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Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to provide a review and recommendations 
regarding potential options for American General’s RedAppleOnline project.

This report comprises market research, case study analysis, best practices and recommendations, and detailed information on key toolsets and planning strategies with regard to the RedAppleOnline project.

The intent of this report team is to allow American General to make informed decisions that can serve as a foundation for any further work on this project 
by internal AG personnel and/or by this report team.

I. Overview:  History and Recommendations

a. RedAppleOnline Project History – Goals and Assumptions

The RedAppleOnline (RAO) website was originally envisioned as a community portal for K-12 education professionals. As AG/VALIC had benefited financially for many years from its educator customers, so it would now reward them for their loyalty and trust by offering them a valuable online service: a credible, comprehensive and user-friendly online educational community.  

The original RAO Mission Statement outlined this vision:  
To provide a premier virtual community where individual teachers, other educators, and education associations may conduct meaningful collaborative activities.  
The Red Apple Online community offers K-12 educators the ability to communicate with peers in a warm, friendly, high-tech environment.  

As described, RAO would provide an inviting, thriving community that would offer useful information and innovative, online communications tools to enrich the personal and professional lives of its member educators.  It was further hoped that this forum, having been initially inspired by the tragic Columbine school shooting incident, might enable increased communication between educators who are committed to reducing school violence in the future.  

AG identified an original target audience for RAO comprised of the following four groups of “community members”:  

· K – 12 Campus Educators – Teachers, Librarians, Media Specialists

· Campus Administrators – Superintendents, Principals, Board Members

· Educational Associations – national, state, regional

· Individual education catalysts, influencers or experts

Research done by American General in early 2000 showed this target audience included over 3.3 million prospective users, with the potential to grow by an additional three million users.  The research also demonstrated that while there was very strong and well-funded competition in this marketplace, the market was clearly underserved in the realm of interactivity and online community, particularly in the area of innovative and well-integrated 3D tools which could serve as an outstanding site differentiator  [see: RedAppleOnline Business Plan, April 17, 2000].   

An internal RAO team was consolidated, outside vendors were contracted, and AG outlined the following goals for RAO:

Marketing and Brand Marketing Goals: 

· Increase word of mouth and referred leads for affiliate recruitment

· Reinforce credibility to overcome quality concerns associated with online communities

· Identify and develop new partnerships to strengthen brand loyalty and maintain member enthusiasm for community involvement

· Build branding power of American General

· Provide member benefits that will make members feel good about VALIC via the community VALIC has built for them

Community Development Goals: 

· Increase membership by attracting new members

· Increase member retention through loyalty programs and increased community involvement

· Enhance member experience

· Reward members for involvement and loyalty

· Increase member activity

· Develop specialized site content to meet member needs

· Provide appropriate tools to enable communication and relationship building

· Enable and foster a sense of trust within the community and between members and American General

Business/Sales Goals: 

· Expand the reach of AG to a younger demographic of Web savvy teachers who are in the early phases of retirement planning

· Assist members with their financial "life events" planning needs

· Develop "touching the customer" enhancements including virtual discussions with sales representatives and events with financial planners and advisors

The RedAppleOnline.com website was launched on September 29, 2000.  
As articulated by the company in a series of thoughtful “lessons learned” documents, the site met with several promising early successes, including nationally-visible high-traffic events, recruiting of prominent sponsors and affiliates, numerous well-received presentations at conferences, and the introduction of a unique 3D toolset. 

As noted by the company, there were also early failures: insufficient content, confusion and breakdowns caused by the roll-out of too many technologies at once, too little due diligence on choice of vendors, inadequate implementation and integration of toolsets, and the lack of a community plan.

b. RAO’s Planning Conference – January/February 2001

In an attempt to remediate the above situation, the company contracted this team to write a community plan for RAO.  As a first step, the team initiated an online planning conference that in0volved both team members and key AG/RAO personnel. This conference was designed to expose and resolve the key issues that form the necessary foundation of both the plan and the community.   

During this highly productive planning conference, for reasons neither entirely clear to nor recommended by this team, a major shift occurred in AG’s stated goals for RAO. The company made the decision to target the site to a small subset of K-12 education professionals, specifically those who:

· Are already VALIC customers

· Are ages 25 – 40

· Access their VALIC account(s) online

This team was told that approximately 50,000 people fit these characteristics.

American General then articulated a smaller set of goals for RAO involving this new, limited target audience:

· Reward existing VALIC customers with opportunities to receive special funding at their schools for SAY programs

· Promote the sales of additional VALIC products through better product information and communication between customers and sales representatives

Given these goals, the company mandated the following objectives for this report:

· Create a plan which is events-based

· Incorporate interactive tools to accomplish goals

· Leverage interactivity to create measurable ROI in the form of generated sales leads and increased product sales 

· Bond the relationship between VALIC sales reps and VALIC customers, including showcasing of reps as “experts” 

· Focus on activity as a value-add “reward” or “thank you” to VALIC customers 
· Think of the site not as a community, but as an interactive web-based 
“loyalty program” 
The reasons for the shift in focus were explained to this team as follows:

· The company already has a personal relationship with VALIC customers through its sales representatives

· The company can focus selling campaigns of VALIC products to site members without worrying about compliance issues or mentioning competitive products

· “Zero-based” budget and personnel constraints necessitate limiting the target audience 

· The education market is already overserved by online community, and competing would require more budget and resources than have been appropriated 

· The SAY initiative needs a “home” vehicle and has been folded into the RAO project

The team attempted to better understand these reasons so as to offer advice and recommendations. At this point, the planning conference was terminated by the company, and the team was requested to write a plan; no further information or clarification was provided by the client.

c. General Recommendations Re Proposed New RAO Initiative 

Based on the information available to this team, we strongly recommend against the implementation of the newly envisioned RAO. It is indeed advisable to “start small” with a targeted audience of known customers, particularly in an atmosphere of budget and staff constraints.  Moreover, as described within this report, the RAO team has identified a real opportunity and has made an excellent start at a uniquely valuable implementation. 

However, in the opinion of this team, the new vision of RAO represents a possibly problematic attempt to marry non-profit community (the SAY initiative) with for-profit commerce (selling VALIC products).  This mismatch could result in a counter-productive conflict of interest on many levels and might not be in the best interest of either American General or its prospective members/customers.  

Just as is true of any community, an online community is first and foremost about enabling relationships. Members come to community looking for good information, social capital, and communion with like-minded others.  Many features of the original RAO site exemplify this understanding.  

On a non-profit site such as the original RAO, members do not come looking to purchase products and services as their primary intent or goal.  While educators value and need financial information, if they feel the information and communication offered by a non-profit site are skewed for commercial purposes, they are much less likely to be enthusiastic community participants.  This is particularly true of educators, who value trust and credibility above all else.  Lose their trust by confusing conversation with sales pitch, and you could lose them as both community members and customers (See Appendix A. The History and Evolution of Education Portals).

A corporate sales website, on the other hand, such as http://www.vrsco.com/agrs2000/agrsweb.nsf, is about sales. Its primary aims are corporate image building and selling company products and services.  People visit such sites for the express purpose of gaining information about the company and its products that may lead to on-site purchase; many companies are finding the Internet a cost effective sales and marketing tool.  

Mixing non-profit community and for-profit sales on the Web poses specific difficulties. Community sites should, by nature, be open. Sales sites, especially those requiring confidential exchanges of customer information, should and must be closed and password-protected. Community sites encourage open discourse among members; sales sites may want to limit that discourse in line with marketing and sales objectives and corporate image.  

Selling VALIC products to existing customers is clearly representative of a sales-driven, corporate enterprise. It should be undertaken on a sales-driven, password-protected, clearly for-profit web site such as the existing www.valic.com
Though this team has been given almost no information about the SAY initiative, we are told SAY has been termed a grant-giving “foundation.”  In our view, the awarding of SAY grants should be an actual and perceived non-profit activity.  It should take place on an open, not-for-profit web site, which may form the basis of a true community of interest.  Even if SAY grants are to be awarded preferentially to VALIC customers, the attempt to sell those customers should not be confused on the same site with the attempt to reward them.  

d. Recommendations re Site Options

As a result, this team recommends the following three options for consideration by American General:  

OPTION 1: Continue developing an open RAO community for K-12 Education Professionals 

OPTION 2: Incorporate a suite of innovative, well-integrated communication tools and “community” approaches on the AGRS and VALIC sales sites as a key site differentiator 

OPTION 3: Create an events-driven non-profit web site for the SAY Initiative that is sponsored by American General

i. OPTION 1:  

Return to the original vision of RAO as an open community for K-12 educators, with the aim of filling the clearly underserved niche of realtime interactivity.    

The goal to enable a high level of interactivity via an innovative user experience is right on target with the potential within the education market to build a successful online community. Brand recognition and a long-term strategy to attract affiliate revenues and retail tie-ins are appropriate and reasonable goals for an online community venture as outlined in the research undertaken both by the company and by this team [See Section III g]. 

The launch of the RedAppleOnline site was an incredible step in the right direction.  The original plans and goals for this web site are still completely appropriate. This team believes American General is overlooking a significant resource by changing the goals and reducing the potential for this web site.  

Online community can be a tremendously valuable resource for a company.  However, it takes time, energy, resources and commitment to make it work – none of which has been adequately accorded to RAO. This team does not believe that RAO has had the opportunity to demonstrate what it can do for American General.  The early statistics for traffic and usage on the RAO site prove out the assumption that educators want realtime interactive online community.  

The two areas chosen for site focus are also valuable to a larger market than that defined for the new direction of this project.  School safety and school violence issues are in the forefront right now with the increase in school shootings. The need to find solutions to the increasing stress and potential for violent eruptions in the schools is one of the foremost issues facing educators today.  Every child deserves a safe environment for learning. Every teacher and administrator deserves a safe workplace environment.  The potential to enable real progress in this area via the Internet is huge.  We believe RedAppleOnline can meet that need given proper time and resources.

The other focus area chosen – financial planning – has always been a key area for educators.  Unfortunately, the value our educators offer to society has not been recognized financially in this country.  This is a population that is keenly interested in planning for the future and understanding their financial options.  This is a topic of interest to a much wider population than the one described for the new direction of this project.  The potential to reach a much larger market, and increase the brand recognition and foster a positive reputation of American General in this market, is huge.  By focusing only on a small number of current customers, we believe American General is missing an opportunity to increase both brand recognition and market expansion.  

Further, while it is philosophically inappropriate -- and raises critical legal and compliance issues -- to sell products directly on an open community web site, it would be highly appropriate to introduce links from a RAO community site (particularly from a community of interest which discusses financial planning issues) directly to a corporate, sales-driven AG web site such as the existing www.valic.com. This team believes such an effort would prove financially rewarding to AG, as the goodwill engendered on and by RAO would likely translate into increased interest in and sales of VALIC products.    

Thus it would be possible to start with these areas of interest, nested in a larger community offering, to build a community for and by educators – a community of significant benefit to both American General and community members.  

ii. OPTION 2:

Leverage the efficacy of existing company sales and marketing web sites by the incorporation within these sites of a suite of carefully integrated realtime, interactive tools and  “community” methodologies as outlined in the body of this report.  This obviates the need for a separate, sales-driven RAO web site.  

As discussed above, a corporate sales and marketing web site such as www.valic.com can be a highly cost-effective, revenue-generating sales tool.  In the opinion of this team, the current company sites could be productively leveraged by the addition of realtime, interactive tools in a number of areas.

While remaining focused on a small, targeted audience of current VALIC customers, this incorporated tool set would be a highly effective and cost-effective means by which the company could realize many of its initially stated goals for its Web  offering:  

Business/Sales Goals: 

· Expand the reach of AG to a younger demographic of Web savvy teachers who are in the early phases of retirement planning

· Assist members with their financial "life events" planning needs

· Develop “touching the customer" enhancements including virtual discussions with sales representatives and events with financial planners and advisors

Marketing and Brand Marketing Goals: 

· Reinforce credibility to overcome quality concerns associated with online offerings

· Build branding power of American General

· Provide member benefits that will make members feel good about VALIC via the Web offering VALIC has built for them

· Develop programs and safeguard a sense of trust from the customers in the company

      Customer Membership Development Goals: 

· Increase membership by attracting new members through word of mouth

· Increase member retention through loyalty programs and increased member involvement

· Enhance member experience

· Reward members for involvement and loyalty

· Increase member activity

· Develop specialized site content to meet member needs

· Provide appropriate tools to enable communication and relationship building between members and sales representatives 

· Enable and foster a sense of trust within the membership 

By incorporating realtime, interactive tools, and linking to a special site page that highlights SAY grant opportunities for VALIC customers, this approach can also realize the smaller set of goals outlined by AG for a new, customer-focused, interactive “loyalty” web site:    

· Reward existing VALIC customers with opportunities to receive special funding at their schools for SAY programs

· Promote the sales of additional VALIC products through better product information and communication between customers and sales representatives
This approach is further supported by the company’s stated reasons for choosing to refocus its efforts on a primarily sales-driven site for current VALIC customers:

· The company already has a personal relationship with VALIC customers through its sales representatives

· The company can focus selling campaigns of VALIC products to site members without worrying about compliance issues or mentioning competitive products

· “Zero-based” budget and personnel constraints necessitate limiting the target audience

Rather than driving traffic from VALIC and AGRS sites to a new site, it is preferable to leverage and expand the traffic on those existing company sales sites with the addition of appropriate new tools and methods.  

In addition, this approach can incorporate and realize all of the goals mandated for this report: 

· Create a plan which is events-based

· Incorporate interactive tools to accomplish goals

· Leverage interactivity to create measurable ROI in the form of generated sales leads and increased product sales 

· Bond the relationship between VALIC sales reps and VALIC customers, including showcasing of reps as “experts” 

· Focus on activity as a value-add “reward” or “thank you” to VALIC customers 
· Think of the site not as a community, but as an interactive web-based “loyalty program”

Of great importance to American General, this approach can generate ROI in significant ways, many of which are neither produced by nor readily available using other methods.  The company articulated the following ROI goals for the new RAO:  

· Member is engaged to participate in an ongoing discussion on the site message boards

· Member decides to purchase additional VALIC materials 

· Member shows interest in being contacted by VALIC to become a sales lead

It further stated that these ROI goals are to be the primary method of measuring site success. All of these goals are best met – and most easily measurable – not on the newly envisioned RAO, but rather on existing corporate sales websites.  

In addition, there are numerous valid ways to generate and measure ROI which extend the concept beyond the dollars and cents metaphor of generated sales.  Creating an online social network is a uniquely time- and cost-efficient way to effect a vast range of corporate sales and marketing goals, all of which fall within the parameters of ROI, including:

· Creating an early warning system

· Building relationships across time, space, role and discipline

· Building an ongoing context for knowledge exchange

· Attuning those within the company (ie sales reps) to each other’s needs

· Attuning sales reps to customer needs

· Generating new and improved products and services based on needs identified by both customers and sales reps 

· Amplifying innovation

· Creating a “community” memory

· Turning training into a continuous process

· Attracting and retaining the best customers and employees by providing access to social capital

· Improving the way individuals think collectively so as to effect positive corporate branding and change

For more in-depth discussion of these benefits, see APPENDIX B. How Online Social Networks Benefit Organizations.  

The use of innovative, well-integrated tools to create an effective online social network can produce invaluable marketing feedback for the company.  A well-tuned online social network can enhance a company’s collective knowledge and sharpen its ability to act on what people know in time to be effective.  Creating these opportunities has long been the purpose and purview of other communications initiatives, including in-company and off-site meetings among company personal, focus groups with customers, and so on.  All are equally if not better leveraged using new online tools. For example, new and improved products and services can be created to meet genuine customer needs as identified in synchronous and asynchronous online discussions by and between both customers and sales representatives. 

The same set of interactive, online tools recommended in the body of this report can be used by AG sales representatives to leverage their productivity in innumerable ways.  Such intranet workgroup sharing of synchronous information can be of great benefit to AG. In a famous example, Xerox technical representatives equipped with an interactive two-way radio network that gave their ”community of practice” 24/7 field access to one another improved their customer service significantly. The system not only supported and created a problem-solving network, but also provided a new learning medium whereby new tech reps could listen in and learn through this “distributive apprenticeship for learning.” [1] In another example, AG has indicated that Hello Networks is now being used in a pilot program to train sales force, replacing phone and face-to-face meetings.  

A suite of online, interactive tools embedded in the corporate sales sites can yield great benefits in communications not just between sales reps, but also between sales reps and customers. As it stands now, VALIC and AGRS customers must phone an 800 or 888 number or send an email to contact their sales representatives, and, the sites warn, be prepared to wait even days for a response. The use of online tools (“click here to talk to your sales representative NOW”) could make this response instantaneous.  Further, as described, it can put sales reps in the field in instant touch not just with customers, but also with other reps and company headquarters. 

Considered in this light, cost of customer acquisition for both new and cross-sold products is extremely low, and ROI, in the largest sense outlined above, extremely high.  

Finally, this approach eliminates all of the conflict-of-interest concerns discussed above. Properly implemented, it can yield a highly effective, brand-building sales and marketing vehicle for American General. This vehicle can serve as an invaluable testbed for future Web offerings on the part of the company, as the same approach can be effectively applied across multiple company web sites (www.vrsco.com/agrs2000/agrsweb.nsf and www.agfg.com/agim2000/agimweb.nsf  for example).  

In the long term, this approach could underscore the need and provide necessary market research and customer feedback for the eventual creation of a true community site – such as the originally envisioned RAO -- with its own clear justifications and reasons for being.   

iii. OPTION 3:

Create an open, non-profit web site to leverage the SAY initiative which focuses on school safety issues and builds high profile, positive branding, sponsorship, partnership and affiliate opportunities for American General.  

As discussed above and at length in the body of this report [See Section II b.], there is a clear opportunity to create an American General-sponsored web site which uses the same suite of carefully integrated interactive tools and methods recommended by this team to discuss critical issues of school safety in America today.  

In the opinion of this team, this can be an excellent, high profile, brand-building opportunity for AG that can generate goodwill and consequent revenue and partnership opportunities in multiple areas.  

Research done by this team indicates that there is strong and ongoing interest in this topic, as evidenced by numerous existing web sites on the subject. The research also demonstrates that communication and collaboration tools such as those recommended in this report are clearly both welcome and needed in this area. 

An excellent opportunity exists for an American General sponsored, non-profit SAY site that offers hosted, moderated discussions, realtime communication and online events. Well-moderated discussion forums are lacking and realtime communication is almost non-existent in this topic area. Sites that offer professional development in school safety issues via training or mentoring do not offer them with the value-add of online support that can be made possible through a combination of well-moderated synchronous and asynchronous communication and collaboration tools. These sites represent a strong potential for partnership in American General’s development of an events-driven, interactive non-profit SAY site. 

This approach eliminates the conflict-of-interest concerns discussed above.  Further, it is appropriate and possible to link the SAY site directly to a separate, corporate sales site or sites, and it is the opinion of this team that such linking could prove highly profitable to AG.
e. The Purpose of this Report
If American General wishes to undertake the development of any or all of the above options, it is imperative that the company engage in a thorough planning process, ask and answer key questions, and make clear decisions that serve as the basis for further development.  

The purpose of this report is to provide market research, case study analysis, best practices and recommendations, and detailed information on key toolsets and planning strategies with regard to the above options.  The intent is to allow American General to make informed decisions that can serve as a foundation for any further work on this project by internal AG personnel and/or by this report team.   

II. User Population:  

The Opportunity for the Online Education Space 

a. Reasonable Expectations for the Current Target
The primary target audience for the newly envisioned RAO site has been defined as a subset of the AGRS/VALIC client base: K-12 teachers between 25-40 years old, a population of approximately 50,000 individuals. 

Reasonable expectations given a group of 50,000 potential members are based on what this team knows about typical user interaction online. There are, however, many variables that have to be taken into account in projecting reasonable expectations for a user population in any online space, not the least of which are the marketing efforts used to reach those potential members and the types of activity presented to the users upon entry into the site. The level of member activity is also dependent on the amount of support for the activities by the sponsoring organization, and ongoing maintenance is critical to the success or failure of future initiatives.  

