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It was the height of 
the dot-com bubble, 
and everybody was 
getting in on the game. 
So when a couple of 
college dropouts with 
no formal business 
training got together 
in 2000 with $500 each 
and decided to start a 
T-shirt shop on the Web, 
nobody paid much 
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attention. Not at first, anyway.

Jeffrey Kalmikoff and Jake Nickell got the idea for their online 

store from a T-shirt design contest that Jake entered and won 

through an online design and development community they 

were both part of at the time. The idea of that contest stuck, 

and they decided to use the same principle to build their own 

ongoing, community-based T-shirt design contest. Nobody 

expected that these two college dropouts would go on to 

become the multimillionaire creators of a new standard of peer 

production on the Internet.

“In a nutshell, our business is based upon the idea of ‘customer 

cocreation’ or ‘user innovation’ or ‘crowdsourcing’ or whatever 

the next buzzword for it is,” muses Jeffrey Kalmikoff, cofounder 

and chief creative officer of online retailer Threadless. After 

expanding at a rate of 3 to 4 times a year and becoming one 

of the most popular shirt-makers on the Web, Threadless now 

pulls in an annual revenue of about $30 million with a profit 

margin clocking in at an impressive 30 percent.

As illustrated in Figure 9.1, the Threadless Crowdsourcing 

process goes like this. Seasoned designers and novices alike 

submit more than 1,000 new T-shirt designs a week to the 

Threadless Web site. Users then have a seven-day window in 

which they vote on and rate the submissions. The company 

finally chooses designs from the top-scoring submissions to be 

printed in limited quantities of 1,500. Invariably, every single 

design sells out.
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Figure 9.1

Threadless represents a win-win-win game of peer production and crowdsourcing.

Designers whose T-shirts get printed receive $2,500 in cash 

and prizes, a hefty sum considering that some designs are 

created by amateurs with no professional design experience. 

The community, for its part, gets to participate in the creation 
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process and feel the honor by association of, “Yeah, I voted for 

that one.” The company itself never has to deal with the risk of 

a poorly selling shirt. By banking on preselected winners, every 

design is a sure thing.

When Threadless based its Web site on user-submitted creation, 

it was leveraging the recently emerged trend of crowdsourcing. 

Crowdsourcing means taking a task normally completed by 

a single professional—say, for instance, t-shirt design—and 

opening it up to contributions by a group of non-professionals. 

Crowdsourcing is comparatively low-cost and provides a far 

wider array of options to choose from when creating a product. 

Threadless uses crowdsourcing as the fundamental basis for its 

business model.

The runaway success of the online retailer led it to open its 

first brick-and-mortar retail store in Chicago in 2007, and it 

has plans to open several other locations across North America 

in cities including Portland, Austin, Toronto, and Boston. 

Threadless parent skinnyCorp also launched a sister site called 

Naked & Angry (a play on Threadless’ slogan “Nude no more”) 

using the same user-scored submission basis for products 

including neckties and wallpaper. A bevy of Threadless 

imitators has also come onto the scene, as have other user-

submission-based store models.

“It’s a simple concept,” says Kalmikoff. “When people tell you 

what they want, you give it to them.”
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Sourcing the Crowd

To d ay ’ s  a u d i e n c e  i s n ’ t  l i s t e n i n g  at  a l l — i t ’ s 
pa r t i c i pat i n g .  I n d e e d ,  a u d i e n c e  i s  a s  a n t i q u e 
a  t e r m  a s  r e c o r d ,  t h e  o n e  a r c h a i c a l ly 
pa s s i v e ,  t h e  o t h e r  a r c h a i c a l ly  p h y s i c a l . 
— W i l l i a m  G i b s o n ,  A wa r d - w i n n i n g  a u t h o r 
( e x c e r p t  f r o m  W i r e d  m a g a z i n e ,  J u ly  2 0 0 5 )

We live in a world where a wealth of high-quality amateur 

content is being produced and developed right alongside 

the industrial model. There is a shift in the traditional power 

structure whereby anyone with access to the Internet and an 

affinity for technology can produce and distribute a product 

or service that directly competes with you and your business. 

On-demand printing sites such as CafePress and Spreadshirt 

allow users to upload designs and open their own T-shirt and 

accessory stores completely free of cost. As Gibson noted, the 

audience is no longer content to stay in the role of receiver—

today’s audiences want, and in more and more cases expect, to 

directly contribute and participate.

Decreasing technology costs and the increasing ubiquity of 

inexpensive and specialized software have put previously 

inaccessible tools of professional creation directly into the 

hands of the consumer. Whereas once a musician needed to 

pay extraordinarily high fees for equipment and studio time, 

near professional-quality production tools such as Apple’s 

GarageBand now come standard on new computers. The same 

goes for video and graphics editing software. That means 

more and more people are able to experiment with these once 
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unavailable tools, and that in turn means more and more 

people are discovering innate talents that might otherwise go 

unnoticed.

Where crowdsourcing encourages participation and harnesses 

peer-production within a large dedicated community, it 

simply doesn’t work if the crowd is too small. A group of 50 

nonprofessional T-shirt designers is unlikely to come up with 

hit designs on a regular basis. If Threadless had started out 

expecting to select and print ten designs every week, it would 

have failed from the get-go. It had to start small and build not 

only its credibility, but also the crowd from which it sourced its 

designs.

