INTRAPRISE  /  The Uncertainty Navigator	Case Studies
	1975
KODAK
	CASE STUDY
The digital camera Kodak buried
How a 24-year-old engineer demoed the future, and got told to keep it quiet.



The setup
Steven Sasson, 24 years old, electrical engineer at Kodak’s research lab in Rochester. After two years of work, in December 1975, he had built the world’s first portable, self-contained digital camera. It weighed 3.6 kg, captured black-and-white images at 0.01 megapixels, and saved them to cassette tape. Each photo took 23 seconds to write and another 30 seconds to display on a TV.
The moment
Sasson demoed the device to Kodak’s executives in 1976. He showed them how it worked: a photograph of someone in the room, captured electronically, displayed on a screen with no film involved.
“That’s cute, but don’t tell anyone about it.”
Their reasoning was not stupid. Film was Kodak’s gravy train. Capture, processing, printing: every step produced revenue. A filmless camera threatened the entire business model, and the product was nowhere near market-ready. So they patented it in 1978 and locked it in a drawer.
	What happened next. Kodak kept innovating quietly, eventually amassing over 1,000 digital imaging patents. Sasson and Robert Hills built the first DSLR in 1989, but marketing refused to launch it for fear of cannibalizing film. Kodak entered the mass-market digital business in 2001, briefly led U.S. market share in 2004, and filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in January 2012.



	YOUR DESIGN TASK

	The Kodak executives were asking the only question they knew how to ask: what is the expected return? Against that question, a filmless camera looked like a way to destroy their own revenue. They were not asking the Affordable Loss question.
Your Uncertainty Navigator would have put a different question in front of them: what is the smallest amount we could put on the table to find out if digital is real, without putting the film business at risk?
Show how your tool reframes the room. What loss profile does it make visible? What concrete next step does it produce? Would the output have actually changed the decision in 1976?




	1968
3M
	CASE STUDY
The adhesive that did not work
Spencer Silver invented something useful. He just could not say what it was useful for.



The setup
Spencer Silver, chemist at 3M’s Central Research Labs, was trying to invent a stronger adhesive. He failed. What he produced instead was the opposite: a microsphere adhesive that was permanently tacky but very weak. It stuck, pulled off cleanly, and could be reapplied. By any normal R&D metric, this was a failed experiment.
The moment
Silver believed the adhesive had potential, but he could not articulate the product. For five years he ran internal seminars at 3M, describing the adhesive and asking colleagues what it might be used for. Most ignored him. He later said he was “selling a solution in search of a problem.”
3M’s 15% rule (employees can spend up to 15% of their time on projects of their own choosing) meant Silver could keep working on this without formal approval. But the rule did not produce a product. It only kept the door open.
	What happened next. In 1974, Silver’s colleague Art Fry attended one of the seminars. Fry sang in a church choir and used paper scraps to mark hymns, but the scraps kept falling out. He realized Silver’s weak adhesive would solve his problem. Post-it Notes launched in 1980, twelve years after Silver’s original discovery. Both inventors were inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame.



	YOUR DESIGN TASK

	This is a different kind of uncertainty than Kodak’s. Silver did not know what his discovery was for. He had no product hypothesis to test against. His Affordable Loss was bounded by the 15% policy, which meant he was committing time the company had explicitly allocated to exploration. But he had no concrete next step for five years.
“Find a use for this weak adhesive” is not a question your tool can answer. But “who are the people I should run this past, and what would tell me if any of them sees something I don’t?” is. That is closer to what actually worked.
Show how your tool handles the case where the team does not yet know what they are looking for. Whom does it tell them to talk to? What signal does it watch for? How would it have shortened the twelve-year gap?




	2004 / 2013
GOOGLE
	CASE STUDY
How 20% time quietly died
Nobody decided to end it. A thousand small management decisions ended it for them.



The setup
When Google went public in 2004, Larry Page and Sergey Brin’s founders’ letter cited 20% time as central to the company’s ability to innovate. Engineers could spend one day a week on projects of their own choosing. The output was extraordinary: Gmail, Google News, AdSense (which by 2013 generated about 25% of Google’s annual revenue), Google Talk, Google Sky, Google Transit.
The moment (or, the absence of one)
There is no executive meeting where Google decided to kill 20% time. The policy eroded through a sequence of small, individually reasonable management decisions. Engineers were required to get manager approval before starting a 20% project. Managers began discouraging 20% projects in performance reviews. The internal stack-ranking system stopped rewarding work outside an engineer’s core team.
“I’ve got to tell you the dirty little secret of Google’s 20% time. It’s really 120% time.”
Marissa Mayer, on stage in 2013. By then, Quartz reported the policy was “as good as dead.” Google never formally ended it.
	What happened next. The famous products from 20% time were all incubated before 2010. Google’s major moonshots since then have moved into a separate, walled-off unit (X Development), funded and staffed centrally. The cultural artifact that produced Gmail was gone before anyone noticed.



