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Last year, a small group of organizations came together for beta test of an advertising barter project.  Link TV, The Nation, In These Times, The American Prospect, Grist.org and to a somewhat lesser extent-Chelsea Green participated. The goals: 

1-Increase visibility and impact of Media Consortium members to potential new audiences or reinforce with current ones.

2-Build revenue. 

The barter consisted of trading web ads, print ads, e-newsletter ads and creating new kinds of ads, such as TV spots on Link TV—all over a six-seven month time period, starting in January 06.  Overall, the reaction to the project was quite positive.  Organizations were able to create and hone current advertising campaigns, promote individual projects or stories to organizations that they wouldn’t have been able to before b/c of all the front-end one-on-one negotiating time or b/c of $ and other organizations were able to create ads for the first time.  

This power point was shown last time that showed where we were during the beta testing phase, but I’ll show it again real quickly to refresh peoples’ memories and for new people here today.

Most notable challenges out of the outcome:

1) Valuing and scheduling the trade exchanges. With Robin from TAP leading the charge on this, a basic formula was created so that each organization would reach an audience of 1.5 million throughout the six-month time period with some individual negotiation along the way.  The formula was based on the type of ad, the audience numbers of each organization and the ad value-was it in a print magazine that people paid for, was it in a free e-newsletter, etc.?

2) The schedule was very complicated.  

a. It was on one excel sheet that was hard to read, to monitor and update b/w all organizations.

b. We had one person, an ITT staff member, work to remind people about deadlines, update each other and keep track of where we were on the overall trades.

c. And obviously, everyday work gets in the way.  It took a lot of time for staff in each organization to create their own schedule to run other people’s ads, to create their own ads to run in other orgs and to communicate with other organizations to remind them to get their ads in on time.  

Out of this project, it was expressed by participating members that they would like to continue the project, but with an easier and more automated system that would help solve or lessen these challenges.  We also wanted to be able to open the project up to more members. Robin and I worked together to create our thoughts on desired features of a web system, but there were too many questions about the degree of programming we would need, pricing, and if and how the system would be organized and run to move forward.  So the Media Consortium contracted Civic Actions to help us create a feasibility study to answer these questions.  Which brought up even more questions and some answers!

For six weeks, I worked w/Zoey Kroll of CivicActions, answering questions, conducting interviews w/participating ad barter members, and brainstorming two main areas:

1) The Governance options for the project-how will the trades be determined, the time period for each trade phase, options for trade models, what will be the requirements for participating organizations and more.  

2) The technical requirements for the web system—the chocolate milk idea for this was to have a web system where we could: 
a. Organization Information

b. Input donated ads-each organization could list the types of ads they could donate

c. An automated system that could calculate the types of ad being donated to the pot and that would designate the amount and types of ad each org. would need to run

d. A calendar that all participating members could view w/deadlines and times for when ads would run in all outlets

e. Automatic email reminders for all organizations about deadlines

At the end of this process it became clear that if were to move forward:

a) A group of participating MC members would have to form a governance committee to help make decisions about how the project would be run, requirements and assessment tools

b) If we were to increase the number of participating organizations—which we want to do—it would obviously increase the number of ads that individual orgs. Would have to run.  It would create a much more complicated trade formula or we would have to determine new trade models or multiple groups.

c) With the varied size and publishing schedules, a large trade group would also diversify the media platforms to radio, video, books and more.  On the surface this is very exciting, but when you get down to details, it also complicates many factors.  It significantly increases the amount of time that each org. has to engage in creating their ads, adds new factors into what the barter formula and sometimes takes the actual ad creation out of organizations hands, ads new levels of requirements or restrictions on types of ads that can be run and puts the work on other organizations.  For example, Link TV created 30-second spots that they ran for other organizations.  They did a wonderful job, but it was a significant amount of work for Link TV staff and at the same time, because of the type of org. they are, no specific calls for subscriptions or donations could be made in the ads.  

d) There would have to be a significant human factor.  Many of these big ideas about the automated system such as a calculating trades or scheduling them were either too expensive and frankly participating organizations would still have to spend some time creating their own schedules of when they could run other peoples ads.

e) And last, but not least, the timing and the price for creating such a system to move forward would be significant.  CivicActions did a wonderful and detailed job estimating the time requirements and the pricing.  Starting at creating a basic system, the price would start around $20,000 and could move significantly higher the more complicated and automated the web system could get. 

So, in conclusion, after taking these conclusions back, our recommendations are:

1) Yes we want to move forward based on a couple of factors:

a. This is a very excellent idea and the potential is fantastic to build our audiences individually and collectively… but we also want to make it as easy and accessible to as many media consortium members as possible

b. First we suggest that we scale down the ad trades to web only.  Everyone has a Web site, the publishing schedules would not be a factor and we would eradicate any challenges in multi-media platforms.  

c. That a group of MC members would commit to tackling the governance issues and requirements, and at some point assess how the system is working, its success and if we want to build the project to include more platforms, including print, video and radio.  

d. A lot of details and planning has already jumpstarted the process for governance system and next steps-details I won’t get into right here-but there would probably have to be a paid staff member to coordinate the work of this committee and work w/programmers to create the web system.  We are still going to look at other options for creating a web system, from the custom designed option that Civic Actions is proposing to more off-the-shelf versions.  Those costs would have to be determined and deemed reasonable for the output and value of what participating members could get out of this project.  