What that means is, for mom-and-pop companies at least, 

crowdsourcing is unlikely to be a viable option. Without a vast 

community to use in soliciting responses, sustainable talent 

is a rarity. Even a novice will occasionally hit a hole-in-one 

on the golf course; just don’t ask her to do it twice in a row. 

Realistically, crowdsourcing is best used in one of two ways: 

(1) as a one-off or (2) by larger companies, or companies with 

dedicated and/or talented communities.

Crowdsourcing as a One-Off

Canadian gold-mining company Goldcorp did it on a large 

scale when it released a unique challenge back in 2000: “We’ll 

give you all of the data about one of our mining regions; you 

tell us where to dig for gold.” The competition attracted entries 

from geologists all over the world and offered prizes worth a 

total of $575,000. The top prize was taken by Fractal Graphics, 
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a small consultancy based in Perth, Australia. Fractal’s prize: a 

cool $105,000. Goldcorp’s net take from the contest data: more 

than $3 billion.

On the other end of the spectrum, Wired editor Jeff Howe used 

crowdsourcing to come up with the cover for the UK edition of 

his upcoming book on—you guessed it—crowdsourcing. More 

than 150 designs were submitted, and the winner received a 

signed first edition of the title and framed artwork along with a 

cash prize of £500.

As a one-off, one-time contest, crowdsourcing represents a 

low-cost source of high-value talent. It’s the one-hit wonder 

of the Internet—relatively easy to hit once, incredibly difficult 

to achieve consistently. Social networks provide a vast source 

of potential talent for creating your own crowdsourced one-

hit wonder. Whether creating a new product or looking for 

improvement on an existing offering, consider the dedication 

and talent of your community before paying top dollar for a 

specialist. If you’re looking to make a better coffee machine, 

leverage the passion that consumers have for your product by 

asking them for suggestions. Build a better product by getting 

advice from the people who use it on a regular basis.

Crowdsourcing a Dedicated Community

The other viable option for crowdsourcing only works if you 

have a large and/or dedicated community—and even then, be 

aware that it has its risks. Crowdsourcing is best utilized when 

your community has a real passion for what they’re creating. To 

create a sustainable business based on user submissions, you 
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need to have a community that is either unusually talented, 

or one large enough to consistently produce high-quality 

submissions.

One of the most recent entries into this arena is Ryz, which runs 

on a similar model as Threadless but uses sneakers instead 

of T-shirts. Though, at the time of publishing, the site is just 

getting started, it has already created several successful sneaker 

designs and boasts consistently high-quality submissions. Ryz 

leveraged the current urban trend of custom-designed sneakers 

to attract talented designers into its submission process. Like 

Threadless, winning designers receive a cash prize. Unlike 

Threadless, the contest is not ongoing—Ryz has not yet built an 

expansive enough audience to keep its doors open at all times. 

That is likely to change as recognition spreads, and both users 

and buyers flock to the site in increasing numbers.

The Giants of Cocreation
Isaac Newton once humbly wrote, “If I have seen further it is by 

standing on the shoulders of giants.” Newton understood that 

all new concepts are built on preexisting concepts; if he himself 

created new theories, it was because he was able to build on 

the existing theories of his predecessors. They had constructed 

the fundamental concepts upon which he was able to stand to 

see new, previously unexplored lands. In other words, they gave 

him the basics; he just elaborated on them.

The concept of cocreation operates similarly. It’s a little like 

those group projects you worked on back in high school. Joe 
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was the best writer, Jane was the best researcher, and you were 

the best presenter. As a group, you divided and conquered 

by concentrating on your strengths and then combining 

them to form a better whole. Rather than relying on a single 

individual to do all the hard work, you combined your efforts 

to come up with a better end product. Similarly, by separating 

a development project into its constituents, you can create a 

whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

The term “cocreation” is often used synonymously with 

crowdsourcing, but the two carry different connotations. 

While both refer to using the wisdom and talents of a group 

to create a better end product, each goes about it differently. 

Crowdsourcing involves soliciting ideas from a wide group of 

people and ultimately choosing the best final product from 

among the submissions. Cocreation, on the other hand, asks 

a group of people to work together on creating the best final 

product. In crowdsourcing, each person works on the end 

product individually, and the best option wins. In cocreation, a 

group of people comes together, and each person concentrates 

on a different element, finally combining their talents to make a 

better collaborative solution.

Cocreation is at the heart of the open source software move-

ment, where users are given full access to the programming code 

for a piece of software and can then submit their own changes 

and improvements for approval. The best example of cocreation 

is perhaps Mozilla’s Firefox, the open source Web browser 

that has been slowly but steadily chipping away at the once 

overwhelming lead of Microsoft’s Internet Explorer. Firefox bases 

much of its development on the input of loyal contributors who 

provide updates in the form of source code tweaks as well as 
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in the form of useful plug-ins and add-ons. These self-selected 

developers work long hours to improve the product they love 

and support with as only compensation accolades from their 

peers and the satisfaction of a job well done.

Working with Your Community
“The key to maintaining a good community is honesty,” says 

Threadless cofounder Jeffrey Kalmikoff. “Our community is 

like any community. We could even give away free money and 

someone would complain. We make changes to the site and 

some people aren’t happy. The key is to stay transparent and let 

the community know what’s going on. As long as people feel 

like they have a sense of ownership and still have a say (which 

they do) in what goes on, we can do anything.”

