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The purpose of the game is to identify problems, stake-
holders, innovations, and technologies that impact cities, 
to chart their interdependencies, and to collaboratively 
visualize solutions. 

What’s Net-Zero Nonzero?
Net-Zero refers to the widespread movement to make 
buildings and cities net-zero, meaning they produce as 
much water and energy as they consume. Nonzero is a 
term that comes from game theory and refers to a “non-
zero sum game” as opposed to a “zero sum game.” Zero 
sum games are where there are clear winners and losers, 
winners typically live and winners typically die. Applied 
to the environment, an example of a big zero-sum game 
is burning fossil fuels, as because there’s a limited supply, 
those with fuel win and those without lose. Nonzero sum 
games are also called win-win by people like salespeople, 
who are basically always looking to do business. Humans 
evolved to be hardwired to play both zero-sum and 
non-zero sum games, but we find that on balance, there’s 
a better return on nonzero ones. Cities are basically 
founded on nonzero sum outcomes- we all seek reasons 
to “do business.”

What’s the Combo part?
This refers to the historical phenomena of “connective 
innovation, “ a pattern where combinations of different 
technologies (rather than single ones) and innovations 
produce the most progress and change in standard of 
living. The important thing about innovation sis that they 
are not necessarily technology dependent, despite what 
we’re inclined to believe. The “sharing economy” could 
be just a fancy term for “barter” and easily could have 
re-evolved without the impetus of mobile computing, 
the cloud, or new payment systems. And crowdsourcing, 
for instance, was done in the early Renaissance and even 
before that, when Mediterranean traders developed 
insurance to mitigate loss in the shipping of transoceanic 
cargos. (The navigation necessary for the ships was the 
result of Greek math, Arabic astronomy, and multiple 
connective innovations by a huge range of regular peo-
ple). Of course, social media as a thing is inconceivable 
without mobile computing, so there is of course much 

tech dependency in many innovations. It’s usually close 
to impossible to predict how and when people will use 
new technologies to build and grow new forms of organi-
zation and exchange of goods, services, information, and 
money. One of the big things about connective innova-
tion is this accidental randomness, it’s cultural evolution 
being random, just like genetic evolution. 

RULES
1. Pick a Stakeholder Identity
You could choose something closest to what you do in 
real life, like “manufacturer,” or you could walk on the 
wild side in someone else’s shoes and choose a role you 
know little about just to try to imagine the world through 
a really different lens. These stakeholder categories are 
arbitrary and by no means mutually exclusive, in fact 
they’re all quite interconnected. Most of us are citizens 
of a city or town somewhere, even if we’re working in 
other cities or towns. Super rich people with 6 big hous-
es all over the planet may not really feel like citizens of 
anything smaller than the world in general, but that’s still 
a form of citizenship, and one with perhaps that much 
more responsibility. 

2. Pick a Model City
It helps to have a specific example of a real city with real 
known problems to relate to. Ideally this would be the 
city where most players live, so they can bring the most 
specific knowledge to the game. 

3. Pick a Civic Problem Set
One civic problem that’s not on the chart (yet) is budget- 
all cities have budget problems, some more than others. 
This is kind of like “citizen” as a stakeholder category. If 
you’re breaking into teams, it’s probably better to work on 
fewer problems rather than more, as any single problem 
you attack will have many interdependencies, driving 
factors, and multiple solutions. This part of the game 
may actually  provide some of the best learning, because 
before you’re looking at applying any technology or inno-
vation, you need to do a collective exercise to determine 
what problems are worth solving in the first place. Think  
“I don’t necessarily need a drill, I need a hole in the wall.”
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4. Pick Innovations & Tech
Not only are innovations not limited to technology alone, 
some are kind of like spectacular culminations of con-
nective fabulousness, completely built upon the back of 
decades or centuries of other innovations. The iPhone 
is the perfect example of a single device with dozens of 
fundamental technologies built into it and miniaturized 
and integrated so that we think of it as a platform of sin-
gle technology- “mobile computing.” Some innovations, 
like POE, are about simplifying and eliminating redundant 
systems in the interest of efficiency and elegance. Some 
are about resurrecting approaches that were tired and 
abandoned years or decades ago, like DC. And some are 
simply about new uses for well understood technology, 
like robotics, that were just waiting for a new economic 
context or small but crucial technical refinement in order 
to hit a high adoption curve. The types of innovations 
available to us today represent bewilderingly complex 
and rich landscape of choices- things like biomimicry are 
very broad approaches that have perhaps always been 
with us, but have not necessarily been articulated until a 
visionary comes along to create a theory and system of 
knowledge and practice. It’s often easy to be distracted 
by innovations that are more obviously “disruptive,” as 
Silicon Valley values this quality highly these days. But 
disruption is not always morally right, especially when 
too much power is concentrated in the hands of too few 
and things go wrong quickly. 
While picking technology, you can take an opposite 
approach to problem solving, which is to ask “what can 
we now do that we never could before?” Often we don’t 
even know that we have problems to solve until we look 
at technology this way. 