Given an ongoing marketing campaign, and strong support and management for the site and its activities, it is reasonable to expect approximately 10% of the target population to respond to attempts to get them to the site. With a 10% return on the envisioned target group, it is realistic to expect that active participants who continue to return to and utilize the tools, services and content on the RAO site will not exceed 5,000. Levels of continued visits will decrease unless a concentrated effort is made to keep site content fresh and activities inviting and appropriate, and users are given a real sense that their interaction with the site is a valuable use of their time and energy.  

With site growth beyond the 5,000 figure unrealistic, ROI for the site cannot be pegged to increased membership if the site is confined to its current projected target. Scaling up the user base will be critical if increased membership is to be a key indicator of success.

b. Audience Growth
If the site is confined to its current target, it runs the risk of being underused and could even be a detriment to positive imaging or brand building of the company. It is the recommendation of this team that the target audience be expanded, if not immediately then in the near future, to allow for future growth and wider audience participation. Initial discussion has suggested several initiatives that could appeal to a wide audience of educators. Expanding the site membership to include this audience could help make the site more dynamic, allow for better brand building by the company, and create an instant advertising stream for American General. Moreover, to limit the target audience is to miss an enormous opportunity to carve a unique niche in the online education space. The nature of this opportunity is described in detail below.

c. Expanding the Audience through Partnerships

Our initial comparative research in Education Portals (see APPENDIX A The History and Evolution of Education Portals for a thorough analysis of this material) has demonstrated that American General is correct in identifying the following:

· Education markets are NOT underserved on the Web

· Without more tools, staff and investment dollars, RAO cannot compete in any defined education market

· RAO should not compete in the open market space or directly with larger education providers

This section will show that, while RAO should not attempt to “compete” with other education providers on the Internet, these significant groups are nevertheless very ripe for partnerships with RAO. In reviewing the history and evolution of what we now call an Education Portal, we would like to point out the following:

· The online world is redefining education. At the same time, education is redefining many areas of the online experience.
· The education community is a hybrid – a service organization at heart and a community, when networked together, large enough to become the prime adopter of the “new” and the harbinger of what is yet to come.

· Educators are looking for trust and credibility above all else. These are the hallmarks of an education environment, service or community. 
· The most successful communities are comprised of individuals who have come together because they “know” or recognize one another.
· Resources that come from the non-profit, government sponsored, education-based sites or from “homegrown” sites by peers have long contained the highest value for educators. 

The Education Portal partnership pattern demonstrated by other insurance companies fits two main types:

1. The insurance company is one of the (many) sponsors of the site with a logo and link as a banner or in a prominent location of the site (see the Aetna example in http://www.education-world.com ).

2. The insurance company sponsors or provides services on a specific section of the site (see teach-nology's financial planning section powered by Legend Insurance: http://www.teach-nology.com/finance/ ). 

With AGRS/VALIC as the primary sponsor of the RAO site, a few successful ways to partner with large Education Portals might be:

1. Use RAO’s specialization to drive traffic from these portal sites (such as Lightspan or TeacherHelp)  to topical RAO events.  

2. Create a location within a larger portal or aggregate site to serve as a launch pad for teachers to jump to RAO. 

Our recommendation is to view Education Portals and their affiliates very seriously as additional avenues to drive traffic to or as event sponsors rather than trying to become their competitor. RAO can also partner with them to deliver added value to their constituency. Portal partnerships will help RAO become a valued player in these larger aggregates of K-12 portals that teachers currently value and which already have strong credibility.

We highly recommend that RAO strive to expand its existing partners or affiliate organizations (consisting primarily of content providers or click-to sites such as T.H.E. Journal, Beyond Books and ClassroomConnect) to include new large education partners such as EdGateway, Lightspan, and TeachNet with their primary bases of K-12 teachers in order to drive traffic to RAO events and other areas of the RAO site. With its new events-driven focus, the need for a limited set of topic concentrations for the RAO site also opens up partnership opportunities with smaller special interest groups.

d. Partnerships With Special Interest Groups

At the beginning of the RAO planning conference, American General identified a number of subject areas for possible inclusion on the RAO site. At that time, the site served a wide target audience of K-12 educators and education professionals. To serve this constituency, the RAO principals planned to develop new "community interest" sections within the RAO site.  If AG decides to pursue Option 1 as presented in the Overview section of this report, we recommend that RAO seek partnerships with special interest groups that would allow them, as partners, to:

1)  Define a subject area and use RAO as a click-to content or event location.  

2) Define a tool they could benefit from that RAO already provides, whether through "renting space in" or encouraging sponsorship of an event related to their topic in one of RAO's communication tools such as Meet3D.

The internal RAO team also identified the following structure they planned to build into new "community interest" sections of the RAO site. This structure includes resources such as links, programs, books, multi-media and statistics. The areas within these sections that would feature training, speakers and idea sharing can all benefit from the implementation of moderated communication tools such as message boards, virtual worlds and chat (see section VII for more detailed discussion on tools):  

Training

· Programs

· Conferences

Speakers

· Guests on RAO to discuss special interest issues

· Experts scheduled to speak on these issues around the country

· Speakers / Consultant Resources

SpeakOut  

· Survey

· Share Ideas 

· Topic-oriented chat room

· Topic-oriented message board

In planning sessions conducted by this team, the notion of "events in a box" was discussed - i.e., RAO could create templates for customized event packages to market to specialized area partners. This strategy is a good one if RAO serves a broad constituency. The best way to survive in this fast moving market is to focus on inclusiveness by overlapping as much as possible with other well-respected partners. Again, this satisfies the credibility and trust issues that are central to the concerns of teachers, and also drives traffic to the RAO site.

During the planning process the internal RAO team noted several high priority special interest groups they were considering for inclusion on the site:  

· School Safety

· Women's Issues

· School Reform

· Special Education 

· Teacher's Associations

Thus far, RAO has confirmed its commitment to only one topic or target group from the above list -- School Safety. Expanding the site to include other special interest groups will be beneficial only if RAO decides to return to its original plan to have an open site for a wide range of education professionals.  If AG chooses to pursue this option, we recommend that targeted research surveys on these special interest groups be undertaken by RAO prior to the implementation of "Communities of Interest" sections on the site. This will allow AG to better understand the full potential for various communication tools and events in each topic area, and to clarify where partnerships with other organizations are possible. 

If a smaller RAO site outlined in Option 3 is pursued through AG's new partnership with SAY, (see Section I d. iii.) many opportunities will also open up. Hence, this team's deeper analysis of school safety sites is presented in the next section of this report. (See APPENDIX I for the preliminary lists of other special interest groups compiled by this team early in the planning stages).  

e. School Safety - Leveraging the SAY Partnership Initiative

RAO agrees that service is one way to build brand in the online communities of the future. Delivering content, events or services suited to the needs of these emerging communities is an important consideration as RAO builds out partnerships. While the AG founders' goals and the newly articulated goals of RAO are clearly limited at this point, it is important to note that branding is also connected to larger dynamics than just company objectives. 

The issue of student safety / ending school violence is important to AG. Returning to RAO's earliest planning documents, crime in schools was the primary motivation for AG's initial decision to launch the RAO site. At that time, school safety / school crime was pointed out as an issue not dominant enough to justify RAO's full concentration. Almost a year later, however, we are still witnessing the increase of gun violence in schools (the most recent one in Santana High School in Santee, California, occurred during the writing of this report). Ending school violence is clearly an issue of increasing importance to educators. 

Currently, one of RAO's special interest group partners is a "click-to" content site,  Partnerships Against Violence Network (PAVNET-http://www.pavnet.org). PAVNET is a "virtual library" of information about violence and youth-at-risk, representing data from seven different Federal agencies. The RAO site also features a special selection of school safety resources in addition to the broader searchable sites that are part of the EduHound search engine on the site.  

In addition to building more content in this special interest area on the site, RAO is partnering with SAY.  What we have been told thus far is:

SAY stands for Safeguarding America's Youth 

SAY is a corporate giving program that will begin in Spring 2001

SAY does not currently have an online presence or a logo and will benefit from the tools and content that RAO already has in place on the site

Although the internal RAO team has indicated the possibility of aligning the identity of RAO with SAY, this team has not been given a definitive statement from RAO on the nature of the partnership. With the very limited information we have been given about the SAY group and its membership, the analysis that follows will of necessity be somewhat general. However, it will be of critical use as RAO considers its options for the near and longterm future:  

i. Safety Site Review Methodology

RAO currently features a special selection of click-to content for Student Safety and Violence at http://www.redappleonline.com/Resources/RegionalEducationOffices.asp 
These sites are presented in the context of sharing best practices between educators. Of the fourteen references, most are sites where policy documents, brochures and articles on school safety issues or current statistics on school violence could be found. RAO's list of click-to content will grow as the partnership with SAY becomes forged and is not an area where research by this team is warranted. Instead we have concentrated our research primarily on both "click to" and "click-through" sites that offer some kind of partnership potential to RAO either by their ability to drive traffic to RAO's events or by the strong credibility of their sponsorship organizations. 

The analysis below identifies other National or Regional school safety sites out of approximately forty school safety sites analyzed (see APPENDIX I) that fall into the following categories:

1) Sites exhibiting a small level of interactivity or communication (i.e., message boards or forums) which might have an interest in partnering with RAO to increase access to online events or more complex discussions.

2) Sites that offer school site training, mentoring or safety courses and might be looking for a partnership that will increase their ability to expand that to training modules online in virtual environments.

3) Sites that have very strong sponsorship organizations (government or teacher associations) and excellent content, yet show a clear absence of or need for more interactivity.

ii. Sites with Message Boards / Interactivity 

In a cluster of a numerous small and about a dozen large school safety click-to and click-through sites, only a few feature message boards or synchronous communication forums. None, as of the close of this research survey, has chat or realtime communication, with the exception of one site offering occasional teleconferences. This is a good sign that communication and collaboration tools are both welcome and needed. In addition, there is not a high level of sophistication in any of those surveyed. Of all School Safety Sites reviewed, only one (NWREL) includes message boards with moderators. Due to this and other factors, message board activity was modest. School Safety message boards that were more active tend to be linked to either topic specialties of the sites or to special events. It is was also noted that events like the Santana High School shooting undoubtedly result in spikes in message board activities or encourage more discussion on a particular topic such as guns and schools.

The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory

http://www.nwrel.org/
The NWREL is the only site in this survey that offers a fully moderated and password protected listserv and is the founding organization for the National Center for Safe Schools' "SafetyZone" (http://www.safetyzone.org/).  NWREL is a broadly defined organization that works with schools and communities to improve education. Their school safety forum requires registration. In addition, the SafetyZone site as a whole is one of the most sophisticated school safety sites, with automated newsfeeds, searchable databases and extensive resources.

Center for the Prevention of School Violence

http://www.ncsu.edu/cpsv
The CPSV hosts the School Violence Prevention Forum, a University-based threaded discussion board that is open to the public. The Center monitors forum communications and provides information and assistance when requested. Messages are also subject to editing by the Center. Site http://courses.forum.ncsu.edu/cgi-bin/netforum/svpf/a/1
StopSchoolViolence.com

http://www.stopschoolviolence.com
The Stop School Violence.com's discussion board is one of the more active and current message boards found in this survey. It is open and public, and can be added to directly on the site.  The messages are threaded and searchable by keyword.  The most current is the date of this report and a clear spike is shown on the issue of guns in schools messages since the Santana shootings. http://www.stopschoolviolence.com/disc10_frm.htm It is clear that this message board is unmoderated, (we noted a threat post from a student on the list evoking no intervention or list moderator and few lengthy dialogues between consistent users).

American School Safety 

http://www.americanschoolsafety.com
The site's communication forum is an on-site, interactive message board that is open to the public. Its structure is relatively simple and basic. It features four different forums (for teachers/administrators, parents, students and law enforcement). Open posting is available in a form at each section except for the law enforcement section. Posts in each section are obviously very infrequent. The teachers/administration board shows the most recent post coming from September of 2000 (the parent and student forums show more recent posts). This site is founded by security professionals and offers levels of sponsorship by companies that are interested in and support school safety issues. 

iii. Sites with Training and Mentoring Programs

Many organizations offer school safety training programs. School Safety sites that specialize in programs of this nature generally carry out training, counseling and mentoring on the physical school site. Partnering with some of these organizations might enable RAO to extend its online events to customize online modules for training programs or as an online mentoring or forum follow-up support that keeps participants linked after the training is over.

The HOPE (Harnessing Optimism and Potential through Education) Foundation

http://www.communitiesofhope.org/
The Hope Foundation makes available long-term, ongoing staff and community development through media, national forums and professional development speakers. While many of their training materials and teleconferences are available for sale on videotape, they offer online assistance and online leadership courses for educators. Their commitment to online modes of delivery is an important sign of potential partnership avenues for RAO and SAY or for sponsorship of online events.

Indiana School Safety Specialist Academy

http://ideanet.doe.state.in.us/isssa/welcome.html
Indiana School Safety Specialist Academy provides on-going, certified training and information on national and state best practices, as well as exemplary resources for school safety, security, intervention/prevention, and emergency preparedness planning. School safety specialists will be trained to lead the development and implementation of school safety practices that provide safe educational environments for all students in Indiana. 

Educators for Social Responsibility & Resolving Conflict Creatively Program

http://www.esrnational.org/Training2001.html
This organization offers Professional Development For Teachers, including a twenty-four hour introductory course and ongoing support for implementation of the RCCP curriculum through on-site classrooms visit. Their program offers school site-based training and peer mediation to teachers, administrators, parents and students in maintaining and managing peaceable classroom environments. But it does not currently offer online services that could support continued collaboration between various schools undertaking the programs or teachers taking the courses. This is a niche that an AG-sponsored SAY site might be able to provide if a partnership were pursued.

iv. Research Survey Conclusions re Safety Sites and SAY Initiative

An excellent opportunity exists for American General if Option 3 described in the overview of this report (See Section I d. iii) is adopted. An American General sponsored, non-profit SAY site could be a differentiator if it offers hosted, moderated discussions, realtime communication and online events. In this research survey of click-to and click-through sites dedicated to the issue of school or student safety and violence in schools, we have noted that partnerships are possible and a niche for specialized services does exist.

This team's research outlined above demonstrates that well-moderated discussion forums are lacking and realtime communication is almost non-existent in this topic area. Sites that offer professional development in school safety issues via training or mentoring do not offer them with the value-add of online support that can be made possible through a combination of well-moderated synchronous and asynchronous communication and collaboration tools. These sites represent a strong potential for partnership in American General's development of an events-driven, interactive, non-profit SAY site.
f. Expanding RAO Outreach to Align with E-Learning Trends

“E-learning” is rapidly defining itself in e-commerce as a strong and growing market segment with the proliferation of companies and institutions that offer online courses, training, and support. RAO is already aware of the competitive landscape for web-based business models in the education industry. In 1999, global expenditures on education and training exceeded $US 2 trillion with about one third of the spending taking place in North America. [2] In 1999, corporate America spent $63 billion on educating and training its workforce. At $3 billion, e-learning occupied the fastest-growing fraction of the market.[3]. Although the industry is currently led by corporate training programs, universities (i.e., Western Governors University, UNEXT and others), and K-12 are also catching up to define a significant part of that landscape. 

As a communication and collaboration site for education professionals, RAO, whatever its focus, must consider the timeliness of supporting this growing community of educators for whom computers and the Internet are already key components in their professional lives, their communications, curricula and classrooms.

i. Collaboration and Communication are Key

In this new knowledge-based economy, collaboration and communication are becoming recognized as the industry’s cornerstone for success. “Knowledge Networks” and “Learning Communities” are the most commonly recognized terms for these collaborative networks of educators. As technology increases access beyond geographic boundaries, teachers and students are networking with each other through their own initiatives, though non-profits and through corporate funded initiatives to build these learning communities. The distributed “electronic” communities already span the globe as these networks of teachers share their work, experiences and ideas with one another. Margaret Riel, co-founder of  “I*Earn,” the oldest global network of teachers and students, emphasized technology’s ability to increase access to these “learning communities” in her 2000 E-Testimony to Congress [4].

ii. Rising Internet Use by Teachers

Recent findings from Quality Education Data’s Year 2000 survey of public schools in the U.S. demonstrated that the use of the Internet by teachers is growing very rapidly and expanding to areas such as professional development and the evaluation of curriculum tools. While teachers have long used the Internet for email and other types of communication, survey results showed a marked increase in teachers’ use of the Internet for these other areas just in the past year. The results showed that 

53% of teachers in public education now use the Internet for professional development, 

52% use it as a lesson-planning tool 

80% use the Internet to evaluate curriculum materials. [5] 

iii. Online Professional Development

With U.S. educational standards rising, today’s teacher is now required to seek regular professional development and training to expand and update her skills. Professional development is now taking place online more often as this type of course fits better into a teacher’s heavy schedule and is more cost effective for the schools. In addition, a new market segment is emerging in the K-12: the full-time online educator.  With the proliferation of state and regional virtual high schools (i.e., Electronic High School, Kentucky Virtual High School, Florida High School, Concord Consortium’s Virtual High School, and others), many K-12 teachers are entering the full-time workforce of these virtual charter schools. [6] 

iv. K-12 Teachers Entering the Online Work Force

Although Higher Education is farther along in the implementation of full program delivery, many universities are partnering with the K-12 to create online learning programs that bridge the resources of the University with the needs of college bound students (i.e., UC College Prep Initiative and University of Nebraska’s CLASS, and others).[7] In addition to the need to find strong community tools to support their services such as mentoring, tutoring, counseling and online resources, these programs are also beginning to add K-12 teachers to their work force. For this reason, RAO’s site might benefit from stretching its target audience to the K-14 to attract this constituency as well as the incoming teachers from the Educational and Ed Tech departments of the university. RAO’s innovative approach with new tools such as thin-client 3D worlds might also attract as partners the Center for Innovative Learning Technologies (CILT), one of the premier networks of K-14 professionals. 

In conclusion, RAO is uniquely positioned to serve the education market by making its specialized tools or special interest events more widely available. RAO can accomplish this by developing strategic partnerships with large education portals (i.e., Bigchalk.com, Education World, Teach-nology, TeacherVision, TeacherHelp, Lightspan, AOL School, and others)  and non-profit organizations (i.e, EdGateway, CILT, I*EARN, TAPPEDIN and ASCD (The Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development) in order to drive traffic to its events, content and services.

III. Site Evaluation

a. RAO By Comparison to Education Portals 

Because RAO will deliver services, interactivity and events to a population of educators, it is important to take into consideration all tools and community practice guidelines from educational sources when implementing the site. Above all, the site must foster the trust, credibility and goodwill that are marked characteristics of success within education communities. For this reason, research undertaken during the planning phase of this project concentrated on Education Portals and service sites. This research reveals that education service sites share the following series of characteristics (see APPENDIX A History and Evolution of Education Portals for in-depth analysis):

Target Population

Target audiences that encourage community involvement: Teachers 
(K-12 and secondary). Sub-areas for Administrators and Education Professionals, Parents and Students 

Membership

Free Memberships or levels of membership that include both free and fee

Design

Very little graphics, high volume of text, split frame (3-column 10 point text)

Corporate look and feel, often banner ads

Navigation

Quick tour of the site with instructions and screenshots

Site search engine on top of entry page

Easy site map view as well as the main page view with alpha or topic order of complete site

Content
Professional development for teachers

Resources and lesson plans arranged and organized by topic or keyword search, often linked to standards or rated

Specialized education search engines

Technology support, assessment and evaluation resources

Tools for Communication or Interactivity

Interactive calendars of events 

Customizable personal organizers or calendars (so site can become user's "home page")

Message boards or asynchronous communication forums (more often threaded than serial)

Realtime chat (sometimes integrated with message boards - 'see who is online now')

Extra interactive reference sources such as dictionaries, encyclopedias, thesaurus, etc.

Tools for members to create a class Web page, school Web page or course Web page

Ratings systems to encourage user input
Following are specific comments and recommendations on the RAO site for each of the above categories.  

b. Target and Membership 
The most critical hallmark of sustainable community is its membership. Whether in a non-profit site as outlined in Options 1 and 3 of the Overview of this report or a for-profit site as outlined in Option 2, (See Section I d.) American General must recognize that it will be in a service orientation to its members. It is critical first and foremost to:

· Define your target membership by understanding as much as possible about them - the work they do, the tools they are familiar with or use, the information they need and the types of relationships they want to form with other community members.

· Create multiple feedback loops so you can continue to find out who they are and what they need so you can be in best service to them.