That sense of ownership is exactly what drives individuals to 

participate in crowdsourcing and cocreation platforms with 

little or no financial benefit. That sense of ownership is exactly 

what drives individuals to participate in crowdsourcing and 

cocreation platforms with little or no financial benefit. Just as 

Obama’s cocreation strategy paved his way to the presidency, 

his participatory change.gov initiative and groundbreaking 

weekly address to the nation via Youtube is helping to shape 

a new form of political process. In politics as in business, the 

real payoff comes when eager and dedicated individuals come 

together and work toward an ultimate goal they can trust and 

believe in.

When developing your own initiatives, consider several factors 

before committing:
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Is your community dedicated enough to provide useful ▶▶

and significant input?

Is it large enough to be able to provide unique value?▶▶

Does it make sense to vet your offerings through your ▶▶

community before publicly releasing them?

Is your community passionate enough to provide valuable ▶▶

insights?

What are the best questions you can ask your community ▶▶

to generate real, tangible value?

Concepts like crowdsourcing and cocreation networks are 

often played down by big media outlets as ineffective and 

valueless, but by and large the reason for that portrayal lies in 

the multitude of companies that attempt to use the concepts 

without first taking the time to consider both the benefits 

and the consequences. They are concepts that, when used 

correctly, have the potential to provide tremendous and 

lasting value with a minimal investment. Do your research 

before jumping in, and if you decide to go for it, make sure 

you know exactly why and how. As always, be genuine, and if 

you’re asking your community to give you something, make 

sure you have something they value to give them in return. If 

used correctly, crowdsourcing and cocreation represent some 

of the biggest potential returns on investment (ROI) out there 

today. As President Obama found out in his historic presidential 

nomination: 

“Nothing can stand in the way of millions of voices calling for 

change!”
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The stereo geeks in 
one store had no idea 
what was going on in 
another. How did the 
6 1/2-inch Pioneer TS-
D1602R coaxial car 
speakers with KEVLAR 
and Basalt Woofer 
Cones compare with 
the 6 1/2-inch Sony XS-
GT1625A car speakers 
with HOP Woofer Cones?
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An important distinction, to be sure.

But when Best Buy sub-brand Geek Squad decided to roll 

out an internal wiki (a collaborative tool where anybody 

with access can share and modify information) to its 11,000 

employees, the powers that be really had no idea what the 

employees were going to use it for.

The terrifying fact about investing in an internal social 

network and encouraging employees to use it lies in the fact 

that interaction within it appears to be totally random, even 

chaotic. Logically, you’d think it would only result in staffers 

playing around all day instead of doing what they’re being 

paid to do (that is, their jobs). You’d also think that all that time 

spent playing around would seriously drag down productivity. 

But Best Buy and Geek Squad decided that, for better or for 

worse, they were willing to embrace the experimentation and 

uncertainty inherent in their new internal network. They simply 

rolled out their new social tools and promoted them to see what 

would happen next.

But contrary to what you might expect, employee productivity 

didn’t go down after all. What did happen next was that some 

users started making pages about their own stores, while others 

made pages about customer service issues. In fact, productivity 

actually increased as more pages were added.

The pattern that then emerged is based on a seemingly obvious 

but nonetheless insightful observation: Specialists love to share 

their knowledge with others. For Geek Squad, this meant that 
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the stereo geeks who know everything there is to know about 

the Pioneer stereo systems could suddenly share information 

with the stereo geeks who know everything there is to know 

about the Sony stereo systems. As my friend Jimmy Wales 

explained to me, until the company’s wiki was launched, the 

opposing-brand geeks had no way to share their experiences, 

let alone to get credit for that knowledge within the company 

at large. Nowadays, when a Best Buy store doesn’t have any 

stereo geeks in it with an inherent knowledge of the latest 

Pioneer subwoofer, any Best Buy employee can log on to the 

company wiki to get in touch with their inner geek and find 

recommendations for customers, and to educate themselves 

while they’re at it.

But why would Best Buy even invest in a social network in the 

first place? They already represented a credible brand with 

plenty of brand loyalists. Why would a well-respected brand 

like Best Buy feel the need to embrace such a chaotic and 

unpredictable medium? To answer that question, I turned again 

to Jimmy who suggested I try and imagine how things used 

to be run. In the old days, the Sony stereo geek working at the 

Best Buy in New York City really had no way of getting in touch 

with the Pioneer stereo geek working at the Best Buy in Palo 

Alto (particularly if it was 10 a.m. EST and nobody in California 

had arrived at the store yet). Truth be told, the time difference 

never even came into play—the fact was that neither of the 

geeks had any idea that the other even existed. The best they 

could do was to tell their own manager something, hoping that 

their manager would then pass that something on to another 

manager. If they were really lucky, their message might then get 

sent to headquarters. If they were really motivated, they might 
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even send out a report about it. In corporate reality, that kind of 

thing just didn’t happen. Best Buy at the time had no real flow 

of information regarding expertise within the company. The 

experts were out there, but everybody was too isolated to know 

about it.

These days, the internal community nurtured by Best Buy and 

Geek Squad provides real and tangible benefits to its external 

customers. It also contributes to morale by giving employees 

the feeling that they are adding value that goes beyond the 

scope of their jobs. The change in the flow of information is also 

radical because it’s completely bottom-up. It’s no longer about 

what somebody at corporate headquarters thinks customers 

need to know. Now, it’s all about the front-line employees who 

interact with customers on a daily basis. If the questions they 

are asked by customers aren’t already in the official Best Buy 

customer guidebook then, most likely, headquarters won’t have 

a clue how to answer them anyway.