5. Connect the Interdependencies
In each chart: Civic Problems, Innovations, and Stakehold-
ers, examine how things are related. In the model city, 
do manufacturers even exist? How far does state govern-
ment reach? What’s the level of civic involvement? How 
is the landscape changing for better or for worse? What 
environmental or resource issues are on everyone’s mind? 
What’s the housing and real estate situation? Draw lines 
between the different categories- thick ones for strong 
dependencies and thin ones for weaker ones.

6. Chart the Win-Wins
This is another place where your group is forced to look 
at the entire scope of problems and opportunities before 
applying technology. The questions to ask here are “ who 
wins in this transaction and why?” A brewer who had 
tons of grain to dispose of after beer is brewed has both 
a business problem and a resource for someone else. A 
factory with a waste stream has a regulatory hurdle and a 
material that could be valuable to someone somewhere. 

Finding multiple stakeholders and multiple benefits is 
often the difference between whether an initiative can 
succeed or not. This is the essence of the nonzero part of 
the game. 
The Net-Zero part comes into play when, for instance, a 
city is facing compliance with environmental regulations 
that necessitate significant carbon reductions and energy 
efficiency. Rather than proceeding form an assumption 
that this will automatically generate winners (those who 
can meet the regulatory hurdle, for instance) and los-
ers (manufacturers, or citizens, who must pay more at 
least initially for cleaner processes or cars)- the Net-Zero 
approach can be combined with the nonzero approach 
when multiple “non-energy benefits” are identified and 
calculated into the equation. These can include a healthi-
er city, more productivity, greater tourism revenue, and a 
higher tax base. 

7. Build Plausible Scenarios
Now the real fun begins as you work in your groups to 
generate ideas. It’s important to keep a balance between 
yes and no- all ideas should be floated, even ones that 
might seem really stupid, like “we could use drones 
with Shazaam to identify which bird species that fly into 
streetlamps and buildings.” If you’re technically inclined 
within one specialty, it’s very easy to immediately jump 
on the break point of any proposal or idea- this is what 
engineering culture teaches us to do. At the same time, 
mindless feel-good “brainstorming “ that doesn’t accom-
plish anything actionable is also kind of pointless. Teams 
should seek a comfort level of critical debate while also 
allowing lots of ideas through. It’s important to remem-
ber the breakthroughs and unexpected ideas can come 
from anywhere or anyone. 

8. Make a case for your Proposals
Work with your teams to build a case to present to the 
group, seeking buy in. Identify what proceeding to the 
next level would entail- changing a piece of legislation, 
funding a pilot program, identifying some land to build 
something on, or creating a competition for more ideas. 

9. Present Results and Argue
Present your “business case” to the group, seeking pros 
and cons and “what-ifs.” See if you can build effective con-
sensus or collaboration in discussion and debate. 

10. Record and share Results
If you’re luck enough to come up with some great ideas, 
record them and share them beyond the groups. Net-Ze-
ro Nonzero Combo is meant to be a game of learning that 
never stops. 
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