· Maintain a level of flexibility that is built into the site structure so it can accommodate changes that are needed as site membership grows and changes.
Encouraging members to take part in an onsite survey group or become part of your beta test team for the site (as you have recently done on the current RAO site) yields valuable feedback, and also gives members a valuable sense that they are part of the site. Giving members a “voice” is a huge step in forming a vital relationship with them; members will feel they are part of the site, rather than incidental to it, and their instant “buy-in” is critical to network growth. The single biggest mistake made by many companies creating a member-based site is to ignore their members, when in fact, your membership is your single most valuable source for user opinion.   
Our research demonstrates that most education service sites target a broad-based audience that includes teachers, administrators, parents and students. This opens up opportunities for community growth as stronger dialogue around shared issues is made possible. American General’s primary target audience as currently defined consists of K-12 teachers who are VALIC customers.  While this smaller target group is appropriate for Option 2 (i.e. community services and tools on existing AG sales sites), this team recommends that the target groups stay broader for Options 1 and 3. (See section II a. through e.). School safety, in particular, affects everyone in a community. It is an issue that can only be effectively addressed by parents, students, administrators and teachers together.

You may wish to institute member profiling so that members can find others with whom they share common interests and/or location to engage in discussions, collaborations, and mentoring relationships.  Profiling opens up significant privacy issues and company policy issues, especially with respect to site documents including Terms of Use and Privacy (see Section VIII d-e for discussion of these documents).  Decisions need to be made about target membership and policies for the site before further recommendations can be made in this area.  

c. Design 

The design of most of the Education Portals surveyed tends to be highly corporate and text-based. RAO’s early focus groups for the site during the pre-launch stage suggested that subjects wanted a brighter, more colorful, less corporate look than was exhibited in early versions of the RAO site. This team agrees with the need to make the User Interface as warm and friendly as possible. As demonstrated in the visual comparison of many of the sites (See APPENDIX A History and Evolution of Education Portals, pg. 9), RAO definitely stands out.  However, it is the opinion of this team that the cartoon quality of the current RAO site as a whole may alienate a large portion of its potential membership, particularly if school safety becomes a dominant issue.  
Teachers working with K-6 might feel comfortable with RAO’s current design.  However, teachers in today’s high schools may not feel that information is treated with the seriousness it deserves when they are working with young adults in very serious settings. While friendly imagery can add to the ease of navigation (as exhibited in areas of the excellent, simply-designed www.dotolearn.com site for special education professionals), there is a fine line that should not be crossed between friendliness and cartooniness. In addition, large image map cartoons in the reference section of the RAO site do not perform well and add to the download time. 

This team recommends that the design of the site strive for simplicity and elegance, while maintaining a colorful, friendly quality. Eliminate some of the overly cartoon style and integrate simple, modern iconography where possible. Icons can appear to have a friendly style while still maintaining an understated and easy-to-use design quality. An excellent example of this is found throughout the EdGateway education site. The overall design of the site should maintain and amplify the integrity of the material presented within it.
d. Context and Content  

The context within which the interactive and content components of the site are presented to the user is critical to the success or failure of those components.  Context is everything.  If your content is not congruent with your interactive offerings, the result will be confusion and disinterest on the part of your site visitors.

Two key areas of content interest have been identified by RAO as having the highest short-term priority:  financial planning and school safety. The first is an obvious connection to the parent company’s business.  The second is clearly linked to the Safeguarding America’s Youth (SAY) initiative. Both areas are clearly of interest to the currently defined target population, and in fact would be of interest to an even wider definition of that audience.  

The best way to provide the foundation for a successful interactive network is to begin with one or two key areas of interest to the target population. Both proposed subjects make an excellent offering around which to create buzz, develop events and encourage ongoing discussion (see section II e.). Editorial content should be concise and well written, and clearly linked to interactive discussion and event areas to encourage member response and participation. Members can be polled (via onsite surveys, emails, and so on) to determine which content areas most interest them. 

e. Navigation

Navigation is an issue that impacts interactivity to a great degree on a website. 

· Users need to be able to find what they want, and on the best sites they can do so within two or three clicks.   

· The path must be clear and well-marked so that users can not only find their way into a specific component, but can also find their way back out and hopefully back in on a subsequent visit.

· Navigation through an activity needs to be clear and simple.  Pathing should be straightforward and not force the user to double back or repeat steps in order to accomplish a task.  

· The best navigation allows for multiple pathing through a site, so that an individual has a number of ways to enter an activity, perform a task, or accomplish a goal, and may do so from just about anywhere on the site.

· Path and current location should be well marked, either via explicit labeling or implicit in the design.

The RAO site has some navigation issues that are an impediment to ongoing interactivity.  The inability to login once and stay logged in throughout the session is one of the most common reasons people do not return to an interactive site.  RAO needs to either eliminate the concept of “membership” or rebuild the membership system so that users can login once and will be recognized by the system as logged in no matter where they go or how many times they switch pages on the site. The ideal system would also recognize when a returning user is already a member and would invite that member to login rather than inviting the member to sign up again.  Lack of persistent login can be confusing and frustrating for people, which can be a big factor in users not returning to the site.

Any interactive components on the site need to be integrated in such a way that the components are available from anywhere on the site:

· The global navigation should present an opportunity to get into the top level of any interactive portion of the site.  

· If message boards are used, the global navigation should point people directly into the top level or start page of the message boards.  

· Links need to be embedded into interactive components in context with the content of the site.  So you might post an article and then invite people to talk about the subject by embedding a link directly into a relevant topic.

The current RAO site includes what is commonly known as a “splash page.”  This is unnecessary and should be removed.  There is no reason to use a splash page, and some consider it a barrier to entry.  All components of the site should be available within three clicks. The home page should always be the primary entry point – not click to the splash page, then click to get to the home page. A first click should get you into the top pages of the large subdivisions of the site. In this case, it might be a subsection about financial planning and a subsection about SAY, along with the top level of the interactive components, and the top level for the “utilities” area of the site. The second click should allow people to read articles, interact, move around the site and DO things. The third level – if any at all – should be reserved for things like downloadable files, feedback forms and links to other sites.  By using a splash page, you are eliminating one of those levels off the top, and you are forcing the users to dig just a little deeper to get to the main content. 

While some argue that this is the best way to get listed in the search engines, this is not true unless you are creating a different splash page for each search engine based on the rules specific to that search engine. Since there is no indication that this is the case here, the splash page should be eliminated.

f. Tools and Interactivity
This team and RAO principals collectively reviewed the RAO site and considered the “Lessons Learned” documentation from RAO during the planning stages. It became clear that:

· The RAO site launched with too many tools too quickly

· RAO’s communication tools were not adequately supported by a human infrastructure

· Tools such as the instant messaging were little used and not well integrated on the site

· Tools such as MyEvents did not perform well enough to meet original expectations 

· Tools such as the personal planner were too commonly available to teachers in other locations online.

In reviewing the research and lessons learned, this team agrees that RAO’s initial goal to use interactivity and communication tools as a differentiator met with positive results. During the planning sessions there was a collective agreement that RAO was wise to phase out or change tools such as MyEvents or its “personal organizer” which exhibited poor performance or were already too commonly available. It was also the collective agreement that the primary uses of tools according to an event-driven model would be for communication and collaboration. As RAO phases out pre-existing tools and adopts different, or more efficient tools, the following questions still need to be considered.

· What is the primary purpose for each tool?  

· Has it met that purpose?  

· Where has it been successful?  

· Where has it failed? 

It might be important to consider these comments of the early focus groups (primarily educators) of the RAO site carried out prior to launch: 

· The presentation (User Interface – UI) of the tools was of high priority

· The graphic quality of the 3D Worlds was exciting (but a more symbolic or iconic rather than anthropomorphic avatar was suggested or preferred)

· Navigation to the tools was important (i.e. where they are located in the site)
For an in depth discussion of communication and collaboration tools including recommendations regarding tool selection, tool integration and multiple levels of interactivity, see Section VII:  Communication and Collaboration Tools.  
g. AGRS/VALIC Site Evaluation

The AGRS and VALIC sites deliver appropriate, useful and clearly written information to their target audience of current and potential customers.  Graphics are clean and professional.  

However, it is recommended that several navigation, content and tools issues be explored and improved (see Section VII for extended recommendations concerning uses of tools).   

Navigation is made difficult both by the thin navigation bars across the top and bottom, and by the extremely small, thin, gray type font used in bars and especially in the left-hand frames.  As these frames point to information of central importance to customers, at a minimum, font size should be increased and the font bolded.  Further, critical information  -- i.e., “educating your employees” or “4 easy steps”  -- should be featured (for example, in the Section Highlights or as prominent click-tos in the center of the page), rather than buried in the frames.  

Especially on the AGRS site, content on the home page seems designed to serve the company and its shareholders at the expense of customers.  Company statistics, while impressive, are of less immediate use to customers than are critical information and tools such as calculators and important tips about new products.  A quick fix might be to make the “find information about” list on the AGRS home page immediately clickable.  

Of particular concern are the “My Account” and “Contact Us” pages.  On the AGRS home page, John Graf states the company’s commitment to “uncompromising face-to-face” customer service and to the Internet as a new service medium.  A range of interactive tools exists that do in fact leverage the Internet’s usefulness as a customer service medium – none of which is in evidence on the sites. Message boards, chat capability and 3D meeting software such as the Meet3D software developed for RAO (“click here to talk to your sales representative about your account NOW”) would all be of great benefit to AGRS/VALIC in “touching” their customers with immediate, personal service.  As it is, these same customers must send in emails and wait (even days) for a response, or speak to an automated phone system.  It is highly recommended that the interactive tools discussed within this report be incorporated into the AGRS and VALIC sites, as they can provide the “uncompromising face-to-face approach” noted by Mr. Graf.  

There are currently tools available on the VALIC/AGRS sites to help customers manage their retirement accounts. The tools allow for customers to view their portfolio, get a transaction history, view their current investment elections, change their investment allocations, make exchange transactions, get price information, and manage their online account (change PIN etc).   

A VALIC account holder who is also a member of this team suggests that these tools are useful, but intimidating. He is uncomfortable making changes because he is not sure about the changes and he doesn’t want to make a mistake.  He suggests:

· Adding an interactive demo, preferably with audio or chat capability, where a customer can make changes to a pretend account to see what happens.  

· Adding a <save configuration> option so that if you didn't like what you'd done, in addition to <cancel>, you could load a previous configuration and get back to square one or default.  

He also stated that the second suggestion may be there later on in the process, but he has not felt comfortable enough with the system to make any changes to find out if it is there and the help isn’t available to tell him what is or is not possible.

It is the recommendation of this team that interactive help files be created for this system to make it more user-friendly and less intimidating. This might also be a VALIC customer-specific event topic for a private online event.  You can invite only current VALIC customers who have online access to an event specifically to allow them to talk to someone who can walk them through the process.   Or you can have a message board topic set up so that only folks who access that topic through the VALIC account management system can see the postings to allow people to ask questions and get answers directly from the company about how to use the tools.  We are not talking here about advice on the investments themselves – only technical and user information about use of the system itself. This could be a tremendous boost to relationship building with your customers and be a definite plus in comparison to the service of other providers who do not provide this kind of surface intimacy for help with online technology.

Further, information such as “This is not your mother’s portfolio” and “Four Easy Steps For Planning Your Retirement” would benefit from message board and/or conference forum treatment that would invite active member participation (see Option 2 in the Overview Section).  

For example, the internal RAO team indicated that an initiative is underway to create a series of “Life Events” tutorials for use by customers.  Financial planning needs to take life events into account and many people do not know how to manage finances around life events.  These tutorials are being created by American General to give people tools to help them handle the financial implications of life events.  We believe this is an excellent opportunity to tie in the content of the site with interactive tools and approaches.  These Life Events tutorials can provide context for large-scale events or for ongoing discussions on the site.

For example, perhaps AG would like to present a Life Event tutorial about a woman planning her retirement in light of the possibility of being widowed.  This is a very real issue for women, yet many women rely on their spouse’s planning and retirement for their own comfort and support in the later years of life.  When a spouse dies unexpectedly, the woman is often left unprepared and unable to immediately manage her own finances and can be caught in an undesirable position financially.  Further, as pointed out in “This is not your mother’s portolio” on the AGRS site, women are by nature risk-adverse, and as a result, may invest so cautiously that they outlive their investments.  

Launching this particular Life Event tutorial can become something larger than just putting the tutorial on the site.  An event can be sponsored that talks about the issue, and the tutorial can then be launched alongside the event.  Further discussion among women – possibly women sharing their own experiences with other women – can then be undertaken on the message boards for either a finite time period or for a longer ongoing discussion topic.  

It is the opinion of this team that the Life Events tutorials can create wonderful context for the interactive network and should be taken into account when integrating content with interactivity. 

Finally, while the graphics on both sites are appropriately professional for a serious, adult subject, focus groups of educators approved of RAO’s colorful, friendly look and tone.  The team notes that the website http://adventistretirement.valic.com/prilabel/sdaweb.nsf, created for an audience of AGRS/VALIC customers who are Seventh-day Adventists, combines the professional information offered by the above corporate sites with warm, friendly graphics tailored to a “community.”  The same graphic approach could be used with good effect to create sites or pages within the above sites targeted to educator “communities of interest” (women, mentor retirees, etc) such as those identified by the original RAO.  In addition, the information in “12 Easy Retirement Tips” from the Seventh-day site would make excellent content for a series of message boards or a conference forum.  

IV. Events Planning and Execution
a. Events Planning

Events are a great means by which to build and cement community. There are several types of events you can undertake.   Forum-based events involve bringing in someone who would be of interest to the population for a specified period of time to interact with the members on the message boards. This type of event is usually heavily moderated and the host assists with the direction and flow of the event as it happens.  Once a forum-based event runs its course, the topic is often frozen so no more discussion can be added.  There are a number of ways to facilitate this type of event; this team is available to assist you in understanding all of them. 

Another type of event occurs in chat. You can invite a celebrity or well-known individual into a moderated chat event.  These events generally draw large crowds when the guest is a well-respected or well-liked individual within the community.   Again there are specific facilitation needs and often chats of this sort are logged and archived so that someone can come in later and revisit the event.  It is also a good idea to make these logs available so members who could not attend a chat can come later and see what took place. 

Chat events can be further extended to a discussion on the boards about the event or about the guest. Of course this discussion can also be used to advertise or promote the event prior to the chat.

      i. Scheduling

The timing of the events schedule is based on a number of variables.  It is usually a good idea to start with a slow schedule and build to a more active schedule based on the number of users, the level of interest in the topics, and resource support for the events.   Our recommendation is to start with one event every four to six weeks to begin, and to slowly increase that schedule.  You might want to increase events to once per month after having two successful events, then maybe to twice per month after having 2 - 4 successful monthly events.  You can increase at this rate until you reach a comfortable level of activity for your events.  This is advisable whether an event is a chat event, an auditorium event or a forum-based event.

ii. Planning
Planning an event requires about six to eight weeks of preparation.  It can be done more quickly, but your ability to execute a successful event lessens with a shorter time frame to plan the event.  Planning requires first developing your topic or theme for the event and creating a context for the event.  The context can be totally online, or it can be in conjunction with some offline event or interest.  

Once you develop a topic or theme, you need to identify, contact and invite your guest speaker (or speakers).   After identifying your speakers, you will need to make sure your guest is prepped, any preliminary technical issues are taken care of, you have a moderator and/or host for the event and you have covered any legal or contractual issues with everyone involved.   You may need a typist for the event, and in the case of a 3D event, you have other issues that need to be addressed (see section VII c).   

After you get this far, you need to plan your marketing campaign and determine how you are going to get people to come to your event.  You can then determine your metrics for success and begin to put the pieces into place. The normal process conducted by this team includes walking you through the planning of at least one major event and helping you to develop your topic, context and guest speaker for the event.  We can also help you identify staff members and set up for the actual event itself.

Our recommendation is to carefully plan each event, and staff each event with well-trained moderators/hosts.  Allow enough time to thoroughly prepare for an event:  secure a guest, take care of any legal or contractual considerations, research the topic, prepare any text, find qualified personnel to run the event, market the event, do a practice run and prepare the environment.   The first few events will take longer to prep than subsequent events, simply because it is a new activity for the internal team.  

iii. Management of an Event
Event management is a key factor in the success or failure of any event.  It is of vital importance that trained staff members run the event itself.  Events do not just “happen.”  They take careful planning and skilled execution.  Event management goes beyond simply operating the software.  There are many behind-the-scenes issues that come up, social issues to deal with and technical machinations that need to happen transparently to the end-user. 

The actual event may only be scheduled for an hour, but management of that event takes much longer.  Besides the planning time - which should start at least 4-6 weeks or longer in advance - on the day of the actual event, an hour event translates into several hours of work for the event staff.   Several hours before the event, the entire platform should be tested.  Any macros or text should be installed and tested to make sure there are no glitches during the event.   If a typist is being used for the guest, any communication path set up for the guest and the typist must be tested.  Systems should be in place to measure and log the event and any material that is being presented should be finalized and ready to go.  You will not have time during the event itself to tweak and polish.

Forum events are longer-lived, so you may have time to fix any snafus as you go, but generally the better prepared and the more polished you are at the opening of the event, the more smoothly the event will run.

An example of a seminar style event is the current Online Social Networks 2001 <http://www.groupjazz.com/osn2001> jointly sponsored by GroupJazz and Rheingold Associates using a customized Caucus interface.  This type of event lasts two or three weeks.  An event can be a great way to launch ongoing discussions -- people are less reluctant to commit two a two or three week event than to an ongoing discussion. Moreover, some of those who show up for the event will stick around. Two to four events a year could help a continuous community grow. The key to sustainable community is critical mass. An event is a means toward the end of achieving a critical mass of active participants

Another event of this type is MathWeb.  This was an event produced by GroupJazz in a highly customized Caucus conference.  The conference was archived and is now available on CD-ROM.   The target audience was math teachers, and the goal of Mathweb2000 was to make professional enrichment accessible to mathematics teachers throughout the country through the use of technology.

You can reach MathWeb by visiting http://www.groupjazz.com/mathweb2000 .  You can read about the event on the site.  To access the archive, scroll down to the bottom of the page where you’ll see an enter button.  Use the user name “mathwebdemo” and the password “demo” to access the archive of this event.
Approximate cost for this type of event:

1. $40,000 for an event for several hundred participants, keynote speakers and workshop leaders.  AG would be responsible for compensating speakers and for the marketing. This would be a message board event of two weeks duration, with the possibility of several chats during that time.
2. $10,000 to set up the software and create the information structure -- all the greetings, titles of discussion topics, intros to discussion topics, welcome centers and help desk.

3. $5000/month to maintain a reasonably sized message board and chat community

Actual cost quotes would depend on the variables and would be offered in a proposal for implementation if requested.

b. Evaluation
Once the event is over, you will need to “clean up”, archive and analyze the event.  If this is a real-time event, you should take the time to review any unanswered questions and possibly post answers to questions that had not yet been reached in the queue. If this is a forum-based event, you will need to go in and address any unaddressed issues - even just to summarize and recognize that issues did remain unaddressed.

Any archives or logs of the event should then be prepared and posted.  How these archives are prepared depends on the decisions made for presentation of the material after the event.   This is also the time to record the stats for the event for analysis.  Much of what you do after an event is based on the decisions made prior to the event. For example, how the stats are analyzed and reported is dependent on the decisions you make regarding the success parameters for the event and how individual events fit into the larger picture.  There may be ongoing discussions after the event which need to be taken into consideration.  Or there may be a feedback/communication loop that is ongoing, as, for instance, in the case of sales leads generated as a result of an event around the topic of retirement.   With more information, and the ability to work with you, this team would be able to walk you through the first few events and help you understand the variables and deal with the after-event based on the decisions you make.

c.  Metrics and Measures of Success
Statistics and RAO Events

As discussed in Option 2 of the Overview (see section II.d.ii), ROI on any site parameter can be measured in multiple ways. There are two types of statistics that need to be measured and analyzed to determine the success or failure of the project as a whole, and of individual portions of the project such as individual events, certain interactive activities, marketing campaigns and other initiatives. 

