Pinemere Camp Ning.com Case Study
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· How Much Does It Cost? 
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· Drawbacks 

· What Other Lessons has Pinemere Learned from this Experience?

· Remove Google Ads
· Focus on Email Addresses
· Use the Social Network to Drive Traffic to Alumni Portal
· Try New Content/Functionality in Ning.com
· Include All Camp Constituents in one Social Network
· What Are the Major Success Factors for Managing a Social Network on Ning.com?

· Summary
At nine o’clock one morning a few months ago, Aaron Selkow, Camp Director of Pinemere Camp, read an article about social networking site Ning.com. He was intrigued by the idea and thought it would be a great place to create an online community for Pinemere alumni, campers, parents, and staff. By 9:30, he had a social network. After another 10 hours of effort, Aaron had customized the network with the Pinemere website look and feel. He had also integrated the content types he wanted incorporated initially in the Pinemere Camp social network – message boards, groups, photos, polls, online giving, etc. After a few weeks of beta testing the site with ~15 staff members, he launched the site by inviting the 200-300 alumni for whom Aaron had updated email addresses through an email blast. In only three months, the community has grown virally to more than 600 members, who have contributed their own content to the site, including 2,000+ photos. Click here to read more about Pinemere’s experience with Ning.com and find out if Ning.com is right for you, too…

TOP
What is Ning.com?

Ning.com is one of the most popular managed social networking sites. It allows organizations to create a “gated” community for their constituents. Ning.com offers users the basic functionality you can find in Facebook and MySpace: Each user can create their own page, congregate in groups, and communicate. There are even additional applications for including personal Flickr photo streams and links to Facebook profiles. The key is that an organization can set up the Ning.com social network so that it is not viewable by the public. Only those who are accepted into the network can view the content.

TOP
What Types of Content Does the Pinemere Social Network Include?

Each member of the network can post their own pictures, create their own personal blog, upload videos, add music to their page, comment on members’ pictures and profiles, invite friends, create new message board topics, post on the message board, and create/join groups. For example, on the Pinemere Social Network, there are groups for “Alumni with kids who attended Pinemere,” “Aaron Selkow’s Bunkmates,” “CITs of 1989,” and many more.

The administrators of the network can also post announcements and create polls. Pinemere has incorporated an optional link to donate online, using JustGive.org to process the donations.

TOP
How Has the Pinemere Social Network Grown?

For Pinemere, very little marketing was required to make the social network grow in numbers and participation.  To get started, Aaron sent an email blast to all known emails in their database (~200-300 people) to get the community started and reach a critical mass. This group was instrumental in keeping the Pinemere Social Network active and virally marketing the community to other Pinemere Camp alumni.
As part of the process for each individual to register for the network, in addition to asking for contact information and camp memories, Aaron requested some names/emails of friends who might be interested in joining, too. Aaron checks these names against their known information. If it is newer than information they already have in DonorPerfect Online (DPO), they update DPO. If it is someone new, they send an invitation to that person to verify they are interested in joining the community. 

After three months, the network had grown virally to about 600 people in May, 2008. They continue to add an average of 10 people per week to the network. Of the 600 people in the Pinemere network as of May, about 100 were staff/campers/other non-alumni who were invited virally. Of the 500 alumni involved in the network, the demographics could be broken down approximately as follows:

· 20-35 years old: 250 participants
· 35-50: 150 participants
· 50+: 50 participants
TOP
What Does It Take to Maintain?

Although the effort required to create and manage a social network on Ning.com is limited, any social networking presence requires some resources to manage and review content. Aaron had the Pinemere social network updated with features, logos, and registration questions with 10 hours of effort. In addition, Aaron spent some time pulling together his list of emails from DonorPerfect Online. 

Ongoing maintenance is limited, but important. Managing membership requires a short amount of time to check new members against existing data and verifying their interest in joining the community. Pinemere also semi-regularly manually exports data collected when members sign up for the social network and imports it DonorPerfect Online and their eNewsletter software (Constant Contact). 

Finally, Pinemere spends some time monitoring content. They approve some of the content uploaded, such as photos and videos. They have removed a handful of groups when they didn’t agree with some questionable language or other content; Aaron or other staff members send private messages to the creators of the groups explaining the decision. They have also noticed a few questionable profile pictures and asked users to change them.


Aaron’s advice: You don’t have to be a “techie” to get started. It is relatively simple to set up. And every camp can find a 19 year old staff member or former camper who can help set up the social network based on the camp’s needs. Every camp has some interested party who can help with this type of work. However, Aaron stresses that the camp staff should manage the site and content itself to ensure the content and image meets the camp’s mission and values. 
TOP
How Much Does It Cost?