Best Buy understood that their traditional hierarchical system 

represented a total waste of human energy. All it did was 

promote redundancy. If I go to a store now, I’ll end up with 

much better information about the stereo I’m inquiring about 

than I ever would have before. That’s because with Best Buy’s 

new internal tools, employees are better able to educate 

themselves than ever before. That self-education on the part 

of the employee then leads to a better experience for me at 

the store, which in turn results in an increasingly positive 

association with the store brand. Just like with Threadless’ peer 

production system, Best Buy’s internal wiki represents a win-

win-win (company-store-customer) situation.
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“A View from Deep inside the 
Intestines of a Global Company”

P r o d u c t i v i t y  i s  s e c o n d  t o  C o n n e c t i o n : 
N e t w o r k  p r o d u c t i v i t y  t r u m p s  i n d i v i d u a l 
p r o d u c t i v i t y. 
— S t e v e  B o y d

They were already doing it on Facebook. More than 4,000 

employees had voluntarily created and joined a group on 

the popular social networking platform where they were 

connecting and discussing their employer. The problem was, 

their employer was nowhere to be seen. As Richard Dennison, 

social media chief of BT (formerly British Telecom) and key 

developer of the company’s group knowledge management 

strategy, noted in a blog post: “if that’s not a cry for greater 

collaboration, nothing is!”

Under Dennison’s behest, BT would go on to become a case 

study in successful adoption of social media tools. BT’s set 

of robust internal collaborative tools includes BTpedia, an 

enterprisewide wiki that allows employees to publish and edit 

articles; a blogging tool that found itself host to more than 300 

blogs within the first couple weeks of its launch; and a powerful 

profile-based social networking tool called MyPages. It was 

MyPages that allowed users to create Web pages, upload photos, 

blog, and connect with others within the organization, and that 

sent adoption rates soaring almost immediately.
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On his blog “Inside Out,” a self-described “view from deep 

inside the intestines of a global company,” Dennison gives some 

advice to companies looking to get started with social media 

tools of their own: “Starting out along this road on your own is 

pretty tough… harnessing the enthusiasm of the enthusiastic 

makes it a much less lonely trip. Social media is a “bottom-up” 

phenomena… gather together some co-conspirators and let the 

revolution begin!”

Opening Up to Your Community
Both BT and Best Buy were able to successfully leverage 

social media tools to better facilitate internal communication 

between geographically and departmentally dispersed 

employees. That improved internal communication ultimately 

translates into a more effective workplace and better service for 

their customers. So what about using those same tools to allow 

your community to connect and share information with each 

other?

With more than 16 million subscribers and still growing, 

World of Warcraft (WoW) is easily one of the most tightly knit 

communities on the Web. And with more than 57,000 articles 

and also growing, the user-generated WoWWiki is your go-to 

place for finding out the difference between the Silverwing 

Sentinels of Ashenvale and the Hydraxian Waterlords of 

Azshara.

Now imagine if you were a company trying to produce all that 

content around WoW. That’s a 57,000 article uphill battle. Now 
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also imagine trying to generate content that customers like 

instead of making it about what someone at the office thinks 

they’ll like. These types of communities don’t want to be on a 

company-run wiki, or on a moderated social network for that 

matter. It takes a special kind of company to have enough trust 

in the community to allow them to freely voice their opinions, 

whatever those opinions might be. It is with that level of trust 

in the community that the community feels like it can openly 

participate. And participate they do—according to Internet 

ranking site Alexa, WoWWiki, part of the Wikia network, is one 

of the top 1,000 Web sites in the world.

On the other end of the spectrum is the official wiki for ABC’s 

hit TV series, Lost. The popularity of the show is soaring, and 

you’d think its wiki would be one of the most popular ones on 

the Web. Problem is, people don’t really like it; they’d rather use 

one of the two fan-maintained Lost wikis. The information on 

ABC’s wiki just isn’t as good, and users have even accused the 

company of censoring rants or criticism against the show or 

the writers. Indeed, the official wiki’s FAQ reserves the right to 

delete posts that don’t comply with its “Code of Conduct” or 

with ABC.com’s “Terms of Use.” ABC insists all feedback has 

to be positive and in support of the show, because that’s the 

way network executives think the official Web site should be. 

The community’s reaction has been predictable: “I want to 

write about Lost, but I don’t want to be subject to a company’s 

whims.”

Independence is a key element for maintaining a thriving 

community. Without the freedom to openly express their 

opinions, the community will move on until they find a place 
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where they can. And as ABC found out, there’s no shortage of 

other options.

Inspiring Better Communication
So what do Geek Squad, BT, World of Warcraft, and ABC all have 

in common? For one, they all experimented with new social 

technology and created custom offerings for their communities, 

all of which—with the exception of ABC’s unsuccessful Lost 

wiki—passed with flying colors. Look a little closer, and you 

notice that the real thread they share lies behind their use 

of technology and in a common decision: Let’s open up our 

channels of communication and see where it takes us.