1) ROI. The Return on Investment necessitates that everything be translated into dollars and cents and that those numbers then be applied to the p-and-l to determine the bottom line. You must have a good handle on what your costs are, and then in terms of dollars what your return is. For example, ROI can be measured by a direct correlation between sales leads generated via an event and completed sales. But there are other ways to measure ROI as well:  savings in travel expenses, lower phone bills, lower cost of information dissemination, lower cost in customer support via phone reps, lower cost in mailings, and so on. There are a number of ways to gain a return (defined as a positive impact on bottom line P&L) that are not tied directly to revenue stream.

2) The second indicator of success or failure is not about ROI. It has nothing to do with dollars and cents and everything to do with determination and definition of success. This requires an understanding of appropriate measurable outcomes. Measurable outcomes are what you develop from site statistics and traffic analysis, among other things. For instance, if you define success as X number of registered members in a given time period, then your measurable outcome is the number of current, active registrations. 
Developing Key Indicators for Events
RAO needs to develop clear measurable outcomes for the project-at-large as well as for individual subsets of the project such as events. For both ROI and measurable outcomes, you need to identify key indicators for each, and then determine how those indicators will be tracked, analyzed and reported.

Current metrics used to measure the RAO site have been the raw log files analyzed by WebTrends to provide a snapshot picture of all traffic to and from the site. This analysis includes the customary page views, user session and traffic pattern analysis that gives an overview of the numbers of people that come to the site at any given time during the day, where on the site they visit and how long they stay.  Further information includes from which domain they come and on what page they enter and exit the site.  

From the statistics available, there is a clear indication that a move towards interactive, events-based programming is a good one.  There are clear spikes of interest in the site from a wider number and variety of people when there is an interactive event promoted and executed on the site.  Currently, RAO’s retention figures are low, but this trend can be reversed with the addition of fresh and exciting site activities, including message boards linked to events.  

The aim of future site development is to leverage the ability for the site to generate this type of spike in activity, and turn this activity into something more in keeping with the goals the company has for the site.  In order to know that those goals are being met, and to measure the success and/or failure of a given event, or the site as a whole, metrics much be defined and developed which go beyond raw site-wide statistics.

In order to do this, key indicators need to be identified and methods for tracking those indicators need to be put into place.  For instance, you may plan to invite a speaker to headline or keynote an online event. For example, you might invite Jeremy Travis, former Director of the National Institute of Justice, to speak to current VALIC customers about an issue critical to school safety – for example, whether gun safety courses in schools should be mandatory, a current topic of high interest to educators and parents alike.

You will want to know exactly how successful that event is and whether you should do that type of event again.  The site statistics may be able to give you a high level overview of the amount of traffic generated on the site for the time period surrounding the event, but they will not give you any specific information about the event itself.  You would need to determine the type of information you consider important to this type of event.  Do you want to know who your visitors are?   Do you want to create a follow-up discussion?  Do you want to know how many people actually asked questions?  Or presented comments?  Do you want to know how many people downloaded an archive of the event?  These are the types of things that do not show up in raw web logs.  

Key indicators for each measurement you want to take would need to be identified.  If you want to know how many people download the archive, you might want to put a counter on the download process to find out how many people are actually downloading the file.  Or you may want to go a step further and allow only registered users to download the file so you can track who is downloading the file.  Why would you want to know this information?  By knowing who downloaded the file, you can create an invitation list for the next event of the same type.  You can compare the download list to the attendance list and find out who had an interest in the event but did not attend.  You can then survey to find out why they could not attend and if there was something you could do to make it possible for them to attend the next event. 

The first step in developing a system for measures of success is to define your success.  You want to make some decisions about what events you are going to schedule and how often.  You then need to take a look at the target population, and make some decisions about where your definition of success lies.  The variables include:

· your ability to reach your target audience

· the visibility of the event and 

· the planning and the management of the event itself.  
Take the example above with Jeremy Travis. Although he provided the keynote address for PAVNET’s online School Safety conference a couple years ago and is known for his expertise on this topic, he is not a generally well-known man who would generate “buzz.”  The topic is important to educators, however, so how you position this event in your marketing effort will determine how many people you can reasonably expect to show up.  

For an event such as this, given that you have approximately 5,000 potential attendees to work with (this assumes an overall target market of 50,000 VALIC customers; see section III b), a strong marketing campaign may result in about 10% of your potential audience attending at least to see what the event is about. This means you would have an upper threshold of 500 people for this event. You would need to decide in advance what your parameters for success are based on this threshold.  If all 500 people show up, and 20% of them stay from beginning to end, is that a success? Or would you expect to see a 50% or better full attendance rate?    If you have 20% stay from beginning to end, of those 100 people, how many would you expect to continue with some type of follow-up activity?  Are you planning to hold a discussion after the event?  Put up a message board topic?  Are there other offerings that can be made in conjunction with the topic?  Giveaways?  Sale items?  Discounts on VALIC products?  Preferential SAY grants?  

Suppose you decide to leverage your existing relationship with current affiliate partner PAVNET by staging an open, jointly-sponsored event on the RAO (or SAY) site featuring Jeremy Travis. Given a much wider possible audience of education professionals as your target market, your definition of measurable success changes significantly.  
This might all look different again if you change yet another variable.  For example, suppose you invite someone extremely famous, such as Oprah Winfrey, to speak about safeguarding America’s youth through school safety programs.  You must then  change your definition of success.  To take a look at 500 people and assume that you will get at least 100 to join the event from start to finish would be grossly underestimating your success for the event.  By inviting a higher profile guest, you can actually get a larger return for less exposure.  You might expect to get a larger percentage of the 5,000 VALIC customers interested in the event – maybe as high as 75%.  You can reasonably expect at least 50% to show up.  If you then take 50% of those who show as a success metric for a high-profile event, you have 1,250 people rather than 100.  This makes a huge difference with regard to the amount of time and energy it takes to execute an event.  Make the event open to educators outside your current VALIC customer base, and the success metrics change again.  

Other variables may have an impact that is just as dramatic. The amount of money you spend in marketing an event definitely has an impact on how many people you can reach to promote the event.  Tie-in promotions are also a good way to generate some buzz about an event and encourage more people to attend.

Once you decide what you are going to do, and decide how you define the success of that particular event, you can then determine the key indicators that need to be measured and develop a system to measure those indicators, track changes and analyze the results.  The recommendation of this team is to develop your measurable outcomes and track your metrics on an event-by-event basis, which will require some thought during the planning process for each event about how you want to define the success for the event.  

After several events, you will have several different templates that you can use for measuring the effectiveness of your marketing, and you will understand how to use the defined metrics to fine-tune your procedures for events management and execution. The normal process of this team includes working through the planning and execution of at least the first large event to help you define those success points, focus in on the goals for the event and measure and analyze the raw statistics available after the event.   Since this is a process that is very specific to the activity, it is necessary to have the decisions made and the structure in place before defining metrics and developing measurable outcomes.

V. Staffing

Staffing is essential to the success of any online venture, but especially critical to any interactive venture online.  Staffing covers both the internal staff needed to support and manage the interactive site and the online staff - which may be part-time, full-time, freelance or contract work. Before we talk about the types and potential numbers of staff members necessary to be successful, the issue of volunteers vs. paid staff must be addressed.

On the Internet, it has become the habit for many sites to use volunteers.  Most notably, the sites that bill themselves as “community” sites, or call their interactive portions “community,” justify this use of volunteers rather than paid staff by claiming that the workers are performing a “community service” and that they are really not part of the sponsoring company.   

In reality, this is inappropriate at best, and illegal exploitation at worst.  The history of this practice goes back many years, and stems from the gift economy of the Internet.  Many people willingly and enthusiastically contributed to the growth and development of both the technologies and the social networks that make up the  Internet as we know it.  In fact, the Net would not be where it is without this gift economy. So when big business found the Net, it took advantage of the gift economy.  It is not clear there was any concerted effort to exploit - at least not at first.  Business still was not sure how it was going to make money, but saw an opportunity to try.  After all, where a great number of people gather, there is usually some money.
Companies did not understand “gift economy” and thought all they needed to do was to create the space.  And indeed, they created the space, and people came.  In many cases, this worked.  People who came were accustomed to building relationships online, and they gladly took advantage of newer technologies to build their networks.  But as the population online grew, so did the amount of work it took to build and manage and maintain these communities.  “Newbies” - or new Internet users - eventually overwhelmed the old-timers and it became not only a real challenge to maintain a sense of community, but also a less attractive way to spend time for the people who were doing it.  The companies, however, had expectations that the communities would continue to grow and be managed in a way that held a positive image for the company.  Companies were now paying attention to what people were doing online, and realized that communities were more than just an aggregation of people.  They started to manage and direct these leaders of the communities and indeed started placing real expectations on the people who were encouraging and enabling relationships among the throngs of users aggregated around the technologies.

It became apparent that without this aggregation of participants, some of these companies would not be successful on the Web.  And without these leaders, these aggregations would not turn into communities.  And without communities, the aggregations would go away - because meaningful interaction requires planning and skilled management, and meaningful interaction is what brings people back over and over again.  

In the United States, we have laws that govern how business may use its human resources.  The only organizations in this country that may use volunteer labor legally are non-profit corporations as designated by the IRS or community based human services, such as hospitals, fire departments and the like.  The only other valid, legal use of unpaid labor falls under the heading of “internship” which is a very clear use of student labor for the dual-purpose of teaching (on the company side) and learning/experience (on the student side).  

The laws do not make a distinction between online and offline - the only distinction is the company’s status and business.   That is not to say there is not a place for online volunteers; there most certainly is a place for online volunteers, but that place is not in a position where a for-profit company would benefit from their labor.
It is the recommendation of this team that ALL staff, online or offline, be paid for participation in any website(s) developed by this project.  This includes hosts, moderators, typists, developers, writers, editors, managers -- everyone. There are some potential exceptions; for instance, you might invite registered members to write an article of interest to the community in return for recognition or a small stipend as a way to generate member-created content.  And you may not need to pay every single guest speaker that comes through the site; some may be paid, some may not.  But any individual that is there to manage and assist with providing these events and the interactive spaces should be paid a real wage for the work that person is doing.  It is hard work, it requires skills and training, and the company benefits from the work done by the individuals.  This section will deal with the issue of staffing and recommendations for skill sets needed to staff the interactive portions of the site.

a. Manager

It is important that someone on the internal team be dedicated solely to the development and support of site interactivity.  This is such an integral part of the site that great consideration needs to be given to how the interactivity will be supported.  Just as it is necessary to have staff in place to address the needs of the content, commerce and technology portions of the site, so it is necessary to have someone dedicated to the interactive components of the site.

You have already put into place an individual to manage this function.  The purview of this position requires that this person be directly responsible for the interactions between people on the site, and the interaction between the site and the users.  This position may also have input into the communication between the company and the customer, although this may not be the person directly responsible for the content of that communication.  

We recommend that the Manager currently in this position take a training course specific to the management and development of online interactive spaces - aka online community.  It is necessary and beneficial for the individual in this position to be not only well acquainted, but also comfortable with the tools implemented to enable communication on the site.  It is also of great benefit for this individual to understand the social issues inherent in any online social network, and how to manage those issues effectively.  Communication over online networks carries its own set of challenges and issues and anyone involved with managing an online interactive space can benefit from such training.   Cost for this training depends on the choices made concerning tools for the site, and requires commitment on the part of the Manager to complete the training and remain invested in successful completion.  It is also recommended that the Manager be familiar with, and possibly attend, the same training sessions the hosts and moderators will attend, so that the Manager will have insight into the issues relevant to these positions and will be apprised of social dynamics within the team. 

b. Internal Support Team

The internal support team is made up of anyone who works directly with the site, and indirectly with the technology, sales or marketing staff to help meet the goals for the site.  We have no direct recommendations for the structure or operations of the team other than to say that it is imperative that the support for any interactive initiative be clear and in place.  It is also the opinion of this team that anyone that is in a position to directly support or market the site would benefit from a quick overview training program so that everyone is informed and understands what is happening on the site and what is involved in creating, developing, supporting and managing this space.

c.Onsite Staffing

Many positions fall under the heading of onsite staffing.  All of these can be filled as part-time, full-time or contract positions.  There are a number of considerations to think about in deciding how many and what type of onsite help you need.   Much of the staffing cannot be determined without concrete decisions made as to tools, budget, levels and types of activity and scheduling and support of events.   Much of what follows is general information that can be used as a guideline to assist in making those decisions.  

Every interactive space - whether social, community or business - needs someone who is charged with responsibility for that area.  There are different roles that are necessary to maintain an online space.  The two roles that are critical to this project are that of host and moderator.  

A moderator is a person who is charged with maintaining the order and appropriateness of an online space or event.   The moderator is the janitor, operator and policemen all rolled up into one.  In a real-time event, the moderator is the one who manages the queue, problem-solves and troubleshoots anything that may come up, and usually carries the responsibility for logging the event and cleaning the log and creating the archive.  The moderator oftentimes has little interaction with the users, and that interaction is mostly utilitarian.  

In a forum or message board setting, the moderator is the one who cleans out inappropriate posts or posts that are considered “spam” (unrelated, unauthorized advertising, commercial or not).  This is also the person who might start new boards or do technical maintenance on the system, such as archiving old topics that are no longer active, helping users with problems, and deleting boards that are no longer used.  

The skills necessary for someone who would like to be considered for a position as a moderator are familiarity and a high degree of comfort with technology (not necessarily the specific software, although that doesn’t hurt!), strong typing skills, ability to be diplomatic, strong problem solving ability and strong communication skills. Experience in online communication is important, although inexperienced people can be trained and mentored.  It also helps if the individual is familiar with the Internet and typical Internet protocols for social interaction.  Of course the individual must be dependable, and attention to detail is a must.

A host is a person who is charged with managing interaction.  The host is similar to the host of a party or an innkeeper.  The host is the person who introduces a guest or speaker for a real-time event.  The host might act as panel moderator for an online seminar or conference.  The host interacts with the guest or speaker and with the users.  In a non-guest open chat room, the host is the one who keeps the conversation flowing.  If there is a specific topic, it is the host who helps direct the conversation to the topic when it strays.  The host also provides a warm, welcoming presence for newcomers.  

On a message board, the host is the one who starts new topics to kickstart a quiet board.  The host steers the postings back on topic when it strays and helps manage the information structure of the boards.  The host is the one who knows and interacts with the users, and a skilled host can draw out a shy user and keep an overbearing user from dominating any one topic.  

Skills required for a host are a high degree of comfort with online interpersonal communication, strong typing skills, and a pleasant, outgoing personality.  A strong comfort level with technology and familiarity with the Internet and typical Internet protocols for social interaction are highly desirable.  Diplomacy and the ability to “think on your feet” are also much needed skills for an online host.  For both positions, but especially for the host, it helps to have at least some familiarity with, but preferably some expertise in, the subject matter of the event or discussions. 

Ideally, as noted by Howard Rheingold in Appendix F, The Art of Hosting Good Conversations Online, the host is an authority, an examplar, a cybrarian who nurtures community memory, as well as a member of the community and a character in the ongoing improvised show that is online community.  

The number of hosts and moderators needed is absolutely dependent on the amount of interactivity and the number and scheduling of events planned for the site.  A good rule of thumb to remember is that there should be one person for every twelve to sixteen person-hours required per week to do the work. Each real-time event requires several weeks of preparation, which can be full-time research, writing and other preparation, plus at least four hours for the actual event (assuming a one-hour event). It then requires a minimum of two hours and sometimes much more for after-event work (this amount of time depends on the decisions made for archiving and follow-up).  A forum-based event requires pre-event prep time, which can vary depending on the topic and level of expertise the host has in that topic, a certain amount of daily “in event” interactivity, and follow-up and post-event archival.   

Besides staffing for events, if the decision is made to include ongoing message boards on the site, it is imperative that those boards be staffed.  You can usually start with a few people, but as activity builds, so does the need for staff.   A message board host needs to read every single post on the board to which he or she is assigned.  In an active system, this can be a time-consuming and tedious task.  Dealing with a board that gets a few thousand new posts a week (or less) is do-able by one person, provided there is not a lot of hand-holding and utility work that needs to be done as well.  But dealing with a board that gets a few thousand new posts a day would be impossible for just one person.  

Another position that may be necessary for real-time events is a typist.  This is typically someone who is hired on an as-needed basis as a freelance position.  The typist is the person who is the “fingers” for a guest speaker or presenter who is unable or unwilling to type for himself.  Some speakers will do their own typing; for example, Tom Clancy always does his own typing from the AOL headquarters when he is a guest at one of their auditorium events.   But Michael Jackson, in the same auditorium and in the same venue, needed to have someone type everything for him as he spoke.  There are a number of ways this can be handled.  In Michael Jackson’s case, the celebrity was on the phone, and the typist took his dictation via speakerphone and typed directly into the event. To the users, this was entirely transparent, as all they saw on stage was the screen name representing Michael Jackson.  

In some cases it is necessary to gather questions prior to the event and have the speaker answer the questions ahead of time.  This way, the answers can be typed out and the typist will only be necessary for spontaneous questions or comments that may come up.  This is especially helpful in cases where there is a large amount of information to present or a speaker who is particularly wordy.

Payment for hosts and moderators typically runs $12-30 an hour and up.  Much depends on the expertise level required for the host or moderator outside the parameters of the online social space.  For instance, if a site were to require that a host for a cancer support board also be either a medical doctor with an oncology specialty or a mental health professional with specific training in medical support issues, then that person would probably need to be paid at a rate that is commensurate with his or her training and experience.  In the case of this project, financial or education experts may have to be compensated according to their position and skills.   

Our recommendation for staffing levels is to first decide exactly what technology you wish to use on the site, and then make some concrete decisions about the number of events you plan to hold.  A decision needs to be made as to whether there will be ongoing message boards and/or chat, and appropriate staffing levels can then be determined based on the factors outlined.

d. Recruiting and Growth

One of the key components to building an effective team for an interactive space is the recruiting process.  The first step in creating a recruiting process is to create a profile for each position necessary to run the space.  Once you have a profile describing the desired attributes for potential hires, you can then begin to identify appropriate candidates to fill the positions.

There are a number of ways you can identify and then screen potential hosts and moderators.  Our recommendation is to build a multi-faceted recruiting program that allows you to identify the best candidates from within the social space itself.  The recruiting program will feed into a screening process which will, in turn, feed into whatever processes you have developed internally to manage remote workers. If you do not yet have those processes in place, this team can work with you to develop your system to manage remote workers, whether you decide to hire remote workers as employees or use them as freelance contractors.

The vast majority of your recruiting will be done from the site itself.  A well-run, active space will spawn hosts with little effort on your part.  Natural leaders will bubble to the top and are often willing and able to contribute to the success of the emerging community.  In the case of this project, these leaders may be recruited from among member educators, expert educators, AGRS/VALIC sales representatives and financial counselors, and so on.  

If, however, you have an area that is having some challenging issues or a slow period or a troublesome period, you will need to get more creative in recruiting good, solid, positive hosts.  The natural leaders will not be as apparent, or they will not be the type of people you want acting as leaders.   People will have less pride and less personal investment or desire in a troubled online network than they will in one that is appropriate and smooth.  You will need to be more adventurous and cast your net a little wider than the immediate network to get the same results.

This report team can help you develop a series of paths towards attracting good hosts, and bringing them into the fold.  We can also help you develop a strategy for structuring your initial team of site leaders, and then for expanding the team, including organizational structure and team leadership.   All networks have their up times and their down times.  A good initial staff can see you through the roller coaster, and we can help you build the staff team you need.

Another decision that will need to be made is that of expansion.  If you plan to increase the numbers of events or the level of ongoing interactivity over time, you will also need to increase the staff that is in place to manage that interactivity. Along with that increase will be the necessity to provide ongoing training for new team members.  So if expansion is desired, you will need to think about a recruiting effort to build the training and mentoring teams.  The trainers will naturally come from within the host team.  We can help you develop a profile for effective trainers and help you develop the ability to recognize the people on your teams that will make effective trainers.  The same is true of mentors, as not everyone is able to be an effective mentor.  We can help you identify the type of individual that will make a good mentor.  Even though mentoring is a peer-to-peer volunteer activity, it is something over which you will want to maintain some minimal control.  

You also have the option to outsource your site leaders.  This report team can provide hosts and moderators, and can help you run events using qualified, trained professionals to do so.  Or you may want to consider some combination of outsourcing staff to start, and working your way up to building your own team of hosts and moderators. 