	YOUR DESIGN TASK

	This is silent escalation in reverse. The Affordable Loss profile of any single 20% project looked fine at every moment. The Affordable Loss profile of the program itself was bleeding out, project by project, decision by decision.
If a Google manager in 2008 had been using your tool to track the Affordable Loss of their team’s 20% projects, would it have shown them what was happening to the program as a whole? Would they have noticed in time to defend it?
Show whether your tool works for individual experiments only, or whether it can surface patterns across a portfolio. The latter is much harder and much more valuable.




	late 1980s
SONY
	CASE STUDY
Ken Kutaragi’s unauthorized side project
He bet his career. The CEO bet the company. They had completely different loss profiles.



The setup
Late 1980s. Ken Kutaragi was a junior engineer at Sony working on audio chips. His daughter loved playing Nintendo’s Famicom. Kutaragi noticed the Famicom’s sound chip was crude. He started moonlighting, without approval, to design a better one for Nintendo. When Sony executives found out he had been working with a competitor on a side project, they were furious. Most companies would have fired him.
The moment
Sony’s then-president, Norio Ohga, intervened. He saw something the rest of the executives missed. Ohga authorized Kutaragi to continue the work. Then in 1991, Nintendo publicly humiliated Sony at the Consumer Electronics Show by announcing a partnership with Philips instead, without warning. Sony executives wanted to drop the project entirely. Ohga refused. He told Kutaragi to build a standalone console.
	What happened next. The PlayStation launched in Japan in December 1994. It sold over 100 million units in its lifecycle. By 2007, Sony’s gaming division was generating more operating income than its entire consumer electronics business.



	YOUR DESIGN TASK

	The Affordable Loss decision here happened at the executive sponsor level, not the team level. Kutaragi was already over-committed: he had bet his career and his standing inside Sony. The question of whether the company should continue was being made by Ohga, who had a completely different loss profile.
In a corporation this is almost always the case. The team has skin in the game; the sponsor has different skin in a different game; the steering committee has yet another loss profile. Does your tool model these differences, or does it collapse them into one set of numbers?
Show how your tool handles multiple stakeholders with different stakes. What does it tell Kutaragi? What does it tell Ohga? Are they the same screen?




	2025
MIT NANDA
	CASE STUDY
The 95% AI pilot failure
Most failed pilots were not killed by a decision. They died of silent abandonment.



The setup
July 2025. Researchers at MIT’s NANDA initiative published The GenAI Divide: State of AI in Business 2025, based on 52 executive interviews, surveys of 153 leaders, and analysis of 300 enterprise AI deployments. Of $30 to $40 billion in enterprise generative AI pilot spending, 95% produced no measurable impact on profit and loss.
The moment (that keeps repeating)
Every one of those failed pilots had the same arc. A team gets excited about generative AI. They build or buy a pilot. They demo it to executives. The pilot launches. Three to nine months later, the pilot quietly disappears. Nobody declares it a failure. It simply stops getting budget. The team moves on.
“The hype on LinkedIn says everything has changed, but in our operations, nothing fundamental has shifted.”
Manufacturing COO, quoted in the report. The numbers underneath the headline are even sharper: pilots built through vendor partnerships succeeded about 67% of the time; pilots built internally by IT departments succeeded about 22% of the time.
	What this dilemma reveals. Most of those failed pilots were not killed by a decision. They died of silent escalation followed by silent abandonment. They started small, ran past the point of clear failure without anyone calling time, accumulated sunk cost in vendor contracts and team commitments, and then quietly stopped existing.



	YOUR DESIGN TASK

	This is the most contemporary dilemma in the corpus, and arguably the most important. The Uncertainty Navigator is being built into a moment where companies are pouring billions into pilots that 95% of the time will not produce results.
For an AI pilot specifically: what does Affordable Loss look like in week 1 vs. week 8 vs. month 6? At what point should your tool refuse to let the team keep going without an explicit re-commitment?
Show how your tool would have changed the trajectory of one of those 95% of pilots. Bonus: does it route teams toward the higher-success vendor-partnered structure over the lower-success internal build?



Page 1 / 2
