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I. Experience with the Project

It was easy for participating media organizations to share objectives. People threw in different ads and got multi-media ad options in exchange. It introduced trade arrangements and relationships that might not have happened. Before the exchange, when people tried one-to-one trades, they got bottlenecked with dollar-to-dollar equations. We took that out and focused on the value of eyes, of visibility. This is an inexpensive barter exchange for progressives who are already open to your causes.

The spreadsheet (with the conversion formula for ad values) tried to level the playing field for enabling the trades. We treated different types of ads differently, just like in the real world. It’s challenging though. Think of an organization like Air America that has a large circulation. How do you match this? We tried to qualify audiences to make things more equal. To figure out a fair exchange we had to go from apples-to-oranges to apples-to-apples. Then we ran the formulas.

A difficulty was that, in addition to different premiums being attached to different ads, not everyone wanted to volunteer the same amount. To be able to manually calculate the exchange, we decided everyone had to donate the same amount—this related to having about 1.5 million viewers for the ads. 
II. Ideas for the Next Round of the Exchange

Swaps should be on a quarterly basis, open to all members. Ideally, there’d be enough in the inventory so that people could donate different amounts. Then, the computer would pull things based on how much people are donating. New Consortium members might only want to throw in a few thousand. The computer should have a sum total of the collection and a history of the trades.

Once people agreed on general exchange terms, they would submit an online form entering information about their organization and distribution size, and what ad space they were donating (for example, 2-1/2 pages to be used in Jan/Feb issue, 3 newsletter ads, a few banners). They’d get a running tally, showing how much they added and the reciprocal ad space that gave them (like quarters in a vending machine). There might be a minimum and maximum range, so the system would show that they’ve met that. They’d have to donate space by a certain date.

They would then get an email with the ads they were going to get. “You get a page in In These Times and a Link TV spot.” Assigning and tracking the ads is the most challenging part. If the system randomly assigned this it would be fair​. The spots would be spread out over time. For instance, if you donated five pages of space, in return you got one spot on Air America.

Some issues that might come up are: can you request specific time periods or media types, or publications? Can you opt out of some things? You might not want another web partner, for example.   

Duration is another issue. The downside to doing it for a year is that people might push off running the free barter ads till later, and since the third and fourth quarter is the most profitable season there’s a danger that things won’t run. 

Some organizations would be good at staying on time; some wouldn’t. There’s a human element. It’s not just up to one person in an organization to honor the system; coming up with the creatives for all the ad props often involves the whole organization. Sometimes it’s not realistic even with the best intentions. The Nation had a hard time with that. The guidelines need to be clearly laid out.

We need to open this up to the larger consortium, but we can’t do this with the manual schedule. This is the most important element. The only way to keep the barter going manually would be to do it in smaller groups. 

The differences in media are significant—between radio, TV, print. Producing creatives for other media becomes more complex. If Brave New Films joined, they would put ads and inserts in the DVDs (but not for the theatrical releases or Netflix). People could put a subscription card in the DVD box. I assume that when this thing roles out, that we divide groups up and put more energy into execution of swap. We should select groups manually first. Once groups were selected, we’d collect information online on a shared schedule. 

It’s difficult if you have ad space reserved for an organization and they don’t get their ad to you in time. People shouldn’t get screwed if others don’t meet the deadlines. A collective FTP site would help. 

A scaled down idea would be if people used a web form to enter their collective properties and get those into the database; then we’d run them through metrics to get their actual value; and then manually divide things. What makes it hard is if people have different amounts of ad space to offer. 
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