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------------------------------------

This paper has two objectives.  The first is to provide a brief introduction to ‘social software,” with some emphasis on meetings, incentive travel, conventions and exhibitions (M.I.C.E.).  The second is a discussion of the use of social software in a tourism planning class taught at Northern Arizona University (USA) in the Spring 2007 semester.  This discussion includes a review of the course contents and the results of a small student survey that was conducted at the end of the semester.

Social Software

The term “Social Software” refers as computer-based applications that lets people rendezvous, connect or collaborate by use of a computer network.  It is basically software that supports group interaction, and much of it is accessed through the public World Wide Web network.  Some social software tools, such as Internet Discussion Forums, have been available since the beginning of the Internet (Table 1).  Most of these applications, however, have only evolved after the recession in Internet-based companies in the late 1990s.  Social software is often referred to as “social media,” especially in the U.S.


------------------------------------

Table 1. Examples of Social Software Applications

· Instant Messaging 

· Internet Relay Chat (chat rooms)
· Internet Discussion Forums (bulletin boards)
· Location Based Services (mobile phone and GPS related)

· Social Network Services (e.g., MySpace.com, Facebook.com)
· Social Guides  (recommend real world places / services; e.g., TripAdvisor.com)
· Social Bookmarking (publicly posted favorites list; e.g., Del.icio.us, Google Notebook)
· Social Reputation Network (e.g., eBay.com)
· Weblogs, Blogs, Podcasts, Videocasts, Micro-blogs
· Social Citations (reference bookmarks for academics; e.g., Citeulike.org)
· Peer-to-peer Social Networks (desktop file sharing)
· Virtual Presence (computer-based meetings; e.g., GoToMeeting.com) 
· Virtual Worlds & Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs; e.g., World of Warcraft, Second Life)
· Internet Telephony (VOIP; e.g., Skype.com, GizmoProject.com)
· Wikis & Collaborative Writing/Editing (e.g., Google Docs & Spreadsheets, Wikipedia)
------------------------------------

Social software is a major component of the Web 2.0 phenomenon.  “Web 2.0” is the label given to the current period of Internet growth and innovation.  Three features have been identified that distinguish Web 2.0 from the Web 1.0 era in the later 1990s.  The first is that Web 2.0 websites are interactive rather than simply providing information.  In particular, the reader or user of the website is able to contribute and change the information that was originally provided by the website developer.  Wikis, such as the Wikipedia.org encyclopedia, are a prime example of user generated and user contributed material.  However, even the results of modern search engines such as Google.com, now change as more people use them.  

The second feature that characterizes Web 2.0 applications is that they increasingly are becoming an invisible part of everyday life.  This occurs in at least two ways.  The first is mobile technology based on GPS and mobile phones.  These allow users to find their own location, to find where their friends are located, and to find where services and businesses are located.  A second way that Web 2.0 becomes a part of everyday life is through the online social communities that people join and participate in.  Some of these sites are very general in nature, while others are more narrowly focused on personal interests and professions. 
The third distinguishing feature of Web 2.0 websites includes innovations in website technology that enhance user experiences.  These innovations include programming tools such as Ajax and Ruby on Rails, and the easier use of multimedia, such as videos and audio.  Much of this has been facilitated through the rapid adoption of high speed Internet.
One of the results of Web 2.0 is to allow anyone who has access to the World Wide Web to create their own content and web presence.  For example, many websites allow users to create their own website or blog at no cost.  Thus, Web 2.0 is “democratizing the tools of production” – allowing all Internet users to contribute to the web.  It is possible in this way to start a new business with little or no venture capital.
One of the features of the post-modern tourism economy is the growth in demand for niche tourism products.  The democratizing nature of Web 2.0 has the potential to allow tourism destination and service providers to connect with more narrowly defined niche clients.  This can be done by providing specialized information that may not be of interest to mass markets.  More important, however, is success in building online communities and social networks around those narrow interests.  
An online social network can help to ensure repeat clients for a niche destination or service. Successful social networks are built on trust, clear identity, and appropriate technology.  For clients to trust a social website, they need to feel a sense of community and ownership.  Service providers must be transparent and honest in the information they provide, and the website must have a way for clients to interact with the provider and with other clients in their online community.
In addition to the sense of community, a Web2.0 company needs to have a clear identity and focus.  This comes through consistency in images, message and policies.  Tourists appreciate efficiency, predictability and a sense of clear control.  They are wary of being cheated and wasting time.  A sense of efficiency can be enhanced by the use of the latest website programming and design tools, which can make community communication and sharing an open and simple process. 
------------------------------------