When deciding on how to make the best use of preexisting 

or custom-built social networking tools to improve 

communication, your best approach is to just ignore the 

tools—at first, anyway. Consider what you’re looking to improve 

and what you hope to gain by inspiring improved interaction. 

Do you want to open up the channels of communication within 

the company, or do you want to provide your customers with a 

better way to communicate with one another? Are you looking 

to create a dedicated community or are you just looking for a 

better way to share information? Only after you’ve answered 

those questions and made your decision should you start 

looking at what tools are available to help you enact it.

If you’re looking to improve the flow of information internally, 

a wiki may be for you. Before diving in, though, ask yourself 

whether employees are likely to even use it, and if they do, 
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will they waste their time on it or use it productively? What 

information are you looking to share, and is there another way 

to share it?

Externally, be sure to keep the real motivations of your 

community in mind at all times. As Jimmy reminded me, while 

you see a dedicated community form around a preexisting 

passionate community like World of Warcraft, what you don’t 

see is a whole wiki forming around a company like retail giant 

Costco. Not too many people in the world are so obsessed 

with Costco that they need a community to talk about it. Just 

because you love shopping at Costco the store, doesn’t mean 

you’re particularly interested in discussing Costco the company. 

Where the company stands to benefit from a social networking 

platform is in providing a forum to discuss the products they 

offer. Tie popular group discussions in with discounts at the 

store and suddenly customers have a reason to register and talk 

about their favorite products.

As always, be genuine in your offering. You can’t force a 

conversation any more than you can force a purchase. Also, 

keep in mind that building tools with a specific community in 

mind doesn’t necessarily predict who will actually use it, as US-

based social network Orkut discovered when it was overtaken 

by users from Brazil and India. Just remember, any dedicated 

community is a valuable community as long as it remains 

active and passionate. While you cannot control who will be 

engaged in your online community, you can encourage those 

who are to keep coming back and to tell their friends. Create a 

system where you can engage in a dialogue with participants 

that allows you to distinguish between the needs of your 
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diverse community members and remain flexible enough to 

listen to their recommendations and implement commonly 

suggested changes quickly. It’s up to you to open the channels 

of communication. It’s up to your employees and community 

members to do the communicating.

10_0137154356_ch10i.indd   121 11/12/08   11:25:14 AM



3 3  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  r o o m1 2 2

He was Vice President 
of the United States 
for eight successful 
years, and for many, 
that would have 
been enough. Not for 
Al Gore. Yet when it 
came to running for 
President, he didn’t 
quite make it back into 
the Oval Office. Gore 
tried, he lost, and, 

c h a p t e r  1 1 
s u c c e s s  i s  w h e r e  y o u 
f i n d  i t
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if novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald is to be believed, the story 

ends there: “There are no second acts in American lives.” In 

Fitzgerald’s era, if something went wrong in a person’s chosen 

career, there was no second chance to start it over again. These 

days, second acts can and do happen. Just ask Britney Spears 

and Robert Downey Jr.

In the United States presidential election of 2000, Al Gore won 

the popular vote but ultimately, thanks to a decision handed 

down by the Supreme Court, lost to Republican candidate 

George W. Bush. The defeat was humiliating, yet through it 

all, Gore would learn an invaluable lesson, one that would 

ultimately help him to change the course of history. With the 

defeat of Gore the politician, Gore the man could stop thinking 

about how he was supposed to act and start just being himself.

Despite his election letdown, Al Gore never gave up on the 

idea that he really had something of value to contribute to the 

world. With that thought in mind, he chose to pursue a topic 

that he was deeply passionate about. In 2002, with the sting of 

failure still a little too close to home, Gore began reaching out 

to communities about the issue of global warming. The first of 

his presentations was met with a childlike taunting on the part 

of the media aimed at his newly grown and uncharacteristic 

beard. Beard or not, what Gore’s audiences saw was an 

insightful and authentic man who put his ego on the back 

burner in favor of a much bigger issue.

Global warming had been a topic du jour that many Americans 

took with a grain of salt. Gore was able to come in and change 
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all that by bringing the once-maligned topic straight into 

the public eye. A confluence of factors contributed to the 

success of Gore’s campaign around the climate crisis, not least 

among them the fact that it was simply an idea whose time 

had come. Beyond that, the global warming issue had found a 

new champion; one who had learned how to use his authentic 

voice to leverage his expansive personal network and infuse his 

message into the culture at large.

After the initial success of his presentations, Gore went on to 

build a mechanism of broadcast and broadband distribution 

called Current TV. Current relied on the same grassroots 

community building methods that he had been hoping to 

tap into, and it became the vehicle by which Gore, for the 

first time, could finally come into his own and find his own 

voice. The programming format on the network was made by 

the people and for the people. Content consisted of stories 

and commercials that, echoing crowdsourcing systems like 

Threadless, were submitted and voted on by a dedicated online 

community. Gore’s newly gained ability to reflect and affect the 

culture at large would play an important role in what would 

become his next major challenge.

With a little help from his friends, Gore dispensed with the 

same old environmental issue on the political agenda and 

helped rebrand it into a full-blown global climate crisis. He 

also empowered individuals everywhere to feel like they could 

actually do something about it. Gore willingly put himself in 

the center of that crisis to galvanize and captivate an eager 

participatory audience. That willingness went a long way 

toward increasing his ability to influence the world at large.
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Perhaps the real key to Gore’s success in creating such 

widespread awareness was in a combination of his ability to 

passionately and convincingly communicate what he knew 

on the one hand, and on the other, in his shrewd ability to 

disseminate his message through his vast personal social 

network as well as to the multitudes of people who knew about 

him. In other words, he was able to spread his message as far 

as he did by making use of both his social and cultural capital. 