Ning.com offers its social networks for free. However, you can pay certain fees to modify the user experience. For example, Pinemere pays $20/month to remove the Ning.com logo and Google Ads that Ning.com would otherwise include on the page. Aaron felt that this was a small price to pay to make it a truly safe, secure, “intimate” environment with Pinemere branding only.

Pinemere has also decided to use Justgive.org to process online donations through both Ning.com and their camp website. Justgive.org charges Pinemere 3% of all transactions to process the online donations.

TOP
What Are the Benefits of Ning.com? Drawbacks?
Benefits:

· Community building: Aaron says that the Pinemere social network on Ning.com “makes a great case for what camp can be.” He has received over 100 emails from alumni saying they love the social network.

· Email list building: Pinemere has grown their email list from 200+ emails to over 600 in just a few months.

· Memory gathering: Pinemere has collected over 2,000 pictures of camp memories (plus videos, stories, and relationships) on the social network. In their terms of use, Pinemere specified that these pictures can be used by the camp. Difficult to quantify the value of these memories. For example:
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· Ease of use: It only took Aaron about 10 hours to set up with the features he wanted and to make it look like the Pinemere camp website. Now the site “runs itself” except for approving pictures, registrations, videos, moderating content, and managing new and updated constituent data.

· Collecting updated data on camp constituents: Can export data and import into DPO to update alumni data.

Drawbacks:

· Integration with other systems: A Ning.com social network is not integrated with other systems, such as DPO. It is another silo of data that needs to be integrated. Integration requires some manual effort.

· Maintenance/Moderation effort: A Ning.com social network takes a bit of time and effort to maintain. The camp must be willing to put some time in to ensure the network is moderated.

TOP
What Other Lessons has Pinemere Learned from this Experience?

Remove Google Ads: Pinemere originally planned on allowing Google Ads on the site, but trying to control them and possibly even offering their own Pinemere ads on the site. However, Aaron believes that not having ads on the page is worth the extra expense. It really helps make it a community, a more “intimate” feeling, rather than feeling as if they are constantly being solicited. It also avoids the sometimes “strange” keyword associations Google Ads sometimes make.
Focus on Email Addresses: Aaron believes the focus on email is very effective. Mailing addresses change frequently and he doesn’t feel they are as reliable. However, participants in the social network use their email address as their login, so any changes will be captured by Ning. Note however that Aaron may begin asking for home address as part of the registration process to also get updates of that contact information; he is not currently doing so.

Use the Social Network to Drive Traffic to Alumni Portal: Aaron thinks it could be helpful to direct the Pinemere Ning.com social network users to their Alumni Portal to update their information directly into DPO for him. Ning.com allows him to add a large banner on the homepage of the network periodically to remind people to go there when there is actionable news (event registration, new photos, contests, etc.). He has not taken advantage of this possibility yet.

Try New Content/Functionality in Ning.com: There are many other options available in Ning.com that Pinemere could utilize. He simply needs the time to review and try them out. It would help to have someone knowledgeable/interested in these tools to put some energy into the process. For example, Ning.com offers the ability to create links between Facebook pages and Ning - basically a slideshow on your Facebook profile that links to the Ning.com social network. However, Aaron hasn’t had a chance to test it. Also, you can import pictures directly from Flickr into Ning.com social networks, but Aaron hasn’t been able to implement/test that either.

Include All Camp Constituents in one Social Network: Aaron considered the option of having two separate social networks – one for alumni and another for current campers/parents/staff. However, he decided on one integrated social network for all Pinemere constituents for a few reasons:

· The social network is about Pinemere, in which everyone has a shared interest.

· The social network allows each user to personalize their own experience. Users can make their own groups/cohorts/virtual relationships within the network and build relationships and interact with those whom they wish.

· To save effort (they only have to manage one social network instead of two).

What Are the Major Success Factors for Managing a Social Network on Ning.com?

Aaron believes the following are important to ensure a successful social network on Ning.com (or any managed social networking site):

· Blast to all known emails to get community started to reach a critical mass, when it will begin to run itself.

· Be sure to collect names/emails of friends who might be interested to continue to grow the community.

· Moderate site regularly.

· Make the site as “intimate” as possible; no ads, Ning.com references. Aaron feels this is very important to make the community as welcoming as possible.

TOP
Summary
Aaron believes all camps should use something like this. When you look at the relationships, stories, and pictures out there, Aaron says it “makes a great case for what camp can be.” The over 100 emails from alumni saying they love it is another testament to its success so far.
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