There are a number of factors that affect staffing levels and options. Once appropriate decisions are made by AG, this report team can provide a more detailed quote on all staffing costs upon request.

VI. Training

The training portion is a multi-faceted piece of the overall project.  Training is comprised of a number of training modules or tutorials, a training conference that allows for interaction between students and trainer(s), some "homework" and interaction based on the assignments, and possibly some chat sessions.  Any chat training will require more chat sessions, and all training involves some type of pass/fail certification.

a. Training System
The training conference will be a message board system set up to facilitate the training process, and to create a place for the training and interactivity to take place.  The board(s) created for the training will remain as an ongoing support and training center after the "class" is finished, and future training classes will be added as the need arises.   The training generally takes place in the same software environment chosen for the social network itself, as use of the software is part of the overall training program.   For this project, we recommend that the initial training be done with the internal RAO team, including any educators, sales or financial advisors that may be used as “expert” speakers and/or hosts for the live events.  It is especially important that sales representatives be trained in appropriate etiquette, given the trust, privacy and compliance issues involved in providing financial advice and/or selling financial instruments online.  The boards will be set up for that team, and then expanded when the first round of remote hosts is brought on board for training.

We can provide training for the internal team, and for the first round of hosts.  We can also help set up ongoing training if the need arises once decisions are made with regard to expansion and growth.  In the event we are hired to provide training, we will also be the host/organizer of the training message boards and we will set up and run in this system in whatever manner our training team deems most appropriate and most advantageous for the training program.

b. Social Issues
The training itself should revolve around three primary subject areas.  None is more important than the others; all work together to create a comprehensive system that prepares an individual for the task of hosting or moderating an event or managing an interactive online area. The training for chat hosting is slightly different from the training for message board hosting, and 3D environment hosting is different from both.  Most social issues are system-wide no matter what the chosen tools for communication, although there are some important differences when it comes to graphics-based interactivity.  

Training in the area of social issues includes understanding how people communicate in the medium, and how to facilitate that communication. It also teaches new hosts how to recognize certain patterns and teaches them to deal with various issues as they arise - including knowing when to jump in and knowing when to let things be.  Training gives the host an understanding of people online, and gives them the tools to facilitate interaction, to keep a community lively and interesting, to help draw people into the conversation and to create a place that is welcoming and inclusive.  It also gives them the tools they need to do some moderating between troubled members and to creatively avoid and solve problems that crop up from time to time whenever you get more than two people together in one place.

As mentioned, there are some differences between technologies.  There are different ways of communicating the same message to members, and there are different skills necessary to problem solve.  We can provide training for all environments, and the social issues are covered in all training.

c. Hosting and Moderating
While technically all the training is "hosting,” there are some duties and expectations specific to the host that will be covered in the training. These include starting, naming and launching topics, recognizing when a topic needs to be split off an existing topic, knowing when a topic needs to be retired, steering a topic that has drifted, recognizing and dealing with "thrash,” knowing when it is appropriate to sanction users and how to do so -- all the nuts and bolts of hosting an interactive space filled with a large number of people.

Training also includes facilitating a moderated event for chat or 3D hosts or moderators.  This training also includes information about preparing to host an event or preparing for guest appearances in either an asynchronous or real-time event.

d. Software

Software is an essential part of the website - it is the suite of tools that the members will use to interact with each other and interact with you.  There are two levels of the software on which the students are trained.  The hosts need to know the software better than any of the members in order to assist members with functionality and problem solving if necessary, so the first level of training is in the full functionality of the software from a user standpoint. That portion of training is fairly simple and generally takes little time.  Most potential hosts come from within the network and are mostly familiar with the features and functionality of the software. It may take a bit more time with a new system and new technologies, but overall this is usually a quick portion of the training program.

The second level of software training has to do with the suite of tools available to the hosts for management of the interactivity that is not available to the general membership.  This piece generally takes a little longer since most hosts do not have any experience with the tools used to manage the environment at the host level.

These tools are dependent on the platform chosen and the configuration of the tools.  In most cases, there are tools that allow hosts some configuration and allow hosts to restrict and allow certain types or levels of activity within the environment.  Chat tools generally allow a host to gag or ban a user who is being disruptive for the good of the overall event.  Moderated or large event chats also may have tools to facilitate moderation - rather than being immersed in a free-for-all chat, the guest can be isolated from some of the general chit-chat noise, and questions and comments can be filtered to the guest for response.

So the final piece of the training puzzle is the software/tools training.  All the pieces fit together, and while they may not be set up in training as individual portions of the training, all the components will be there.  They will be interwoven and presented in the best possible manner to prepare the hosts for their part in the system.

Decisions would need to be made regarding technologies to be used on the site and the levels of staffing required to manage the schedule planned and the environment built.  A training program would be customized based on the decisions made and would become a part of the delivered package if this report team provides the training.

e. Internal Team Training

The first training "class" should be the internal team, including the manager and any internal employees (sales representatives, financial advisors) who may take an active part in online events. The training for the internal team will also include information about supporting the activity on the site.  This will include information about back-end support, communication, weaving and balancing the needs of the users with the needs of the business, and the importance of active response to the users.  As discussed above, it is especially important that sales representatives be trained in appropriate support and etiquette, given the trust, privacy and compliance issues involved in providing financial advice and/or selling financial instruments online.  
f. Training the Future Trainer(s)
The final piece to training will be specialized training for the people who will ultimately be responsible for future training of new hosts, if expansion and growth is part of the final decision made for the network. There are some specific issues associated with training online, and this will cover those issues enabling training for future hosts.

g. Mentoring

In addition to training, we can help you develop a mentoring program for use in conjunction with a training system.  Mentoring is traditionally done on a volunteer basis - an established, experienced host is paired with a new host-in-training.  The new host can learn from the experience of an older host, and the older host can share his or her experience through training and hosting with the trainee, helping the trainee to feel more at ease.   It is always helpful when someone is available as a "buddy" to answer questions and share experience.  It is also useful to have a mentoring system in place once the new hosts are out of training, but still learning as they move into a more active hosting role on the site.  No training program, no matter how thorough or well executed, can cover every eventuality. Someone with experience available to each new host will help the new host make those hard decisions that can come up when you are dealing with human behavior and communication.

VII. Communication and Collaboration Tools
a.  Leveraging Interactivity Through Strategic Use of Toolsets 

i. RAO and lessons learned
With its original goal of using an innovative toolset to provide a wide range of content and services to a large, general audience of education professionals, RAO offered the following activities on its site: 

· Message Boards with newsfeeds powered by iSyndicate

· Personal organizers powered by MyEvents

· Group collaboration space powered by MyEvents

· Open chat powered by MyEvents

· Instant messaging powered by MyEvents

· 3D environment powered by Meet3D

· Events calendar

This team and RAO principals collectively reviewed the RAO site and internal “Lessons Learned” documentation during the conference planning stage. After review, this team agrees with RAO principals that RAO’s initial goal of using innovative communication tools and multiple levels of interactivity as a site differentiator met with positive results and is still completely appropriate.  It is also clear that:

· The RAO site launched with too many tools too quickly

· RAO’s communication tools were not adequately supported by a human infrastructure

· Tools such as the instant messaging were little used and not well integrated on the site

· Tools such as MyEvents did not perform well enough to meet original expectations 

· Tools such as the personal planner were too commonly available to teachers in other locations online

In light of the above, this team agrees that RAO is wise to phase out or change tools such as MyEvents or its “personal organizer” which exhibited poor performance or are already too commonly available. It is also the collective agreement of RAO principles and this team that the primary uses of tools according to a new, event-driven RAO model should be for communication and collaboration.  

Above all, it is clear that all tools must be carefully selected, integrated and introduced based on actual member needs, with adequate human infrastructure support at every stage.  

ii. Aligning RAO Toolsets With Key Needs of Members 
As RAO continues to deliver services, events, and tools for interactivity to a member audience of educators/customers, it naturally defines itself as a hybrid between the corporate objectives of product and service delivery and promotion, and the trust, credibility and goodwill that are marked characteristics of success in the education community at large. As discussed in the Overview of this report, this hybrid status of RAO can both pose unexpected restrictions and open up unexpected opportunities. 

With this in mind, with respect to selection and integration of toolsets, RAO must:  

· Focus strongly on the needs of both its educator members (whether AGRS/VALIC customers or a larger group of the education community that can benefit from RAO’s unique offerings) and its internal AG members  

· Focus on the culture of the entire AGRS/VALIC network, defined as both educators/customers and internal AG personnel (such as sales representatives):  i.e., the work they do, the tools they are familiar with or use, the information they need, their service expectations, and the type of relationships they want to form with other network members

· Leverage the effectiveness of and create roles for all members through the use of tools; for example, AGRS/VALIC sales representatives can use toolset  customization options to increase their outreach programs to their clients 

· Realize and plan for the costs of sustainability, which requires significant investment of time and effort to continually update, manage and champion the toolsets as part of a phased program 

iii. Aligning RAO Toolsets With The Larger Education Community 

Whether RAO is repurposed as a tightly focused site for educators who are AGRS/VALIC customers, or for a larger audience of education professionals as originally envisioned, it must take into consideration all tool and community practice guidelines from education sources in its continued development.   

The literature surrounding online education points to use of multiple modes of communication and collaboration as critical to providing opportunities for educators to communicate with the broader community of experts, peers and colleagues.  Our research survey of large portals or aggregate sites for educators demonstrates that Education Portals are very similar to one another operationally in this regard. General interactivity tools that are standard on many of these larger portal sites include:

· Message boards or asynchronous communication forums. 

· Realtime chat (some integrated with message boards, 
i.e., 'see who is online now') 

· Interactive calendars or personal planners

· Automated newsfeeds such as ISyndicate

· Web page development resources 

· Ratings systems to encourage user input

Many types of asynchronous tools such as listservs and message boards are being used alone and together in large Education Portals.  However, research shows that synchronous tools such as video-conferencing, audio-conferencing, chat and multi-user virtual environments such as 3D worlds are relatively new to this group (see APPENDIX A).  It is clear that only a few of these organizations offer any means of many-to-many synchronous communication besides chat. In addition, our research on special interest groups such as School Safety groups shows that well-moderated communication tools or online events are clearly needed, yet almost nonexistent. 

Thus, RAO is well-positioned to create a strategically differentiated offering in the education field by equipping its members with a unique, well-integrated combination of tools that facilitate collaboration and communication.  

RAO will need to incorporate a specific tool suite that aligns itself with what is lacking or needed in larger online educational communities. This tool suite can be used in multiple strategic ways: 

· To deliver events, services and support to RAO’s primary constituency through customized delivery or access to resources that responds to current member informational, communication and collaboration needs

· To present optional modes of communication to AG leaders (for distributed meetings), AGRS/VALIC service representatives and retirement planning  specialists (for realtime or asynchronous communication and support activities with each other and with their clients), and to AGRS/VALIC clients (another level of access to AGRS/VALIC specialists and services)

· To offer private, topical events on specific issues of interest to AGRS/VALIC clients (experts on women’s issues in financial planning, etc.)

· To offer open, special events on issues such as school safety or financial planning important to educators within the AGRS/VALIC population and in general

· To offer or “rent” extended communication tools to partner organizations such as SAY or PAVNET for sponsored topical events that reach out to their specific constituency

iv. Leveraging User Interaction Through Multiple Levels Of Interactivity
RAO’s early evolution has already demonstrated that offering multiple levels of interactivity to members is a key means of keeping both established members and newcomers involved with the RAO site.  A thriving social network will begin to grow if facilitated by consistent use of integrated asynchronous and realtime tools, due to the nature and extent of the communication that is made possible by these tools. 

RAO’s content and services will ultimately be defined by the context that is created through the careful choice and integration of 2D asynchronous message board software with 2D chat and 3D multi-user “virtual world” graphical environments such as those described and recommended in this section. The growth in user interaction that results from this integration of communication and collaboration tools will be both a highlight of and credit to the RAO site. 

b. 2D Asynchronous Tools:  Message Boards

i. Overview 

Trying to find software to enable ongoing communication on a website can be a daunting task. There are a large number of software packages available, and it can be difficult to determine which packages meet the communication needs of a given site. Software packages can cost as little as nothing, and as much as hundreds of thousands of dollars to purchase, install, configure and use. There are also a number of licensing models available, including per use, per user, unlimited, ownership, remotely hosted or commercial and enterprise level systems. 

Certain requirements need to be fulfilled in order for a software system to be deemed appropriate for the needs of a given online network. The minimum acceptable requirements used by this team to evaluate standalone 2D message board and chat software are outlined in Appendix D, Suggestions for Evaluating Forum and Chat Software by Howard Rheingold and Appendix E, 30 Features To Consider When Choosing Forum Software by Jim Cashel.
To start, the system must be robust enough to handle the expected number of users.  In the case of the newly envisioned RAO, the target population is 50,000.  A reasonable expectation, as discussed in Section II a. of this report, would be approximately 5,000 users, and for the sake of scalability and continued service in the face of unexpected growth, that expectation should be at least doubled and optimally tripled as a baseline for this purpose.  So you would want a system that is robust enough to handle 15,000 users. (If target membership is broadened to include a wider audience of education professionals as originally envisioned, this figure will change and recommendations will need to be made accordingly.)  

In the case of RAO, the system must have the ability to interface with the Oracle backend system either explicitly or via interface with an LDAP server.

The software must also support a number of basic functions for the users, and an additional function set for the hosts/moderators. Users need to be able to post, read, reply, start topics, edit their own posts and manage their own profiles.   Hosts/moderators need to be able to do everything a user does as well as hide or delete any post, edit any post, start new boards, remove or restrict a user, edit user profiles and e-mail any or all users.

There are several packages that fit this profile. There are limitations to any message board software, but these packages have been identified as meeting the requirements outlined above most closely without needing a tremendous amount of development and production work.   

There are several other issues that have been taken into consideration prior to recommending any of these packages. The first is the back end. All message boards sit on top of some type of database back end.  Some sit on a flat-file back end - that is, the data is stored in a single, flat file where each record is one line in the file. In order to access the data, the system needs to read these records sequentially until it finds the record being referenced. The other type of database that a message board may sit on is a relational database. In a relational database, the records are stored in tables.  A table is created for each type of data, and an index key is created to reference that data and relate the data in one table to another.  When the system needs to gather information, it can use this reference key and the relationships between the tables to go directly to the desired data without needing to read all the records to pull up the data.   

A flat file system works fine, although if the file system is not specifically designed to handle a large number of users or a large quantity of data, the performance of the system can be impacted pretty quickly.  Flat file systems do sometimes suffer from extreme slowdown and system bloat if not maintained carefully.   A relational system allows for a larger quantity of data and less stress on the system.  The system can search and deliver the requested data and be ready for the next user almost instantaneously, while a flat file could get bogged down in a large number of processes being handled by the system at the same time.

Some systems use a proprietary database (usually flat file) that is more robust, and has the ability to interface with a fully relational database (such as Oracle) either directly or via an intermediary server that can talk to both databases (usually LDAP).  The type of database used by each recommended board system will be specified in the description of each board.

The second issue this team looked at is usability/user interface.  It is critical to enabling conversation and discussion to have a system that encourages conversation.  There are two basic structural methods to presentation of posts and threads on a message board.  One is called “linear” and the other is “threaded.”  The threaded style message boards present a topic at a top level, then present posts underneath the topic and replies underneath the post.  This is also called “Usenet” style because this is how Usenet newsgroups present posts.  Looking at the titles of the posts in threaded mode is like looking at an outline.  Example:


This is TOPIC 1 - dated 1-1



This is POST 1 in TOPIC 1 - dated 1-1



This is POST 2 in TOPIC 1 - dated 1-2




This is REPLY 1 to POST 2 - dated 1-5




This is REPLY 2 to POST 2 – dated 1-5



This is POST 3 in TOPIC 1 - dated 1-3




This is REPLY 1 to POST 3 - dated 1-3




This is REPLY 2 to POST 3 - dated 1-4




This is REPLY 3 to POST 3 - dated 1-4




This is REPLY 3 to POST 2 - dated 1-5

This style is great for question and answer type systems such as help desks or technical support.  But this style is terrible for conversational discussions.   It can be very confusing to people using the system.   As you can see, the posts are not necessarily sequential, and if someone is reading these in expanded mode (they don’t see the topic list, they see the posts themselves) they do not have consecutive dates and people can sometimes mistakenly post under the wrong thread (as evidenced by the last entry above).  This happens when someone reads all the current posts, and then replies to something he read at the end of the current postings.  So if a user reads all the new posts, and has something to say about something he read in the first post, he is just going to hit reply at the end of the line and the post will end up showing up under a topic that may be totally unrelated.

The second style of posting presentation, and the one used by the packages recommended below, is linear.  This is a more conversational style of presentation in that posts are organized by date posted within the topic.  There is no distinction made structurally between a post and a reply - the posts are presented one after the other based on date.  This is more in keeping with the way people talk to each other, and enables discussion to follow a natural flow.  In this style, posts are added to the system one after the other as they happen.

Some systems allow the user to choose which mode they prefer.  One of the systems we are recommending below allows the users to choose whether they see linear or threaded structure and whether they see the expanded posts or just the titles when using threaded mode.

The boards we recommend are as follows:


ii. Caucus

Caucus is our platform of choice.  It is an extremely robust enterprise level system that has a user-friendly interface and short learning curve for new users.  There are a number of applications which can be easily embedded into Caucus, including chat, a variety of office applications, java-based programs enabling games, 3-D environments and other interactivity from within Caucus, and support for preformatted text, HTML and the use of the proprietary scripting language - CML.    

Caucus is not currently sitting on a relational database; it uses its own file system database to store the contents of the system.  Caucus does have a relational backend currently in development.

Caucus is extremely customizable, giving you the options to use your own graphics and match the look and feel of your site.  From a user interface standpoint, it is one of the easiest systems to navigate and learn to use.

Registration through the LDAP server can be accomplished by creation of an interface between the Caucus server and the LDAP server.  We have a technician that is intimately familiar with Caucus who can facilitate that development work.

Cost for Caucus is dependent on a number of factors and a license is usually granted based on the number of users.

You can get an idea of the style of a Caucus conference by going to http://www.rheingold.com/associates/nda.html using the user name “caucus” and the password “tutorial”.  The online planning conference that formed the first step of this report process was also conducted in Caucus.  


iii. Web Crossing

Web Crossing is also a system that is robust and can handle thousands of simultaneous users. Web Crossing is also a large commercial enterprise system and is popular with many heavy use sites.  Web Crossing has its own scripting language, and can be hooked into an LDAP server through this language, similar to Caucus.

Web Crossing uses its own database system and there are currently no plans to change it.  We also have a technician who is extremely adept with the Web Crossing scripting language (WebX) and can do the installation and configurations necessary to make WebX work in conjunction with Oracle.  

WebX does have some issues that may affect the decision to use the system.  The system is very robust, but in the event of a server problem, restoring the system from back up has proven to be quite challenging and sometimes impossible.  

WebX, like Caucus, is extremely easy to customize and you can easily match the look and feel of your site.   The user interface is not as intuitive as Caucus and does have somewhat of a learning curve for users.

There are a number of options for Web Crossing, and cost is dependent on the options chosen. Web Crossing has an affordable licensing structure that makes it possible to start small and upgrade as your traffic increases.  For example, you could start with a $695 license and $695 priority tech support (and probably figure on around $1000 or less in customization) -- for up to 5000 page views daily:

 http://www.webcrossing.com/40/html/pricing.html
You can get more information and see the WebCrossing software by visiting http://www.webcrossing.com .


iv. WWWThreads

WWWThreads is a robust shareware system.  WWWThreads sits on a relational database.  It uses standard SQL commands and is available in either a Perl mode or a PHP mode.  The database default is MySQL (a free open source relational database) but has been successfully tweaked to run with Postgres, mSQL and Oracle.  

WWWThreads allows users to choose whether they see the system in threaded mode or linear mode.  It also has a limited display language available to the users to format their posts so that you can turn off HTML if you choose.  This helps eliminate the possibility of embedding destructive code into a post, but still allows the users to use font colors, icons, graphics and text editing in their posts.   

WWWThreads is completely customizable. You have the ability (and permission) to customize the code any way you choose.  There are numerous “hacks” and add-ons available for the system.  Display is handled through style sheets and is also highly customizable.  You can even allow your users to choose their own style sheet, allowing for the possibility of creating a style sheet with larger font sizes for those who need it, or giving users a choice in colors.  