Buy-in from the general population grew organically as his 

message spiraled out to people wherever they lived: in movie 

theatres, at magazine counters, and through online methods 

including social networking platforms and virally spread 

videos. Gore’s hundreds of personal appearances in community 

centers, churches, and schools helped to further fuel that 

growth with countless positive feedback loops. Throughout 

his personal crusade, Gore successfully injected awareness 

and a sense of urgency into an issue that had already been 

on the debating table for decades. He successfully reached 

out to people across a variety of spectrums—Democrats and 

Republicans, young and old alike—galvanized them around 

a single idea. Al Gore himself became the creative spark of 

positive change.

In February 2006, a few months before the premiere of An 

Inconvenient Truth, the documentary film based on his original 

PowerPoint presentation, Al Gore stood in front of some of 

the most well-connected people in the world on the stage of a 

familiar Monterey auditorium. Standing before the audience 

gathered at that year’s TED conference, Gore went through an 

updated version of the same climate crisis presentation that 

had inspired his movie. Was this funny and passionate speaker 
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who breathed new life into a stodgy slide show presentation 

the same man who had been described just a few years earlier 

as “boring” and “annoying”? More importantly, would Gore’s 

message be picked up and supported by the TED community?

The film’s producer, Lawrence Bender, was in the audience 

to hear the talk and remembers that day vividly, as does June 

Cohen: “The TED community was incredibly influential in 

getting word about the movie out there. Beyond word of 

mouth, TEDsters donated their time, money, and free media 

space for the promotion of the film.” TED also held two 

private screenings before the official theatrical release to get 

the feedback ball rolling. Meanwhile, the founders of Google, 

themselves members of TED, held several private screenings for 

all 10,000 of its employees. Another prominent TED member 

and a strong supporter of conservation and environmental 

issues, Minister Rick Warren convinced many churches across 

America to screen the film and spread the news to its followers. 

The movie spread from hand to hand, from profile to profile, 

and ultimately won that year’s Academy Award for Best 

Documentary Film.

Continuing to ride the momentum of his rising influence, Gore 

successfully organized Live Earth, a seven-continent, 24-hour 

sequence of concerts aimed at raising global awareness about 

climate change. In October 2007, Albert Arnold “Al” Gore won 

the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts in leading the world to 

finally and publicly recognize the existence and importance 

of the global climate crisis issue. Not only had he successfully 

gone on for a second act—that second act turned out to be a 

showstopper.
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From Passing Fad to 
Unavoidable Truth
Over the last few decades, the Internet has come from out of 

nowhere and crept up on the way that nearly every company 

in the world does business. It has gone from passing fad to 

noted influence to unavoidable truth. As little as ten years ago, 

many companies were still loath to provide universal e-mail 

and Internet access for all employees. Today, what once seemed 

like a passing trend has become an inescapable fact. Who 

would deny that to compete in the modern marketplace, you 

absolutely have to be online, and you absolutely have to provide 

employees with access to e-mail and the Internet? Then again, 

hindsight is always 20/20.

The companies that have truly and overwhelmingly succeeded 

in the online arena are the ones that recognized and capitalized 

on trends at a time when few others even acknowledged that 

they existed. The dot-com bubble came and went, yet the 

tools and abilities out of which it was spawned have since 

become fully integrated into our day-to-day businesses and 

personal lives. At the heart of it, the message is simple: You need 

technology to compete.

Social networks are often categorized in the same way that early 

Internet endeavors were: as a flash in the pan, a temporary 

fad, an impermanent whim destined to fall by the wayside. Yet 

businesses fell into this same trap just a decade ago.
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The difficulty in capitalizing on social networking lies in 

viewing it as a fad rather than as the new way that business 

will be carried out in the future. Nowadays nobody touts the 

glory of the e-mail system, just as nobody in this day and age 

is a rabid supporter of the telephone. When the system itself 

becomes ubiquitous, the technology behind it stops mattering 

in the slightest. When picking up the phone to call a business 

partner halfway around the world, nobody ever stops to think, 

“Wow, this telephone thing is really amazing.” The technology 

has faded into the background, and the importance of that 

technology has become entirely tied up in the communication 

that it facilitates. In other words, the way a phone works has 

become completely inconsequential—as long as I can call my 

vendor in Beijing, the sequence of satellite transmissions that 

actually enables that call couldn’t matter less.

Likewise, when logging on to a social network for the first time, 

you can’t help but concentrate on how great the new tool is. 

