, Dahlander and Morrow 2013, p.8.  
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Information Overload 

During the course of our research, no interviewees or sources cited time-wasting due to 

sifting through “noisy” or irrelevant information within the organization. Again, we can point to 

the miniscule scale of the team as the source of success here. 

 

Poverty of Networks 

Insufficient ties within an organization can frequently lead to breakdowns in information 

search. Wikispeed applied unique solutions to ensure rapid diffusion of know-how amongst team 

members. Typically, Scrum methodology recommends “stable” teams of 4 or so to attack 

problems in the backlog, but Wikispeed teams were “unstable,” changing weekly to force team 

members to develop broader ties and share knowledge. Joe Justice cited his belief in a culture of 

“radical friendliness” to combat the normal silo mentality that can develop in unchanging teams, 

and consistently made an effort to pair novices with experts in any given subject matter area. 

This technique of pairing experts with novices was a crucial networking decision in Wikispeed, 

and ensured that the team was able to quickly and organically respond to new information needs, 

thereafter disseminating the newly gained information across the team as a whole.  

 

Extra-organizational Search 

Unlike larger organizations, which struggle to find their own information, Wikispeed 

dodged search issues thanks to its compact scale and savvy use of collaboration software. 

However, they faced the less typical problem of finding information that they did not have at all. 

Considering the vast engineering challenge of designing and building  a car from scratch, how 

could 44 volunteers consistently access the expertise they required? Joe Justice acknowledged 

that this was a fundamental question that Wikispeed had to solve to succeed: “We’ve adopted 

techniques to cope with that...There’s something we wish we could do every week that’s blocked, 

because we don’t have someone who’s an expert in that skill. So we pair to spread skills, we reach 

out to our greater pool, and solicit folks with the skills we need.” When no one in the room had 

the knowledge needed to carry out a given task, the team started by querying the overall member 

list. Failing that, members crowdsourced the problem, soliciting help via Craigslist, and bartering 

their own existing skills. “[We] pull them in, and then we don’t have them just do the work, we 

pair with them to have more people on that,” Joe says.  
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Identified problems 

Following from the analysis several problems were identified: hoarding by current 

members of team Wikispeed, a high turnover rate of team members, the weak ties between 

Wikispeed members across the world, and the search for external information . To reap the full 

benefits of collaboration using Scrum we think these problems need to be addressed by 

Wikispeed. We also believe that these problems are interrelated, and that the high turnover of 

personnel is amongst others caused by hoarding and weak ties between Wikispeed members.  

Hoarding  

As explained in the analysis internal hoarding occurs due to lack of motivation. The lack of 

motivation makes the members of Wikispeed less inclined to commit for a longer period or spend 

more time per week on the project. In addition, Wikispeed team members have day jobs aside 

from Wikispeed, so time restricts the commitments team members can make. External hoarding 

occurs due to lack of appeal to the Wikispeed project. 

The lack of motivation leads to Joe being the product owner every single week. In other 

words, the project depends on Joe too much. This way team Wikispeed is not able to reap full 

benefits from the Scrum method and collaboration. This leads to a decreased productivity or 

“velocity” of operations and innovation.  

Very weak ties  

Team members of Wikispeed have very weak ties due to the geographical dispersion. The 

Scrum method mitigates the very weak ties between team members, but further improvements 

have to be made. People are more inclined to help and ask another person for help when they 

know each other.  Also, by building stronger ties it will be possible to prevent hoarding: members 

will feel more attached to the team, want to assist others, and make greater commitments. In 

addition, most team members appear to have strong ties to Joe Justice. The very weak ties 

between team members and the emphasis on the strong ties with Joe makes the search capacity 

not optimal, leading to a greater commitment to Joe Justice than to Wikispeed. In turn this makes 

the project too much dependent on Joe, while Scrum and the project should be the driver for team 

members. For this reason Wikispeed is not able to reap the full benefits from Scrum and 
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collaboration. This leads to a decreased productivity of operations. In addition, it makes the 

project more fragile. 

High turnover of personnel 

The very weak ties between members and the hoarding problems contribute to the high 

turnover rate of Wikispeed team members. It makes the project more unpredictable, difficult to 

manage, and causes an increased loss of knowledge. This again to a decreased productivity or 

“velocity” of operations: a lower rate of return on training and educations and innovation: loss of 

creativity.  

Recommendations 

Based on the identification of collaboration problems Wikispeed faces, we think the 

following two collaboration levers need to be addressed: “Unify People” and “Build Nimble 

Networks”. The recommendations we make are according to the Wikispeed philosophy: simple 

and affordable. We recommend Wikispeed reestablish a unifying goal and communicate it 

properly, and build nimble networks amongst Wikispeed members.  