The user interface is intuitive, although there is sometimes some confusion about the icons used for buttons.  There are alternative buttons you can use that are labeled, so that can eliminate any confusion.  This system can be installed in either a UNIX or an NT environment.

WWWThreads has a fixed cost of approximately $200.00 which includes one year of free upgrade access.  You can see the software itself and download a free trial by visiting http://www.wwwthreads.com .


v. Ultimate Bulletin Board by InfoPop
Ultimate Bulletin Board - also called UBB - is a flat-file shareware system that is very popular on the web.  UBB is a linear style system that is customizable in look and feel.  It also has its own code for display so that you can turn off HTML and allow users to format their posts and use graphics.   

UBB has been known to have some performance issues on sites that have more than a couple hundred users or a large number of posts.  One advantage that UBB has is easy archival and storage of old threads.  You can retire a thread and still make it available for read-only access, which does help performance, since the archives sit in a separate file system.

At this time, UBB is testing a relational database system.  UBB can be installed in a UNIX environment.

Cost for UBB is based on a number of factors.  A typical license is granted on a per year basis.  You can get more information about the InfoPop Business Plans, as well as see the software itself, by visiting http://www.infopop.com/business_ov.html .

Both WebCrossing and InfoPop also offer hosted solutions whereby the software is installed on the respective company servers and is maintained by the company providing the software.  Our recommendation is to forego the hosted solution, since they both include mandatory advertising over which you have no control.  Caucus is located on the Caucus servers, but that is their standard procedure and they do not include advertising or any other potential detriment to your interactivity.

vi. Slashcode

Slashcode was mentioned during project discussions in the RAO planning conference as an option being considered for site implementation.

Slashcode is not recommended for this type of interaction.  The design of Slashcode is oriented toward news articles more than toward ongoing conversations, both in the features it implements and in those it does not that are present in conferencing software (such as Caucus). It has many interesting features; for example, the moderation system is innovative. But it is not the best choice for use in a space that is intended to facilitate ongoing conversation, which is where online networks tend to focus.

Some general points of comparison between Slashcode and discussion-oriented software such as Caucus:  

1. Overall structure: discussions and forums

Slashcode's structure is built on individual discussions, whereas most conferencing software is built on forums, and individual topics (discussions) exist within those forums. The lack of forum divisions in Slashcode makes it more difficult for community to develop, because one cannot become a "regular" in just one or a few forums; instead, one must become an habitue of the entire site in order to be widely recognized and respected.

2. Topic structure: linear and threaded

Slashcode's underlying structure is threaded: each comment can be at the root of a tree of discussion, and one responds to an individual comment rather than to the entire topic. (It is possible to read Slashcode discussions in "flat mode,” but the underlying structure is still threaded.) Most conferencing software uses a linear pattern instead, which encourages reading the entire topic before responding.

3. Permanent versus fleeting discussion

Slashcode discussions are linked to stories of limited temporal relevance: they disappear from the front page after a day or two at most, and after a few days they are archived and frozen. They can still be read (at -1 only, without the option to screen out lower-scoring comments), but no one can post to them.

Caucus topics, on the other hand, carry an assumption of permanence. The topic will remain open and available unless specific action is taken to forget or remove it, and so a single conversation may span months or years if the topic remains of interest to the people discussing it.

4. Tracking of topics

Unlike most Web conferencing software, Slashcode gives users no way to mark a comment as having already been read. This means that Slashdot readers who want to follow a topic over several visits—as opposed to visiting it once—have some difficulty.

Caucus topics assume that the purpose is ongoing conversation and have features to support this: for example, when you read a topic, the software shows you only new responses since your last session. Slashcode's design assumes the purpose is commentary and information-sharing. The threaded structure and lack of "mark posts as read" capability make it difficult to visit and re-visit topics, or post and then come back and read the responses since your post. Slashdot users tend to return to the site to see the latest news, rather than to continue participating in an ongoing discussion.

5. Hosting and moderation

Slashcode has no role exactly analogous to that of a host or forum facilitator. The group in charge of posting stories helps determine the focus of discussion, and moderators, by expressing their opinions in a way that is reflected in the user interface, help to bring excellent comments to the readers’ attention and to suppress useless comments.

However, no one has responsibility or authority to guide conversations, to aid newcomers, or to deal with a problem poster. A moderator may or may not come along to reduce or increase a comment’s points; core users are frequently heard to complain "Where are moderator points when I need them?" when encountering an especially obnoxious or wonderful comment that has not yet been appropriately moderated up or down.

Slashdot in particular also shows signs that it has overrun its "carrying capacity,” that the increase in readership over the last year and a half or so has degraded the usefulness of the site. The main reason may lie in the design of the software, which does not seem to scale well on a number of levels.

In sum, while a rating system makes it easier to wade through a large number of less-than-valuable posts, it does little or nothing to raise the quality of discourse or foster a sense of networked community.  Here is where skilled hosts and moderators are key. A ratings system sounds good in practice, but ratings are easily garnered, and as a standalone option, do not necessarily reflect the true values of the membership. An unmoderated ratings system is particularly inappropriate in discussions of serious matters such as financial planning and school safety.  

c. 2D Synchronous Tools:  Chat
i. Overview

Chat is a huge issue for interactive spaces.  Some online social networks are totally chat-based.  Some are augmented by chat, and some never have chat at all.  Chat can be a tremendous asset or a tremendous liability.  A well-run chat program is a significant asset to an online social network.  But chat is not something that can just be added to a site and allowed to run itself.  

Chat is still an unknown for the RAO site, or for the other options recommended to AG by this report team.  It is not the recommendation of this team that a chat system be installed and then allowed to run itself.  That will set any site up as an easy target for use by undesirable users once it is discovered that an unmonitored, unmanaged chat system is available.  

It is the recommendation of this team that chat be used in conjunction with events, and that some moderated chats be offered in conjunction with forum-based events or auditorium and/or 3-D events.   We recommend that the chat system be closed to the users when not hosted or moderated.  Chat rooms may be opened as needed, and then closed when a host or moderator is no longer available.  

We recommend that only trained hosts manage the chat rooms, as there are many chat-specific issues that can come up and overwhelm an unprepared host.  Chat is real-time, and as such, a negative experience in chat can negatively affect your brand and the reputation of your company and your site.

Any chat can fall into one of three types:

Large, high profile event

Moderated, topic-based event 

Open, free for all chat (IRC-style).  

Large, high profile events are typically held in an "auditorium" style setting.    Guest speakers and the host are separated from the audience by a virtual "stage.”  Often a moderator and/or a ghost typist are also part of the team that manages this style of chat. 

Moderated topic-based events are often held in regular free form chat rooms, but are more managed in nature and generally revolve around a topic or guest.  Sometimes a certain protocol is employed to manage the chat in the room and structure the chat. 

Free for all chats are just that:  not necessarily based on any particular topic, may be hosted or not, and have no particular organization or protocol.   This is the type of chat most people experience and find challenging.

Chat should be introduced in stages.  You may benefit from large, auditorium style events with well-known guests or speakers held in high esteem by the membership.   These events are highly organized, and the structure of the chats allows little room for unmanageable behaviors on the part of the participants, making these chats attractive for newer social networks still building a core of users.    These can be attractive promotional events and can help the marketing efforts of the online network and draw in new users who may otherwise not know the network exists.

The planning for a large scale event is critical. The first step is to identify an appropriate guest.  Many times you can look at what is going on inside the membership, as well as what is going on around the site, and identify potential candidates.  Once you identify the guest, you need to get the guest under contract and start preparation for the chat itself.  Preparation will need to happen on more than one level simultaneously.  The marketing folks will be able to prepare and distribute -- electronically or otherwise -- material promoting the event and the guest speaker.  This marketing effort usually starts about 4 -6 weeks prior to the chat, and builds as the date for the event gets closer.  

As the marketing efforts progress, the planning of the actual events needs to take place.  A host will need to be identified, contracted and trained.  The auditorium style software generally includes a question/comment queuing system that allows for filtering and approval of any questions or comments coming from the audience before they go to the guest or to the screen.   If this system will be used by the host, then there is no need for an additional moderator.  If there is a need for an additional moderator to handle the queue for the host, this person will also need to be identified, contracted and trained.

If the guest does not or cannot do their own typing, or if the guest is being interviewed via phone from another location, then a ghost typist will also need to be hired and trained for the event.   Any personnel needed for the event should be trained and ready at least ten days to two weeks prior to the actual events.

Preparation for the event will include researching the topic, often by pre-interviewing the guest and researching any information that might be relevant. A list of questions is prepared ahead of time in case questions do not come from the audience immediately or the audience is not very active.   You should plan to keep the chat to about an hour and have enough questions on hand to fill that hour.  Some guests may want to prescreen the questions; that is one of many issues to be worked out in the contract.  You might also run the guest through a dry run a day or two before the chat to familiarize the guest with the set-up, especially in the case of chat in 3D environments requiring selection of avatar (graphic “persona” in the space), and training in issues of avatar gesture, etiquette and navigation.

A large-scale event once or twice a month can help draw new users, especially if you can bring in high-profile guests.  You might want to augment the events with ongoing discussions on the boards and/or some smaller scale hosted chats.

As the online network grows, and a core network of users forms, you can introduce the second type of chat - the topic-based hosted chat.  These chats also require a bit of preparation, although certainly not on the scale of an auditorium event.   Again, staff needs to be identified, contracted and trained.  Often a single host is enough to moderate a chat of this type.  If a guest is going to be invited, the guest will need to be familiar with the environment and comfortable with the software.  Topic based chats will also need research and preparation and hosts should be trained to stimulate conversation based on the topic rather than to present a quick question/answer format type of chat.

Often, as a social network gets larger, topic-based chats become more and more frequent.  Because they take less preparation and are less resource intensive than large events, you can build up a regular schedule of topic-based chats and actually have a regular chat "programs" schedule, similar to a TV schedule, with the same hosts or topics or "shows" repeating on a regular basis.

Many well-run sites will include these two kinds of chats and forego the third type:  the free-for-all.  This last type of chat is the one that is most ripe for problems or abuse.  Because many problems in chat stem from boredom, a lack of planning or programming often lends itself easily to bored users looking for something to do, even if it is something that is undesirable.  A well-established strong online network can sustain free form chats without too much problem provided the host team is well trained and the membership is supportive of the chat system.  

This team can help develop a chat rollout plan and events programming.  We will help identify the most appropriate structure for chat and help map out the pros and cons of all the decisions that need to be made in planning a vital, strong chat network.  Here is an example of a timeline we recommend:  

ii. Large Event Auditorium-style Chat Planning Timeline:

6 - 8 weeks prior to planned chat

1.
Identify potential guest speaker

2.
Contract speaker

3.
Develop promotional plan

4.
Identify staffing needs

5.
Contract staff

6.
Begin staff training

4 - 6 weeks prior to planned chat

1.
Complete staff training

2.
Implement promotional plan

3.
Publicize event on site - add to calendar, etc

4.
Start topic research

5.
Pre-interview guests

2 - 4 weeks prior to planned chat

5. Develop list of questions

5. Pre-screen questions if required

5. Test software to ensure there are no hidden problems

5. Run through questions and mock answers with staff (not with guest) to test timing

5. Make sure you have additional questions

5. Prepare any non-question text that will be needed:  introductions, background, information, closing, etc.

Within the week prior to the chat

1.
Do a dry run with the guest so the speaker knows what to expect (only if the guest is not going to be on via phone)

iii. Chat Software

The only 2D chat software this team can recommend at this time is either a standalone package called Conference Room or DigitalSpace’s integrated solution called Meet2D (see section 7d.iv. below for more on the Meet2D chat environment).   

Conference Room is a Java based system that also allows for users to login in using their own IRC software. Conference Room allows for both auditorium and general chat style rooms.  Necessary for any chat system is the ability for hosts to manage the chat. Conference Room gives hosts the appropriate tools for chat management.   

With more information about RAO’s goals for real-time interaction, this team can evaluate the site needs and potential offerings more thoroughly. It is the recommendation of this team that this area be explored in more depth by the internal team and more concrete decisions and specific goals be formed and clarified with respect to realtime interaction for the site.
d. 3D Toolsets, Systems and Environments 
i. 3D Multi-User Graphical Environments in Education:  Historical Factors and Research Findings

As RAO will offer its toolsets to an audience of educators, it is important to understand the historic uses of 3D graphical environments in the education field. 

 
2D collaborative environments such as MUDs (Multi-User Domains) and MOOs (Multi-User Domains that are object-oriented with 2D graphic elements) have more than a ten-year history of educational use and a broad body of literature discussing their value in education. 3D Multi-user Graphical Environments, or so-called “virtual worlds,” while younger, grew out of this long history. 3D graphical virtual worlds offer the communicative opportunities of text-based virtual worlds, while providing a visual representation of space and context in which users can meet and interact. 

Literature in the field reports many important uses of multi-user 3D virtual worlds in education to support both teachers and students in communities of practice and in the facilitation of distributed learning communities.  These include:

Supporting a Learning Community - 3D Virtual environments can provide a location that allows equitable access to a geographically distributed group of participants and experts. 

Persistence of Environment: - Because a virtual world contains intuitive geospatial referents or “landmarks,” users become familiar with the territory and move to successive levels of involvement that are based and built on relevant content and familiarity.

Becoming a Part of a Virtual Community of Practitioners - Educators are enabled by virtual environments to share their specialties, problems and solutions with one another when they can customize the way they can effectively communicate what they have been doing or what they have learned.


Security Issues - Virtual environments can often (through scripts and automation) provide security support (i.e. ejecting unruly users by keyword, monitor chat, etc.)


Online Resource Navigation - A virtual environment can become a navigation center for the selected use of that information. An automated or hosted Virtual "Reference Desk” or “Library” can be provided by a virtual environment.

Multiple Learning Styles - Because of their ability to incorporate video, audio, graphics, text and resources in an intuitive context, virtual worlds allow information to be presented in a variety of ways and from many sources so it can be accessed in various formats.

3D environments also support the following features which can be used by educators as both peer-to-peer and classroom tools:

Peer to Peer Support – A virtual world can enable educators and students to have one-to-one or many-to-many discussions with their peers either through one-to-one mentoring or many-to-many discussion sessions.

Student Directed Learning - With information clustered thematically in the world, educators and students can stream through content in various ways,  choosing the order and depth of their knowledge acquisition.

Keeping Students on Task - Online social environments allow student support through many-to-many peer support activities and coaching or tutoring with experts or mentors. By necessitating student presence via “avatar” self-representation, these environments encourage active student participation and accountability during the course of their instruction.

Knowledge-Building - Collaborative environments provide a constructivist context for learning that supports more active problem solving and knowledge building. Students are exposed to new learning that builds on prior learning to help them construct a better understanding of the content.

ii . ActiveWorlds and the Awedu 

While there are a number of multi-user desktop 3D virtual world applications for educators to choose from, ActiveWorlds (AW) and its education universe, AWedu, has had the largest use by the education community. 

AW itself is a “bottom-up” community of early adopter users who came together in 1995 because they enjoyed an environment they could “build” in as well as communicate in.  From the beginning, the AW community has been united by its adoption and exploration of the online environment. Because everything in the AW environment is built online by the members in realtime, it is a community of practitioners – people who “do” as much as they “communicate.” AW community   members are excited both by global realtime communication and by the ease and satisfaction of creating something in an immersive environment that allows for extensive collaboration among all participants. The membership has expressed itself as a genuine, shared community through events and activities that celebrate the new things they are doing and exchanging within and by means of the developing medium.  For example:
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Fig 1: CSBA Bell Awards area in the prototype tradeshow area built in ActiveWorlds for RAO
· Events that feature competitions and awards, such as AW's Cy awards or 
the Contact Consortium's Avvy awards and TheU's Architecture Competition. (Figure 1 above shows a mock up of a CSBA Bell Awards area built in ActiveWorlds by DigitalSpace for RAO on request in summer 2000.) 

· Conferences or work sessions that enable peer to peer sharing of work 
or mentoring, for example, the annual DigitalSpace produced Avatars conferences, AW's monthly "techtalks" or  volunteer-run AW School, 
or AW University inworld classes  

· Select group activities such as memorial services, weddings and reunions which impact members’ physical and virtual lives   

By the year 1999, a critical mass of educators became familiar enough with each other’s work, interests, research and needs to request that AW create a more private, safe and free-for-members education-focused universe. 

The AWedu Universe was initiated by AW as a response to this collective request. In the first year of its launch, more than 100 institutions "signed on." The community grew without a designated "Community Director" or a large amount of financial investment (mostly "home grown" and volunteer supported). Here are the most significant activities that educators have successfully implemented to link their community:  

· Monthly special topic roundtables for sharing of projects and expertise 

· Larger guest speaker events such as Cyberforum hosted by 
Michael Heim

· Non-profit day-long global conferences for the users and special experts in the field, for example, the Vlearn3D Global Educators Conference 

· Individual customization of worlds including:

· Educator-built classroom environments to teach anything from veterinary classes to English as a second language 

· Student-built custom worlds from 3D modules such as the V-UCSC project from the summer of 1998

· Customized special content within worlds such as Webquests or customized seminar rooms

· Creating new objects with a particular focus, ie, computer engineering or genetics as in SciCenter from Cornell University’s Theory Center

· Construction of theme-based galleries, sculpture parks or interactive virtual museums

· Tutoring, mentoring, and coaching linking to relevant shared Web-based resources in realtime

iii. Leveraging the unique capabilities of 3D virtual environments 

In light of lessons learned from these successes of the AWedu community, this team recommends that RAO leverage the unique capabilities of 3D virtual environments to benefit its member educators in the following ways: 

· Provide a compelling environment for many-to-many synchronous communication activities (i.e., for conferences and peer to peer sessions) as special event locations and social and work environments

· Provide easy customization options that allow users to construct smaller dynamic environments in response to their changing needs (i.e., by AGRS/VALIC sales reps and financial counselors, education experts, or members for sessions specific to changing topics or activities) 

· Provide spaces that can be customized with specific content that can be accessed at the same time (i.e., theme based “galleries,” shared resource “libraries”) 

Recommended customization spaces can include:

· Conference centers – customized worlds for special topic large events 

· Theme-based “galleries” of content specific to those topics linked to Web, audio and downloadable files

· Smalls rooms for peer to peer mentoring or coaching dynamically customizable by members 

· Permanent areas for special interest issues customized by special interest groups or partners, for example, SAY areas for discussions of school safety 

· Individually customized areas for RAO board members or AGRS/VALIC sales reps

· Individually customized rooms for member educators to share their interests, resources, etc.  (i.e., “My RAO”) 

· Shared resource “libraries” for educator members which incorporate a dynamic peer review process (similar to Amazon.com’s customer book reviews) 

Examples of realtime events which can be held in these 3D worlds include:

· Award or Celebration events (live acknowledgement of the work of community-selected members or institutions whose contributions to the community are significant, i.e., “Apple of my Eye” events)

· Special Interest or Issues-related Topical Conferences/Events (featuring experts on School Reform, School Safety, Special Education Issues, Retirement and Financial Planning Issues)  

· Peer to Peer Events (roundtables on respective activities, expert sessions related to the use of the technology itself in the classroom or for personal use, mentoring sessions, professional development sessions, standards based curricula) 
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Fig 2: Virtual walk on the moon live learning event
· Virtual classroom field trips with learning exercises, an attractive addition to teacher curricula. An example can be found in the experience of virtually 
re-enacting the Apollo lunar landings as documented at: http://www.digitalspace.com/worlds/apollo/index.html and depicted in 
Fig 2 above.

iv. RAO and Meet3D:  Development History and Current Features   

American General’s original vision for RAO outlined multi-user 3D worlds as a key differentiator that would set RAO’s site apart from other education service web sites. As both an effective tool and an innovative enabling technology, 3D worlds were also envisioned as an enhancement that would increase partnerships with other organizations and web portals, enabling them to work with RAO to apply this unique tool to their own client base.  
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Fig 3: Original User Interface developed by DigitalSpace for Meet3D


The original goals for the implementation of 3D multi-user virtual worlds on RAO were stated as follows:

· RAO would specialize in realtime, interactive virtual community features as a site differentiator (introducing and leveraging innovation)

· RAO would leverage the capacity of 3D virtual worlds to integrate content and communication in unique, non-standard ways 
· RAO would demonstrate its appreciation of member-generated content by offering 3D tools with customization options that made it easy for members to create their own personalized spaces on the site (“My RAO”) 

· RAO would offer visual embodiment of members online through the use of “avatar” 3D spaces with visually appealing avatars 

· These spaces would be cross-platform, tiny-footprint and low-barrier to entry, requiring no special hardware or software installations and little download time 

· RAO would be able to allocate or even “rent” out 3D spaces for events for their associations or individual member educators. As more events were organized by associations or teachers, an entire schedule of ongoing public or private events would be published on the RAO site.
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Fig 4: Prototype CSBA cybertradeshow constructed for RAO in summer 2000

· As the 3D space use expanded it was envisioned that “cyber tradeshow” would be held featuring entire communities of VALIC customers, complete with booths and speakers. DigitalSpace built a full working prototype as a proof of concept and marketing tool for the RAO team in the summer. 
This tradeshow featured booths for the Book Nook, CASBO, CSBA (see Fig 4 above).