Still, after weeks and months of steady usage, the tool itself 

fades into the background and eventually stops mattering 

at all. Logging on to Facebook or LinkedIn to check on the 

status of your network ceases to be a new ability provided by 

a fantastic new technology and simply becomes an essential 

tool for keeping up with friends and colleagues. You eventually 

stop thinking about the fact that you’re using a social network 

entirely; all you know is that you’re checking in on what 

everybody is up to today.
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Checkmate

I n  t h e  n e w  a n d  e v o lv i n g  o n l i n e  w o r l d , 
t h e  g r e at e s t  m o m e n t u m  g o e s  n o t  t o  t h e 
c a n d i d at e  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  d e ta i l e d  p l a n  f o r 
c o n q u e r i n g  t h e  W e b  b u t  t o  t h e  c a n d i d at e 
w h o  s u r r e n d e r s  h i s  ( h e r )  i m a g e  t o  t h e 
c l i c k i n g  m a s s e s ,  t h e  s a m e  way  a  r o c k 
g u i ta r i s t  m i g h t  fa l l  b a c k wa r d  o f f  t h e  s ta g e 
i n t o  t h e  h a n d s  o f  a n  a d o r i n g  c r o w d . 
— M at t  B a i ,  ( N e w  Yo r k  Ti m e s  M a g a z i n e , 
D e c e m b e r  9 ,  2 0 0 7 ,  “ Th e  W e b  U s e r s  C a m pa i g n .” )

Whether you personally implement a social networking strategy 

or hire someone to empower your community through social 

networking initiatives, you’ll increase your company’s internal 

and external ROI and get the jump on your competition. 

Social tools extend basic social skills and enable proactive 

businesspeople to build communities that better connect 

employees and customers among themselves and with one 

other. By putting yourself and your company at the center of 

your immediate universe, you give yourself access to newer 

and better information and facilitate better and more effective 

communication between you and everybody around you. In so 

doing, the legacy thinking taught in business schools is squared 

with new ideas and new measures of success. By building 

social, cultural, and financial capital through the amplification 

of your microcelebrity brand and through successful use of 

feedback loops, you might even be able to take it one step 

further. Consider the ultimate opportunity made possible 

through social networking for business: Take the lead, set the 
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corporate standard for success, and reinvent legacy thinking for 

your industry.

Social networking offers you the opportunity to become an 

expert in your field and lets people near and far know about you 

and what you do. It makes your connections more visible and 

more readily available, and can increase your reach and create 

brand awareness. Does that mean that the more you affect 

culture, the more you attract financial capital? The answer is 

yes… to a certain extent. However, just as you can’t directly 

correlate the number of people who will buy your product to 

the amount of money you spend on marketing and branding it 

offline, you can’t directly correlate sales to your online presence. 

Whatever your strategy, always keep one rule in mind: Success 

begins with adding value to your community.

With social networking strategies, just as with general Internet 

and online strategies before them, it’s not as much a slot 

machine as it is a game of chess. Making a single move probably 

won’t make a fortune pour right into your lap. Ultimately 

though, planning your moves carefully and being able to think 

a few moves ahead will pay off in a way that is far greater, far 

more meaningful, and most importantly, far more lasting than 

any one-time fluke could ever be. A slot machine is all about 

luck; a chess game is all about making the best use of strategy 

given the available possibilities and opportunities. Now it’s up 

to you to get out there and make your first move.

…May the best players win.
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33millionpeople.com  A blog where the ideas within this 

book are discussed and where new opportunities are vetted. 

An online space where the 33 Million People in the Room 

community (that’s you, along with book contributors and other 

top business leaders) share successful social networking for 

business strategies, tactics, and stories.

Bebo  A social network founded in 2005 with 40 million 

registered users. Mainly home to teens and young adults in 

Canada, England, Ireland, New Zealand, Australia, and Poland. 

See page 24.

BioMedExperts  A social network specifically geared toward 

the scientific community. Allows users to collaborate on 

medical research and development.

Blog (n.)  Short for Web log. A Web site normally maintained 

by an individual (or group of individuals) and updated with 

regular entries. Entries are typically displayed in chronological 

order and tagged with relevant keywords and phrases. (v.) To 

maintain a blog.

Brand Equity  The amount of familiarity associated with a 

brand within its target audience.

g l o s s a r y
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Center of the Universe Study  A 2006 joint research study 

carried out by UCLA and Boardex concerned with how being 

in the center of a network affects the financial success of a 

company. 

Club Penguin  A social network aimed at children featuring 

avatars and mini-games.

Cocreation  The act or practice of bringing together a group 

of individuals to collaborate where each person brings his or 

her unique talents to the project. Can refer to online or offline 

groups.

Connection  Refers to an individual on a shared social network 

with whom you’ve both confirmed a shared relationship.

Crowdsourcing  The act or practice of taking a task normally 

completed by a single professional and opening it up to 

contributions by a group of nonprofessionals.

Cultural Capital  The amount of influence an individual 

carries outside his immediate social circle, in a given industry 

or in society at large.

Facebook  A social network founded in 2004 that connects 

people with friends, coworkers, and acquaintances. Currently 

assessed at 124 million members and growing rapidly. See  

page 21.
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FAQ  Short for Frequently Asked Questions. A section on a 

Web site where answers to common questions are listed for 

reference purposes.

Feed  A shortened version of a Web document that shows only 

the most recent updates. Used on social networks to display the 

most recent updates made to your profile or to the profiles of 

others in your personal network.

Feedback Loop  Refers to the cycle of feedback inherent in 

online communication. An event on the part of a company or 

individual leads to feedback on the part of the audience, which 

in turn leads back to the feedback of the company/individual.

Flickr  A social network where users can upload and share 

photos and images.

Friend  See Connection.

hi5  A social network founded in 2003 with 70 million registered 

users. Rated the number-one social network across 25 nations 

in Latin America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. See page 22.

juliettepowell.com  A Web site that is home to the blog 

33millionpeople, as well as other media, new media, and social 

media-related activities of the author such as video, TV, radio, 

and mobile applications.