Create a unifying goal and communicate it properly 

To attract and motivate its members for future success, Wikispeed needs a unifying goal, a 

“new XPrize.”  This should ideally create a common fate for the team, be simple, concrete, 

exciting, and direct competition outwards.  The XPrize had a simple and visible outcome (creation 

of a car) for a stirring goal (changing the automotive industry and aiding the environment, not to 

mention 10 million dollars), and required every team member to contribute in order to succeed 

against other teams.  Wikispeed’s current goal, “rapidly prototyping for the social good,” is 

commendable, but vague.  It does not suggest a specific goal, visible measure, or timeline for 

completion, and it is open to many interpretations.  Nor is there a focus for competition. 

Moreover, the different versions of the goal offered by team members suggest that the goal has 

not been well articulated.  Wikispeed ought to borrow a page from John F. Kennedy’s leadership 

of NASA, whose original stated mission was to “provide for research into problems of flight 

within and outside the earth's atmosphere, and for other purposes.” Kennedy reinterpreted this 

to “achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the Moon and returning him 

safely to the Earth,” and then came results. 
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What will this new goal look like? Wikispeed could issue a technical challenge to one or 

more established automakers - the challenge would include a rapid turnaround, a visible 

deliverable, and ideally would include sponsorship stakes going to the winner.  This could spur 

commitment and rapid progress, as well as attracting press attention (and thus more volunteers 

and funding).  

Since Wikispeed does not value hierarchy and is open source, it might consider organizing 

an open meeting to discuss the goal, hosting a prize contest to decide the new goal, or even 

hosting a public vote where several options are presented.  Whatever the case, Wikispeed will 

need to make finding its new goal the top priority on the strategy backlog. 

Once a unifying goal has been established, it needs to be properly communicated to the 

Wikispeed members and people outside the team. To achieve this, Wikispeed can design posters 

with the new goal and strategy and put it in every Wikispeed garage. They also need to make it 

visible on the website, and incorporate it in the logo. This will prevent ambiguity and constantly 

remind Wikispeed members of the goal. 

Build nimble networks amongst members 

Wikispeed should focus on the following rules:  

- Build outward. Metric: number of pairs of garages that are well connected. Connect 

representatives of garages. For example, Wikispeed can host an afternoon drink at two or 

more garages at the end of  the week as start of the weekend. Both garages can then setup 

a webcam (and a microphone) that makes it possible to view eachothers complete 

garages. Team members from both garages can greet and meet each other. We 

recommend doing this with a different garage every week  and at least once a month with 

every other garage. Wikispeed can also host a digital Wikispeed convention where the 

latest developments will be announced, where discussions can be organized, where small 

case studies can be performed, and where entertaining videoclips can be viewed.  

- Build weak ties. Metric: percent (high as possible) of cross garage ties that are weak 

(contact around once a month).  One can use the same suggestions as mentioned above: 

host a webcam party/afternoon drink and host a Wikispeed convention.  

- Use bridges: Wikispeed needs to identify specific responsibilities, such as a head of 

marketing. After this, potential candidates within the existing team need to be 

approached. If no current members want to take on a specific role, outside people need to 
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be addressed via Craigslist, the Wikispeed website, and use the Wikispeed convention to 

attract new members. By assigning clearly defined roles the responsible members will 

hopefully become more vocal, which will make the network evolve from a centralized 

network to a more distributed one (figure 1). Applying these rules will eventually lead to 

a decreased dependence on Joe, improve transfer capacity, and foster commitment from 

the other members.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Centralized versus Distributed networks . 34

http://www.reddit.com/r/vertcoin/comments/240gsb/the_battle_of_the_alt_blockchains/  

Conclusion 

 Wikispeed serves as an exceptional parable of the results that can follow from designing 

and executing a business process that is based on disciplined collaboration. Joe Justice and his 

team undertook a project normally belonging to the domain of large, well-funded, traditional 

automotive businesses; they proved that 44 volunteers were capable of doing in a few months 

what often took a decade or more for thousands of employees. The implications of such a 

development are of natural interest to managers in all areas of industry – many may be tempted 

34 ConditionDelta.  “The Battle of the Alt Blockchains” Reddit.com, April 25, 2014. 
http://www.reddit.com/r/vertcoin/comments/240gsb/the_battle_of_the_alt_blockchains/ 
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to generalize the results seen by Wikispeed, inferring that the application of Scrum or other Agile 

software development practices to existing business is a sure road map to success! That, of 

course, is the definition of a management fad. 

Our research reveals one successful instance, but does not discuss the many instances 

where Agile methods might falter. Business leaders looking to learn from this case would do well 

to examine how the solutions were tailored so well to fit the goals, and consider how results 

might have differed with altered conditions.  
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2012. 
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•Jeff Sutherland.  Scrum: The Art of Doing Twice the Work in Half the Time.  New York: Crown 
Business, 2014 
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