DigitalSpace Corporation was contracted by AG to develop a customized version of its new, java-enabled, cross-platform virtual worlds “thin client” technology:  Meet3D.  As originally envisioned by DigitalSpace, Meet3D for RAO would include the following features:  
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Fig 5: Customized CSBA speaker room customized by Web form as depicted in Active Worlds, now realizable in DigitalSpace’s Meet3D Generation2 Java environment  

· “Parameterized customization,” enabling members to use simple Web forms to customize spaces: session speaking rooms, art galleries, exhibit halls with booths, webcam walls, conference halls and discussion areas, and so on (see Fig 5 above).  

· As a consequence, enabling of caretaking of world spaces by the user community.  

· “Bots,” or automated agents, would create these spaces “on the fly” at the request of member individuals or groups (including VALIC/AGRS reps, partner and sponsor organizations, and the like) and assist during events.  

· An integrated events model keyed to content.  Customized spaces would be tied into an intelligently scheduled events structure.  DigitalSpace emphasized the need for regular, highly choreographed events featuring member and expert speakers. 

· Event scheduling both within and across events would be handled by Meet3D’s user-friendly, database-driven “big board” scheduling feature.  

· Events would be built from the citizenry on up and served out to the presenting and attending community for a time-limited period.

· Events would be archived (on CD-ROM and/or online) as requested by AG. 

The above features comprise a model which has served DigitalSpace well in numerous client projects and in its own professional conferences, so DigitalSpace was ready to offer its substantial community of support to enable a lively events model within the new Meet3D spaces during and after RAO’s initial fall launch.  
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Fig 6: View of M3D with “Town Square” content and 3rd person view of default “question mark” avatar
DigitalSpace did develop and deliver to AG a uniquely customized implementation of its 3D platform, Meet3D, in a cross-platform, no-install 200K applet ideal for deployment on RAO.  However, the 3D modeling firm contracted by AG failed to deliver the content promised to AG according to specifications prepared jointly by AG and DigitalSpace principals, delivering instead only the very rudimentary townsquare which appeared on the RAO site at the time of launch (Fig 6 above). 

Without the personalization rooms requested by DigitalSpace (including an events auditorium, attractive classroom and schoolroom settings, and a rich-media financial planning center), and an integrated events schedule, the 3D aspects of the site were unable to deliver for the RAO project.  Although DigitalSpace created its own content in order to test and verify the Meet3D platform, the contract between DigitalSpace and RAO did not allow AG to use this content on the site.  Thus the Meet3D technology went largely unused as the result of insufficient content and lack of events-driven structure.  

After launch, DigitalSpace entered into a direct support agreement with American General which permits DigitalSpace to deliver replacement content and a full set of new integration tools to the RAO site upon request from AG.  DigitalSpace helped to facilitate 3D launch activities, including streaming webcast presentations and hosted tours through the 3D spaces for those tuned into the webcast.  Following that, no further activities involving the 3D spaces occurred.  
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Fig 7: New smaller, faster version of Meet3D from February 2001, featuring total room customization
Since the fall launch, DigitalSpace has continued to work on Meet3D, extending its ability to support custom placement of objects, improved navigation controls and points of view, avatar gestures, web integration, and a new 3D engine that enables higher texturing ability and greater performance for a much smaller applet.  

Meet3D Generation 2 is a very tight and efficient Java applet (approximately 140KB) that provides live, multi user “avatar” 3D worlds within an environment that comes in without any installation. Meet3D Gen2 is cross platform and supports industry standard modeling in VRML97. In its second-generation version, highly textured spaces are coupled with a powerful exposed-methods API that enables the webmaster to build custom user interface “skins” around the applet. 
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Fig 8: Meet3D as presented at fall COMDEX 2000 showing new “video avatars” and customer support room with linked documents.
Meet3D can be used to facilitate meetings in which rich visual information is needed. Spaces outfitted with imagery, web cameras, links to documents or diagrams, and objects representing the notes from prior meetings (see the COMDEX example in Fig 8 above) give participants important visual points of reference. Slide shows can be played within the Meet3D spaces and complete logs of the meeting can be recorded. Meet3D spaces have an element of human presence created by avatars, which is lacking in 2D chat or simple messaging. Social cues from body positioning, gestures and space aid in memory and communications. 

Through the thoughtful implementation of Meet3D Generation 2, DigitalSpace is ready to provide a much improved blueprint for the uses of shared 3D visual spaces on RAO.  The promise of the shared spaces as originally articulated by AG has been only partly realized on the site to date for reasons described above.  At the request of AG, as a next-stage project, DigitalSpace is available to create and coordinate fresh, new content, an event integration model, and above all, customization of individual and group Meet3D spaces for RAO members, as envisioned in discussions of 
“My RAO.”   These capabilities are an ideal fit with the new events-driven focus of the RAO project.   

It is the recommendation of this team that AG strongly consider the as yet unrealized potential of 3D virtual spaces, and of DigitalSpace’s Meet3D technology in particular, to deliver on the vision for RAO as originally outlined by AG.  In the opinion of this team, it is in AG’s best interest to leverage its investment in Meet3D as a key strategic differentiator for RAO in the education marketplace.  
v. Leveraging Multiple Levels of Interactivity Through A Fully Integrated 2D and 3D Toolset 

RAO will benefit from the incorporation of multiple levels of interactivity on its site through the deployment of a fully-integrated toolset that combines asynchronous and realtime 2D and 3D tools.  

In partnership with and support of the release of Adobe System’s “Atmosphere,” virtual worlds platform, (for more on “Atmosphere” and its potential use for RAO, see Appendix H, “Adobe Atmosphere™ White Paper“ by Bruce Damer), DigitalSpace has recently launched a beta version of its integrated interactive toolset.  This toolset is comprised of three new community and team collaboration products: Meet3D Generation 2 (described above) Meet2D and MeetingPage.  It is recommended that this toolset be considered for implementation on RAO (for complete product descriptions and screenshots, see Appendix G, DigitalSpace's Integrated Virtual Community Toolset: Meeting Page, Meet3D, and Meet2D.) 
Meet 2D is DigitalSpace’s lightweight (under 40KB) Java synchronous text chat solution, designed to run standalone or seamlessly integrated with Meet3D and within MeetingPage. Currently in development, Meet2D will support a range of Javascript controls allowing moderator level access and sophisticated meeting logging.  Meet2D runs with no installation, automatically logging in Meeting Page community members, and will provide many industry leading features such as a member list, whisper mode, meeting recording, and embedded URL support.
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Fig 9: MeetingPage shown as conceived to support RedAppleOnline


MeetingPage (MP), now in beta development, is a unique offering in the community and group collaboration marketspace: a new Web presence awareness environment that will allow site members to be aware of, communicate with and share resources with one another.  MP is an “on the same page” people tracker and communicating tool.  A concept of MP for the RedAppleOnline site is show in Figure 9 above.

Using built-in features of Microsoft® Internet Explorer® (IE) 5.0 or above on Windows platforms, MeetingPage creates a real time user space without installation of any software. Members of a MeetingPage community will be able to log in from any IE 5 browser, send and retrieve messages from other registered members, see which Web resources other members are currently looking at (for example, members can post meeting notes, and be informed when key people are actually seeing those notes), start communication channels with one or more MP members, and meet in any available resource such as a threaded web discussion or 3D chat space.   

Optional communication tools which can be “wrapped within” the MP environment will include:

Meet3D and Meet2D from DigitalSpace


Voice chat tools


NetMeeting


Cellphone telephony interfaces


Pagers and other Wireless devices 
The following MeetingPage packages are currently in development or have been released as public beta software:

Meeting Page Threaded Web Conferencing

Integrated solutions from industry leading environments Caucus and Web Crossing can give RAO members asynchronous discussion with the advantage of MP real time presence. As members write or read posts, they can be contacted in real time. Two members posting to the same conference will be aware of each other and able to communicate.
Meeting Page Collaboration Space Package 

Integration with industry leading environments such as Lotus Notes Domino, WebX, Placeware and other popular collaborative tools enhance these environments with MP real time team presence.
MeetingPage Voice-over-IP Solutions include optional installation of a Hearme (www.hearme.com) voice communicator or DigitalSpace’s “Onlive Traveler” environment (3D voice spaces) or Onlive Talker (simple web embedded voice control), see www.onlive.com. All voice services are available with pricing ranging from $10k per server (HearMe) with limited user population to a development agreement for Talker which would produce a more liberal license.
Mobile MeetingPage with optional development, an SMS gateway to GSM cell phones and a variety of digital pagers including Skytel as well as mobile Palm devices. Mobile MeetingPage allows users to be in contact with their team members when they are on the road. Mobile MeetingPage is available by special development agreement, as individual gateway configurations vary.
A fully featured MP installation will therefore allow team members such as AGRS/VALIC sales representatives to stay in touch and share content over the Web and to the mobile world. 

MeetingPage is an especially useful tool for teams separated by geography or work schedules. MP permits regular and intense communications that can support deadline-driven activities. MP communities can be created for short periods of time and then retired. MP fits well within existing company environments because it does not replace any tool but instead augments all tools, riding “on top” of any web-based process. Therefore, the “favorite” pages and applications employed by a work group (such as VALIC/AGRS sales reps) or network of educators can be registered into an MP community and used. 

MP basic editions include human presence tracking, messaging, member management, community caretaking and full time hosting and server monitoring through a corporate license at costs to be discussed upon request for specific implementation.  Training, online and telephone support and custom development are also offered on a time basis. The basic MeetingPage environment runs seamlessly through a corporate firewall (using only port 80 for its messaging) but if there is a need to host a complete database/server environment on DigitalSpace company equipment, then a full site license can be purchased.  
It is the recommendation of this team that the integrated solutions described above be explored for possible customized development and implementation on the RAO,  AGRS/VALIC and/or SAY sites as recommended in the Overview of this report.

Pricing, Customization and Availability

Pricing and customization for any part of the above described MeetingPage, Meet3D, Meet2D, Cybertradeshows or smaller events are all dependent on the following factors:

5. Number of users or attendees

5. Lead time for the event or creation of a group environment

5. Needs for full or part time hosting

5. Requirements for custom applications (new 3D models, customized applications or Web design)

We would need to discuss with the RAO team what combination of the above tools would be desired for a next generation RAO site. Realistic pricing could be derived from this discussion.

If RAO would like to participate in the public beta of MeetingPage beginning after May 1, 2001, this can be arranged on a no-cost trial basis. MP is a newly developed environment while its sub components have been on the market for some time. MP will be launched into public beta in the nearterm with Adobe’s Atmsophere community of users. We expect the full production version of MP to be available by August.

vi.   Implementation Trajectories:  Suggested Uses and Scenarios 
Historic RAO planning documents outlined clear areas that could benefit from the selected use of asynchronous and synchronous 2D and 3D tools by all users of the RAO site: member educators, partner experts, AGRS/VALIC customers, and internal AGRS/VALIC personnel including sales representatives and financial planning counselors.

As part of the integrated toolset described above, Meet3D, combined with Meet2D MeetingPage, the ActiveWorlds “thick client,” and/or the new Adobe Atmosphere thick client (see Appendix H), can accommodate multiple uses and applications including one-to-one, many-to-one and many-to-many communication and collaboration. These applications include:  

· One to many lectures

· Asynchronous slide shows or galleries

· Many to many discussions or panels

· Reference Desks (manned or automated)

· One to one meetings, office hours or tutoring groups

· Remote demonstrations

· Team collaboration and workgroup sharing 

· Many to many realtime sharing of web-based resources

· Knowledge Management (databasing of activities or content in environment for archive)

· Object customization parameters (realtime and pre-session)

· Realtime Polling (Hand-raising/yes-no buttons)

· World Use monitoring (automated statistics on who, how many, movement clusters, etc.)

· Many-to-many Conferencing 

Based on goals mandated by the internal RAO team, the following are highlighted scenarios that suggest how a 3D thin client such as Meet3D can be used to reward customer loyalty, benefit AG personnel, and increase ROI within the site options recommended by this team: 

· Bond the relationship between VALIC sales reps and VALIC customers
through “touch the customer” enhancements 

Create 3D communication and support areas for one-to-one financial counseling such as a “Virtual Client Care Center” to handle Retirement Planning Questions and Customer Care Questions in realtime. An example of such a client care center was constructed by DigitalSpace for a Danish Health Insurance company (see IHI Virtual HQ project at: http://www.digitalspace.com/worlds/ihihistory.html). IHI VHQ was designed for health counseling in several languages and for the presentation of slide shows on a regular schedule.
Create a realtime “See My Account” space staffed by sales representatives to assist customers in realtime account management.
· Create a “help desk” or Investment Education Center featuring the products and services AGRS/VALIC offers to educators 

Create an online “3D library of products and services” that is visually compelling, intuitive and easy to navigate so customers can view and print out retirement planning literature online (instead of having to order by mail as is now the case). 

Create a Realtime HelpSpace that allows sales representatives to walk customers through Risk Questionnaire, 4Sight, Portfolio Optimizer and Paycheck Calculation exercises in realtime, and to give on-the-spot advice based on results. 

· Showcase VALIC reps as leaders on the site - the SME's of RAO 

Offer a regular series of 3D “Meet the Experts” events where topical articles such as “this is not your mother’s portfolio” are linked straight from critical areas of the AGRS/VALIC sites.

Create a series of 3D “Life Events” Tutorials featuring AGRS/VALIC site content such as “Asset Allocation” and “Four Easy Steps To Your Financial Success”. A similar technique was used in the IHI HQ project, where the life events were health related, such as “you are having a baby.” 

· Reward group plan administrators and employers for choosing AGRS/VALIC

Create specialized spaces for group plan administrators with embedded click-to info and links to E-Remit Services, including realtime tutorials and chat with sales reps.

Create specialized spaces to educate employers on selecting the best plan for their employees, including realtime tutorials and chat with sales reps.  Create spaces for employers to invite their employees to learn more about the benefits of selected employee plans.  

· Offer a unique service to partners that support a “community of interest” such as SAY 

Create a series of special 3D School Safety venues for showcasing seminars, chat and events.

· Offer members lively discussion online with other educators for continued professional development and growth

Create a series of media-rich, user-customizable 3D Professional Development Spaces for ongoing seminars, conferences and discussions. 

· Create new, cost effective avenues for realtime communication between the RAO advisory committee members that can save on travel costs and support a more consistent planning process 

Create a special 3D Advisory Committee meeting room with time-critical information links and the ability for the committee to easily customize the rooms on a weekly basis through an interactive Web page.

As is shown in the comparison table of 3D tool features in Appendix G of this report, each of the above initiatives can take place utilizing current standalone features of Meet3D. However, if Meet3D is used with the “value add” of MeetingPage, Meet2D, a thick client such as ActiveWorlds or Adobe Atmosphere for large convention-style meetings, and a selection of recommended asynchronous tools, its potential increases.  Here is the same list with value-adds: 

· Bond the relationship between VALIC sales reps and VALIC customers
through “touch the customer” enhancements 

Create 3D communication and support areas for one-to-one financial counseling such as a “Virtual Client Care Center” to handle Retirement Planning Questions and Customer Care Questions in realtime in conjunction with a searchable database of threaded asynchronous messages. The world user tracking features allow a more discrete level of statistics to be generated.

· Create a “help desk” or Investment Education Center featuring the products and services AGRS/VALIC offers to educators 

Create an online “3D library of products and services” that is visually compelling, intuitive and easy to navigate so customers can view and print out retirement planning literature online (instead of having to order by mail as is now the case).  This could include a bot scripted “knowledge-base” area for basic questions to be answered in realtime from a growing, community-created “FAQ.” 

· Offer a unique service to partners that support a “community of interest” such as SAY 

Create a series of special 3D School Safety venues for showcasing seminars, chat and events that include interactive question and answer bots and galleries, and align with asynchronous threaded discussions and automated user polling features on current issues.

· Create new, cost effective avenues for realtime communication between the RAO advisory committee members that can save on travel costs and support a more consistent planning process 

Create a special 3D Advisory Committee meeting room with time-critical information links and the ability for the committee to easily customize the rooms on a weekly basis through an interactive Web page.

Offer a virtual, many-to-many, automatically logged meeting area that can save on travel costs and support a more consistent planning process. Automated botscripts can create a shared “knowledge-base” for this group and meeting transcripts can be automatically uploaded to the Advisory Committee’s protected area of the site in .html format with customized views.

· Utilizing the tools in the classroom setting 

Create a version of MeetingPage tuned for teacher-student interaction. This interaction could take many forms including:

1. “Office Hours” environment wherein a teacher is available for online guidance during set times of the day. Students can see if the teacher is “in” MP and then message and meet the teacher inside a number of MP-supported environments (voice, 2D chat, 3D rooms). Such a “tutorial center” was built for the California Virtual High School project in early 1998 by UCSC (ref Bonnie DeVarco).

2. Extracurricular or in-class live chats between students in one school and another, or students communicating with specialists or educational projects. The famous “live from Antarctica” series of 1995-96 was a great example of this. DigitalSpace is building a multi user 3D environment of the NASA FMARS project (a simulation of a human landing on Mars) which will include public outreach, allowing classes to take virtual fieldtrips to Mars.

3. Anonymous communications and discussion environments using secure chat or messaging to allow students to post their ideas or reports about school violence in support of the SAY initiative.

vii. Implementation Issues In The Deployment of 3D Realtime Technologies 

The issues involved in the successful implementation of any 3D virtual worlds technology, including Meet3D, are the same as those outlined in earlier sections of this report for successful deployment of 2D message board and chat tools.  The realtime communication potential of any 3D interface is most useful when it is supported by a clearly defined set of procedures and tutorials, and staffed by trained, experienced hosts and moderators.  This section will highlight the needs that are related specifically to avatar-inhabited cyberspace.

In addition to the standard protocol for event moderation and preparation in 2D environments, multi-user 3D requires additional areas of training and staffing, since the environments introduce new parameters of communication issues such as navigation in space, embodiment, and social spacing.  In some cases, more hand holding and rehearsals in the pre-event stages might be needed in a virtual space than in a 2D environment to ensure a successful conference or event. Some issues to be considered with respect to avatar selection, navigation and etiquette are the following:
· 2D “Teleport” maps of event locations are useful to allow users to find the appropriate meeting areas using intuitive geospatial referents.

· Planning and event PR such as preview pages are visual and highly useful.

· Pre-event prep activities and rehearsals are necessary.

· Social rules and netiquette for large groups take on new meaning, such as for crowd control and stage cues when sharing a social “space.”

· Realtime participant management and support is generally needed for large groups. 

· Tutorial modules are needed for event coordinators and for event participants with respect to issues of avatar selection, navigation and etiquette.

· Embodied communication – gesture, cues, parameters and language – is new for many users and must be explained through walk-through and/or text tutorials.  

· Users must be assisted in the selection and use of their avatars.  

· Text preparation and limitations (similar to 2D chat) often requires preparation of text ahead of time unless a transcriber is present. 

· Web-based companion material such as abstracts and images must be prepared ahead of time to be integrated properly in the visual venue. 

· Post-event activities such as synopses and screenshots are useful to archive the event with its highly visual context.

· Combining multiple modes of communication (audio, video, text) must be done in advance and with great care in these environments.

It is the recommendation of this team that integration of any 3D realtime toolset into the sites outlined in the Overview be facilitated according to the above considerations, in order to best promote acceptance of these tools by both member/educators and internal AG personnel such as sales representatives.    