LinkedIn  A social network aimed at business professionals 

and entrepreneurs. Founded in 2003 and home to 25 million 

registered users. See page 25.
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Meet-Up  An online social networking portal that facilitates 

offline group meetings in various localities around the world. 

Meet-up allows members to find and join groups unified by a 

common interest.

Microblogging  The practice of sending brief (<140 character-

long) updates to a blog or microblogging service such as Twitter. 

Posts are immediate and highly portable via mobile devices and 

cell phones.

Microcelebrity  An individual who has reached a certain 

amount of fame in a given industry or social group, typically 

through online resources.

Mini Feed  See Feed.

Mobile Application  In social networking, refers to an 

application that provides limited access to a given social 

network’s functionality via a cell phone or mobile device.

MySpace  A social network founded in 2003 designed to 

connect individuals with their friends. Currently assessed at 114 

million users and growing rapidly. See page 20.

News Feed  See Feed.

Orkut  A social network founded by Google in 2004 with 120 

million users. Mainly houses users from Brazil and India. See 

page 23.
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Post (n.)  An updated entry to a Web site, blog, or social 

network. (v.) The act of updating a Web site, blog, or social 

network.

Reed’s Law  A law stating that the effectiveness of large 

networks (and social networks in particular) can scale 

exponentially with the size and social importance of the 

network.

SEO  Stands for Search Engine Optimization. Refers to the 

process of improving a Web site’s ranking in search engine 

results, thereby increasing the number of visitors to the site.

SMS  Stands for Short Messaging Service. Refers to text-based 

messages exchanged between mobile devices and cell phones.

Social Capital  A term referring to the extent of your personal 

network of friends and colleagues and the potential value 

carried therein.

Social Currency  Valued information or collectibles that are 

shared to reinforce a sense of belonging to a group and that 

have the benefit of encouraging further social interactions.

Social Influencer  A person who is prone to influencing the 

actions of other individuals in her personal social network via 

her own actions and ideas.

Social Media  Internet-based tools for sharing and discussing 

information among human beings. The term most often refers 
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to activities that integrate technology, social interaction, and 

the construction of words, pictures, videos, and audio.

Social Network  Classically refers to a community in which 

individuals are somehow connected (through friendship, 

values, working relationships, ideas, and so on). The modern 

definition of the term social network also refers to a Web 

application where people can connect with one another.

Social Networking Platform  See Social Network.

Status Update  A one- to two-sentence description of 

your activities or thoughts, as posted on a social networking 

platform.

Strong Tie  A relationship between two individuals based 

on shared experiences or situations, as in close friends or 

coworkers. See also Weak Tie.

Tag (n.)  A keyword or term assigned to a Web site, post, 

or other piece of information that describes the content it 

contains; allows the tagged information to be easily relocated. 

(v.) To assign a tag.

TED  Stands for the Technology, Entertainment, and Design 

Conference. An annual invitation-only gathering bringing 

together some of the world’s leading entrepreneurs and creative 

minds in collaborative presentations that encourage inspiration 

and innovation.
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Traffic  The amount of data transferred through the Internet. 

Used more specifically to refer to the number of users of a given 

Web site.

Transparency  The online practice of keeping data easily 

accessible and viewable by a Web site’s or blog’s visitors. Also 

refers to the difficulty of hiding information that is posted 

online.

Tweet  An update sent out via Twitter.

Twitter  A social network and microblogging service popular 

among heavy users of technology in which frequent updates are 

posted using mobile devices. See page 25.

Virality  The widespread dissemination of a message online 

that mimics a pathological virus in the way it gets passed from 

one node to the next.

Vlog  Short for video blog. A form of blog in which updates and 

comments are made through posted or linked videos and text.

Wall  A feature of a social networking profile that displays a 

user’s recent comments and activities.

Weak Tie  A tangential relationship between two individuals 

based on a one-time meeting or an introduction through 

friends or coworkers. See also Strong Tie.
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Webkinz  A social network aimed at children featuring virtual 

versions of plush toys.

Widget  A small piece of software that fans can easily embed in 

their profiles across social networking sites or on Web sites or 

blogs.

Wiki  A collaborative online tool where anybody with access 

can share and modify information.

Wikipedia  An online collaborative peer-produced 

encyclopedia based on the wiki concept.

YouTube  A social network featuring shared video content.

12_0137154356_glossaryi.indd   139 11/18/08   4:08:10 PM



3 3  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  r o o m !1 4 0
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My heartfelt thanks to Chris Brogan and Lawrence Leson for 
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who could forget Jonathan Askin (he asked for a mention so he 
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cred), Chandra Prakash (the teacher who never gave up on 

me), and Chris Demers (who appeared in my life just in time to 

a c k n o w l e d g m e n t s
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remind me why I started writing in the first place)? Thank you 

all! It is a privilege to be sharing the same sky with all of you.

To Amy Neidlinger and Tim Moore at FT Press, special thanks 

for believing in me and for helping to get this first-time author 

published through it all.

Finally, 33 million thank you’s to my Facebook friends and to 

my fellow Gatherists for your suggestions and advice. And to 

you, the reader, we’d love to get your feedback and hear your 

stories, so come join the conversation at 33millionpeople.com.

Warm Regards, 

Juliette
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