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I. Project Setup

When the project started, it seemed inconceivable. All the participants decided to do their best and make it work. Valuing the ads was one of the most difficult challenges. Determining metrics is challenging—the impact of ads is hard to measure. How do you determine what an online viewer is worth vs. one for print vs. TV? It was like comparing apples to oranges. We agreed upon a basic formula, with some individual negotiation along the way.

II. Project Execution

Things broke down 60% at the execution stage. Developing a grid of who had what running at what time was very challenging—it never really came together. No one was able to develop a complete, accurate schedule. Meanwhile, the clock was already clicking. It’s not a good idea to have the same people doing strategy also doing execution; these are different skill sets—this may have been a contributing factor to the challenges.

Link TV both created and ran 30 second spots for other organizations. This involved the effort to create the spot plus airtime. Every time we did a spot, it was customized. Maybe we can reuse spots at this point.

a. Advertising (Placing Link TV Ads in Other Publications)

Link TV never knew the best way to target our ads; we didn’t know what readers wanted. Link TV doesn’t usually run ads at all, so this was a new experience for us, and we ended up making major decisions at the last moment. We didn’t have any ads on hand, so we had to pull things together quickly to meet the schedule. 

The schedule was the biggest problem; there was a lack of clarity, and not enough lead-time. There needs to be one single coordinated schedule with an owner, and information on specs and deadlines. People need to be reminded of deadlines. 

b. Publishing (Placing Others’ Ads on Link TV)

We had to create guidelines related to Link TV for other barter participants. We hadn’t done this before.

III.  Success of the Project

We probably got more viewers and raised awareness, but there’s nothing concrete to show this. For online, targeted events, you could measure click-thrus. Magazine ads and spots on Link TV are harder to measure. For us, the numbers of viewers/readers may be less important than reaching one person of importance. Not just quantity, quality.

There’s too much talk about collaboration of the progressive media without any action. The biggest success of the project was that we connected with other organizations. People wanted to be giving and we made it happen. This project is what it’s all about. We’re enthusiastic. These soft benefits made it a success. 

Another benefit of this type of collaboration is that we get new content—we all become aware of new subjects or do collaborations with other organizations.

Recently, for example, we broadcast Democracy Now on a daily basis and Amy Goodman gave plugs for Link TV and Free Speech TV. It was a great opportunity to get the word out about issues and other organizations to like-minded people.

What would make the online barter system a clear success for us would be the following: We’d like to raise awareness by having more viewers (and the right kind of viewers). We’d like to raise money. Everyone needs more money to survive. We’re a nonprofit producing and playing media. We’d like to influence decision makers.

IV. Ideas for the Next Round of the Exchange

a.  Staffing

Who’s going to own this? Is someone going to be paid for it? That would be necessary to ensure a strong level of commitment and follow-through.

There needs to be at least one person allocated to this project specifically who can act as a go-between, who can update, orient and nag people. This person would deal with traffic, hard decisions, as well as be diplomatic.

b. Contingency Plans (What Happens When People Don’t Fulfill Their Ads)

It’s hard to reallocate inventory when people don’t fulfill. People need to fulfill their agreement.

Sometimes campaign dates change. When this happened on another project, we managed to compromise and work it out so that everyone was satisfied and fulfilled their agreements.
Tracy: People didn’t publish ads for a few reasons: 1) The idea in starting the exchange was to use ad space that wasn’t sold to help each other out. Some publications felt like the barter ads were primary unless they got paid ads. 2) Some publications decided to hold off on running their ad to time a campaign right and then this threw things off. 3) Deadlines weren’t met. 
We discussed how there needs to be clarity from the outset of what everyone’s supposed to provide and receive, so that people can meet their end of the bargain. 

We talked about the option of having two tiers of involvement—those who can commit to offering ad space, others who will provide it on an ad hoc basis if ad space doesn’t sell.
c.  Barter Model

The multi-lateral exchange can be problematic—there are some kinks to work out. To expand the exchange from 6 organizations to 15-30 is a recipe for disaster. The exchange combinations get complex.

Why don’t we try multiple groups? That way we can still hit different outlets, but it will be manageable. 

Grouping by size is not good—you lose the cross-pollination. That’s the best part of the exchange. We’d like to work with people we’ve already worked with to start, to take the initial group and recreate it online. We want to be able to build on the time investment we already made. A second group could form. They’d go through the learning curve together, just like we did. 

d. Online System Requirements

There should be an mail alert system to help remind people of deadlines, maybe some workflow features. Maybe you see the percent of completion of tasks. 

e.  Specific Considerations of Organizations

We have unique factors: video editing, airtime. It costs us $12,000 a day to run the channel, 6 million a year. 

We may need to change the ratio of magazine ads to spots, and how long they run. There might be a two-month rollout instead of one-month, with the same amount of spots running. 

We want to work again with Chelsea Green, American Prospect, In These Times. We’re also interested in new possibilities—The Washington Monthly, Air America, Brave New Films.
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