VIII. User Materials

a. Online Social Network “Community” Guidelines/Rules of the Road

One of the most important aspects of online interaction is the behavior of the members.  The way members treat each other, and the way they interact with you, impacts almost every facet of your site. While it seems an ideal situation would be "anything the members want,” in reality, what members need are clear guidelines outlining the expectations for the society created by the interactivity.

It is imperative that you set up some standards for behavior. To that end, it is vital to craft a clear, well-articulated set of community guidelines for your online social network  - a "Rules of the Road.” These guidelines do not always need to be hard, fast, unbendable rules, but do need to impart to the users where the acceptable boundaries for interaction lie.

These guidelines are drafted based on the Terms of Service, which by nature is a much more comprehensive, legal document than the guidelines need to be. The Terms of Service sets out a number of do's and don'ts based on the needs of the company as a business. The Community Guidelines set out a number of expected norms for social behavior and interaction. While there is often some overlap between the two, the Community Guidelines are much more flexible and malleable in response to the needs of the community as a social space rather than the company as a business entity.

It is important to craft a document that is understandable, easy-to-read, and communicates the expected social norms in a manner that is clear, non-judgmental, not condescending and not harsh or dictatorial.  These norms need to be prominently displayed in the community as well as open to some limited discussion as the need arises.
b. RAO’s Current Status

American General is currently redefining the mission, goals and objectives for RAO. The documents surrounding the use of the RAO site will need to change to conform to the new identity of the site, the nature and needs of its membership, and the range of services it provides. 

RAO’s current plan to merge the non-profit content and services of the SAY Initiative with the for-profit business goals of AGRS on the RAO site brings some conflicts into play with regard to terms of use. These conflicts include but are not limited to community vs. business, profit vs. non-profit, and proprietary vs. open and public.  These conflicts must be worked out between principals and legal advisors of American General as final decisions on the status and identity of RAO are made. 

Accordingly, until concrete decisions are made surrounding the uses of the RAO site, the production of final community documents is impossible at this juncture.  Since the nature of the RAO site remains unclear, this section of the report will provide information on common practices that can help RAO modify its existing documents in an informed manner as appropriate.

This section includes:

1. A review and comparison of document size, language and standard clauses for education portals or organizations who serve K-12 educators. This comparison will highlight both common practices and best practice examples.

2. Specific comments on current RAO documents (i.e., privacy statement and terms of use):  what already works well and what areas of the documents should be modified.

3. References to online community guidelines templates and best practice examples from virtual community leaders.

c. Community Guidelines:  Best Practices 
Education portals that feature message boards or other communication tools often fold their community rules or behavior guidelines into the “Terms of Use” agreement or present them in a “User Conduct” section. Compared to many education sites, RAO’s “Community Rules” section is already well written and easy to understand, contains all of the common elements and adds its own customized commentary. RAO’s a. to n. examples of prohibited communication is particularly well presented. If RAO decides to start a community program, it would do well to increase some of its “Community Rules” section to include other clauses specific to educators.  

Due to the unclear status of “community” in RAO’s current trajectory and the unanswered question of whether it will actually build one, RAO needs to define the larger issues that surround the guidelines, i.e., the internal rules and governance. If the membership is limited to AGRS/VALIC service reps and current AGRS/VALIC clients, then one set of guidelines will make sense. However, if an open “community” area surrounds or augments events and brings in a wider audience (i.e. asynchronous message board discussions that continue after a synchronous presentation or event), other dynamics will come into play. 

Within this report, we have demonstrated that a Community Director or Manager and trained moderators are critical to the success of a site that implements communication tools and interactivity. RAO’s decisions regarding who will take on these roles (service reps? outsourced personnel?) and how they will be trained will define whether the web site needs to have strong and well-defined rules with a social structure that will enforce these rules or a more general, casual set of guidelines.  

One excellent example to look at is the TAPPEDIN community of education professionals. TAPPEDIN began with a strong human infrastructure and a Community Director who guides users through the process that is customized for various types of communication activities. Many discreet rules are additionally articulated in help files. The conditions for participation in the TAPPEDIN community (registration that requires an institutional affiliation) also pre-screens users to emphasize that it serves a “community of practitioners.” Accordingly, their statement on acceptable behavior, “Guidelines for Participation” , is very short and general. Much of the behavioral assistance and social engineering is part of the structure of their communication tools and their help files surrounding various uses.

The most important key to understanding what will need to be contained in RAO’s user or Community Rules section is to define the profile and needs of the target members. This will help RAO identify who will make decisions for the community (community owners, directors, moderators, members or a combination of some or all). This will also help RAO identify what the Director and/or moderators will be responsible for and how they will be trained. Amy Jo Kim’s Online Community Analysis Template at http://www.naima.com/CS377B/template.html  is an invaluable checklist that will assist RAO in this process [See Appendix C Nine Timeless Design Principles for Community Building]. 

It is this team’s recommendation that RAO also review sections V a.-c. and VI a.-g. of this report. Once RAO clearly defines the profile and needs of its target membership and decides on the levels of governance that will respond to its constituency, the community documents can be rewritten. A review of the guidelines below will assist and inform RAO principals as they modify, rewrite and customize the current Community Rules section for the site’s ultimate target membership:   

Electric Minds “Rules of the Road” 

http://www.fullcirc.com/community/emindror.htm
WebCrossing Community Management FAQ

http://www.webcrossing.com/40/html/communitymgt.html
FullCircle Associate’s Sample Online Interaction Guidelines (15 examples)

http://www.fullcirc.com/community/sampleguidelines.htm
Amy Jo Kim’s Community Document Examples (links to 15 examples)

http://www.naima.com/community/policies.html
Participate.com’s Research Whitepapers

http://www.participate.com/research/whitepapers.asp
Seminal research exploring the methodologies, processes, technologies, and business results of online community.
d. TERMS OF USE:  Standard Formats and Inclusions

RedAppleOnline’s Terms of Service is titled “Legal Notice and Disclaimer” and can be found at http://www.redappleonline.com/Group/LegalNoticeandDisclaimer.asp .  It is subtitled “Legal Terms and conditions of Use.” Based on a comparison of standard formats and inclusions exhibited in a range of Education Service Sites (see APPENDIX I “Target Population Research Lists”), RAO’s document includes all of the standard clauses. In the table below, the nature and purpose of each clause is explained, and areas that need modification in the RAO document are specified.
	ITEM
	NOTES

	
	

	Size
	These online documents range from two pages to six pages. They sometimes include a “user guidelines,” “responsible use” or “use of communication services” section (eliminating the need for a community guidelines section). We recommend that RAO continue to keep its community guidelines section separate from and hyperlinked to the Terms of Use and Privacy Statement documents. RAO’s 14-page Terms of Use document (that also includes its privacy statement in full) is unnecessarily lengthy and should be shortened if possible. See next section for more on this.

	
	

	Language
	The language of this type of document is generally a combination of easy-to-read areas with sections containing specific legal terminology only where necessary. The 14 page RAO Terms of Use document contains uncommonly extensive or redundant legal terminology (2, 9, 11). All standard legal inclusions seem amply covered in RAO’s Terms of Use and many additional clauses are also included. In this review it is assumed that many of these extra sections are dealing with compliance issues of AGRS (7, 13, 14, 15). If the audience for RAO stays broad, it would be helpful to shorten the document as a whole and strive for readability by eliminating excessive legal jargon or redundancies. Excellent examples of easy to read Terms of Use documents for the general education community can be seen at EdGateway and AOL@School.

	
	

	Proprietary Materials clause
	Also called “Permitted Use,” “Limitations on Use” or “Limited License” or “Proprietary Rights” – This section outlines the trademarks and copyrights of the material included on the site itself and can be very general or extremely specific. It articulates prohibitions on use of materials. RAO’s statement on proprietary materials is one of the most extensive in this survey.

	
	

	No Endorsement clause
	This clause, also titled “third party sites” or simply “disclaimer,” outlines the use of the site and its external links as “at your own risk” and defers any responsibility for the content, accuracy, copyright compliance, etc. for these sites. It also emphasizes no guarantee of privacy for users contributing to public areas of the site.

	
	

	Ownership of Submitted Content
	Also called “Submissions” or “Disclosure of Information” – this section outlines the user’s agreement that all information and communications submitted to the site are the property of the site owner, its subsidiaries and affiliates. It also outlines the user’s agreement to grant full rights to reproduce, display, etc. and agrees to assign all rights including intellectual rights to the site owner.

	
	

	Managing Content clause
	This statement absolves the site owner of any obligation to monitor the communications but articulates the right of the site owner to review, modify or delete user submissions or terminate user’s access to the site.

	
	

	Limitations on Liability clause
	This statement usually occurs in legal terminology and releases any liability of the site owner to users re damages that result from the use of or inability to use the site.

	
	

	Privacy clause
	The privacy section generally links to the “Privacy Policy” of the site and re-articulates the site owner’s right to disclose any information or materials posted to the site. Sometimes it reiterates the same information in the submissions section.

	
	

	Termination of Service clause
	Also called “Discontinuance” – this section outlines the agreement of the user to the site owner’s termination of service from the site with or without notice.

	
	

	Confidentiality clause
	One area where RAO shows a noticeable contradiction is in its confidentiality statement in the Terms of Use (5. Confidentiality Cannot be Guaranteed) followed by its somewhat opposite confidentiality statement in the Privacy Statement (Registration and How We Collect Information sections). The #5. Clause in Terms of Use should be more specific.

	
	

	Indemnity clause 
	This statement articulates the user’s agreement to hold harmless the site owners, affiliates, subsidiaries, etc. from any claims or liabilities for the use or misuse of the site. RAO’s indemnity clause is exclusively legal terminology.

	
	

	Procedure for Making Claims of Infringement
	This standard clause includes contact information for users to notify the site owners if they believe any work on the site represents copyright infringement.

	
	

	Modifications to Terms of Use
	This section articulates the site owner’s right to change the Terms of Use at any time without notice without liability to users. This is not common across the board but is a useful clause.

	
	

	Choice of Law and Forum clause
	Also called “Jurisdiction” or appears in the “General” or “Miscellaneous” sections - Statement of governance (State and Country)

	
	

	International Use clause
	This is not common but is useful. RAO’s is the most extensive and specific of all surveyed.


e. PRIVACY POLICY:  Standard Formats and Inclusions

RedAppleOnline’s Privacy Policy statement can be found on the site at: http://www.redappleonline.com/Group/PrivacyPolicy.asp Based on a comparison of standard formats and inclusions exhibited in a range of Education Service Sites (see APPENDIX I “Target Population Research Lists”), RAO’s document included all of the standard clauses. In the table below, the nature and purpose of each clause is explained and areas that need modification in the RAO document are specified.

	ITEM
	NOTES

	
	

	Size
	Privacy Policy Statements are usually much shorter than the Terms of Use statements ranging from one page to three pages. Some education sites such as TeacherHelp use their parent organization’s privacy statement (Wright Group/McGraw Hill) which can be a bit longer. 

	
	

	Language
	Privacy Policies are generally conversational rather than legalistic and are short and user-friendly. An effective way to present the privacy policy can also be in FAQ question and answer style (such as ThirdAge’s Privacy Policy). RAO’s privacy policy is well written and very easy to read. It is organized well. It is simple but comprehensive. It should be used as a model for the conversational writing style that should be added to sections of RAO’s Terms of Use statement.

	
	

	User Privacy Protection clause
	This is also a confidentiality clause.  It outlines that information will not be shared with third parties, etc. and notifies the user that anonymous information may be collected (such as statistics, etc.).

	
	

	User Information Collection 
	This clause outlines how information is collected and identifies the limited amount of personal information that will be collected upon registration.

	
	

	Cookies 
	This identifies that there are areas of the site that use cookies to customize the user experience and notifies the user that the information will not be used for marketing purposes. It also notes that cookies can be disabled from the user end.

	
	

	User Opt out for Information Distribution
	This is not common across the board for education sites but is common in sales sites. It notifies the user of his/her opportunity to refuse permission for external information of their names, etc. in conjunction with customer sales or business activities or investigation of crimes, etc.

	
	

	Child Privacy Act Notice
	This is common on education sites and notifies compliance with the Children’s Online Privacy Act of 1998  (for children 12 and under). RAO currently does not include this in its privacy policy. It may be recommended if the target audience includes students.

	
	

	Access: Review and Correction
	This clause notifies the user of conditions for access or correction of their information. It is short and sometimes combined with the User Collection section.

	
	


f. User Support Help Files/Tutorials

It is important that the users be able to use the software installed to facilitate the communication among visitors to the site.  It can be overwhelming to the regular users to be required to help new users learn to use the software and the tools available to them.

It is our recommendation that help files and software tutorials be created to reduce or eliminate the need for user confusion and lower the learning curve for the software on the site.  This has the added benefit of reducing the need for tech support for the site, and reduces the amount of mail coming into the company requesting help for those functions that can easily be taught via a tutorial or comprehensive help files. 

Help files can take the format of an FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) and tutorials can be created to walk a user through a procedure step by step.  The best tutorials are modular in structure and can easily be changed to reflect any changes on the site.  These tutorials can also be interactive and chat-enabled, as discussed in other sections of this report.  

This report team can build tutorials for you once decisions are made about software platforms and other interactive issues (ie – events schedule, event types etc).  

IX. Strategic Development

This report team recommends the following steps be taken in the strategic development of all project phases.  Upon request, this team is available to map out a more detailed proposal for implementation of these steps as a separate, next-stage project.

a. Planning Conference

The first step in developing an interactive space is the detailed planning phase.  This team creates and facilitates a planning conference made up of a system of message boards that are used to discuss, develop, question and answer, and make decisions for the space.  In addition, this conference is a gathering place for all involved with the project, and quickly becomes an interactive space unto itself. It also serves in the future as a gathering place for those working both within the company and as remote employees/contractors to facilitate communication and ongoing management of the public spaces.

b. Social Infrastructure
Many of the most important decisions made about any interactive network come in the planning stages.   A big piece of that decision-making comes with developing the infrastructure for the space.   Software is a small part of the infrastructure puzzle.  A much larger part is the way the topics and discussions or events are presented to the site visitors.  It is this piece that will serve to draw in users and bring them back, more so than any other decision made during the planning phase.

Social infrastructure means how the discussions are organized, how both people and information will flow through the space, and the presentation of topics, areas of interest and emerging social network organization. What you do now lays the foundation for all future expansions.  While it is difficult to decide up front what your site may look like two years from now, not making those assumptions and planning for the expansion now can result in turmoil that will irrevocably damage the activity and success of the site later.  

This team can help you identify your needs both short and long term, and help you map out the number of topics, the presentation of topics, the organizational breakdown of the audience, the relationships between topics, content and events, and the appropriate plan for scaling the space to grow with any potential emerging social network rather than trying to react to growth without a plan.  

c. Launching in Stages:  Phases and Timeline Issues  
American General’s early planning document for the RAO site outlined key issues with regard to a setting up a timeline to build an RAO membership; these issues still hold true. This document’s “Risk Analysis” section [see RedAppleOnline Business Plan, April 17, 2000, p. 30] outlined the following:

· Communities and online social networks on websites evolve, and it takes time to develop a “critical mass” of committed and active members. 

· It may take two to three years to develop the level of action that will demonstrate a return on the investment.

· A September launch is the best window of opportunity to reach the educators who form the client base of RAO. 

With this in mind, we recommend that the site re-launch occur in stages. The reason for launching in stages is the need to keep things on the site manageable.  If you try to do too much, too fast, you run the risk of losing control over the site.  While control may seem unnecessary, as a site grows it needs to be controlled until it forms a life of its own.  It is like having a child; a baby needs much more control and attention than a growing child.  As the child gets older, it becomes more capable of taking care of itself.  So, too, with social networks.  It is hard work at the beginning, both time consuming and energy draining - but it is well worth it when you finally get to the point where the site is thriving, active and self-sustaining.
One of the key factors in presenting the structure, both physical and social, is the way the redeveloped site is launched. Interactive networks do not launch as self-contained, fully grown entities. They need a starting point, and as the site attracts and keeps members, it will need to grow and expand to accommodate the members.  This means that while it is tempting to launch all features at once, it is more appropriate and much more effective to launch just enough to attract and keep a core group.  Once the core group forms relationships - both with each other and with you - you can add features and events and expand what you offer.  This will help keep the site fresh, and help attract new users.

The danger in launching everything at once is that you will have a big physical online space with no people to populate it.  People tend to gravitate towards those spaces where they can find other people, preferably people with whom they have something in common.   If the people are too spread out across the site, they may not find each other.  It is much more appealing to the potential member to find a place that is a little smaller in scope, but has an audience that is active and easy to find.  The RAO site has had some experience with this in the past.  Trying to do too much too fast often lends itself to a site that is overwhelming, confusing and not well executed. 

It is also important to build a space that will sustain itself over a period of time.  This will drive the choice of communication tools on the site, which will also change over time.  Our best recommendation is to re-launch with hosted message boards, and leave the chat and large events for a second stage.  Planning a significant event or two as you build the interest and relationships on the boards will help draw more people into the space, give the existing users the glue for the relationships developing on the boards, and potentially spawn organic growth of a real community.

When American General defines its appropriate course for RAO given the options presented in the Overview section of this report, a reasonable timeline can be determined. This team can help you develop a staged launch plan that will take into account all of your needs and the resources necessary and available to support success at every stage.  As with anything else related to human behavior, it will be a flexible plan that will allow for change as the needs of the company and the social network change.   

d. Build Out and Attracting an Audience
Once the initial plans are mapped out, this report team can start the build out of the social network.  We will assist you with topic creation and seeding.  We will help you build up the initial activity on the boards to help you get started.  We will help you develop your topics as the first users come in and assist your hosts as needed in getting things ramped up.

We can also help you plan your initial live events and help you tie them to what is going on culturally and within the specific areas of interest.  We will be able to monitor the initial activity levels and advise you as to the best way to proceed to manage the growth.  We may need to speed things up a bit, or slow them down.  We may need to accelerate the events plan, or put it off altogether.  We will walk those first steps with you to make sure you are comfortable with what you are building and know that what you are building is strong and supportive.

In sum, as the internal RAO team leverages its considerable expertise to develop a marketing strategy to get the word out and bring people in, this report team can help ensure that those people have a reason to stay.

X. Conclusion

Building the foundation for a strong, viable online social network or community of any scale is both time-consuming and energy intensive. Best practices dictate building an appropriate foundation so that the network can become self-perpetuating and self-sustaining over time. The first step in this process is thoughtful and thorough planning on the part of the company.     

If American General wishes to undertake the development of any or all of the options discussed in this report, it is imperative that the company be willing to do the groundwork necessary to the success of the project.  No matter how large or small the target market, no matter how ambitious the plan for events, no matter what the goals and projections, it is vital to the success of this venture that the planning and foundation work be supported and the internal company team be active and committed participants in every step of the process.  

American General must be willing to invest the necessary resources to support not just the planning phases, but also the launch and post-launch phases of the initiative.  It takes time, money and personnel to launch even a small successful interactive site.  

This team is available to help AG realize its goals in the areas outlined in this report.  As a first step, the company must engage in and complete a careful planning process designed to identify and resolve member needs and founder goals.  This process could be assisted greatly by the disclosure by the company of more internal information than was presented to this team during the planning period that lead up to this report.  It necessitates the asking and answering of many still unanswered questions in all areas including corporate image, available resources, current corporate culture and work practices, future plans and appropriate success metrics.  

Finally, it entails the willingness of the company to make specific, detailed decisions in many key areas upon which to base further site implementation.  These decisions include, but are not limited to, those areas highlighted by Amy Jo Kim’s “Community Analysis Template” [see APPENDIX C]; for example, defining the purpose of the community, and creating community leadership on the site. 

With a more fully developed planning phase, including more specific information from American General, well thought out and focused goals, and an opportunity to dialogue and better understand the corporate needs, this team could deliver a targeted site plan that includes specific schedules, deliverable action points, fixed costs, and a clear blueprint for measurable outcomes and indicators of success.  Upon request, this team is available to map out this more detailed proposal for implementation as a separate, next-stage project. 

American General has made a fine start, and it is the hope of this team that the process will continue as recommended here. This is an exciting venture with as yet unrealized potential to yield great rewards for American General and its educator clientele.  
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