Table 2.  Example of Web 2.0 Travel Websites

Social Network Travel Sites

· 43Places.com - list & discuss places to go & places have been (mapped) travel tips & place descriptions
· VirtualTourist.com - 700,000+ members; Each Day: 1,000+ travel tips, 2,000+ forum postings, 1,000+ page comments, 75+ new travel deals, & 400+ new members
· Yelp.com – reviews of restaurants, dentists, hairstylists, and anything local

------------------------------------

Blogging and Podcasting
Blogs and podcasts are a fundamental part of the Web 2.0 economy. They are essentially free and available to anyone who has a computer with an Internet connection, though podcasting does require some additional technical skills.  The word “blog” comes from the term “Web log”, which was first used in 1997.  The shortened version of “blog” was introduced in 1999. 

A Weblog or blog is a series of articles or short comments that are posted to a single web site over a period of time.  The most recent installment is usually at the top of the blog web site.  The two key features of blogs and podcasts are (1) the ability to focus on a niche topic, and (2) the ability of readers or listeners to comment and respond to the original posting.

Travel and tourism blogs come in several different forms.  Most travel blogs are diaries of trips that individuals have made.  Once the trip is over, there are no new additions to the blog’s web site.  There are also many commercial travel blogs, which companies that sell travel use to advertise new products.  A few travel blogs focus on travel industry related news. 
A podcast can be considered as an “audio blog.”  Internet-based audio has been around since the early 1990s when they were known as “Internet radio” or “Web radio.”  Some traditional news and talk radio programs have also been re-broadcast on the Internet for many years. While there is much overlap between “Web radio” and “podcasting,” the main difference is that a listener can subscribe to a podcast, using some type of “podcatching” software (e.g., iTunes.com and PodcastReady.com).   The podcatcher will periodically downloads each new audio file that is posted to a podcast website and place it on a computer or MP3 player to be listened to at a convenient time.  

Podcasting is considered a form of “narrowcasting,” which differentiates it from broadcasting.  Narrowcasting emphasizes the importance of niche markets that are clearly defined and, potentially, highly devoted.  As of April 2007, Technorati.com was tracking some 70 million active blogs, with 1.3 million posts each day (15 posts each second) and

120,000 new blogs being created daily.  In addition, as of 22 June 2007, Feedburner.com had 117,798 podcasts and videocasts in its directory, though many of these have actually “pod-faded” and are no longer being produced on any regular basis.  (A more complete list of travel & tourism podcasts can be found at: http://www.geog.nau.edu/~alew/TG_Podcasts.html)
When effectively used, blogging and podcasting are powerful marketing and advertising tools.  Because consumers of the blog and podcast can respond and comment, or even create their own blog or podcast as a response, the approach must be very different from that used in traditional media outlets.  Instead, of “selling” a product, the emphasis is more focused on providing information that is useful to the clients.  This is sometimes done through employee blogs (by maker specialists) or customer blogs (by user specialists).  The impact is through word-of-mouth, or “viral” marketing.  And instead of a geography-based community (as in the case of television and radio), bloggers and podcasters serve a psychographic community.  This is the ultimate in niche marketing – very narrow and highly devoted.


Social M.I.C.E.
Social software is used in a variety of ways for meetings and events (Table 3).  Conference organizers use blogs to provide information and announce news of events in an interactive manner before the event, and use websites as archives for sharing conference results after the event.  Destinations also use the World Wide Web to advise conference organizers about procedures and resources available in their community.  Consltants are also using the Internet and podcasting to demonstrate their expertise in event and meeting planning and management.
Innovations in the use of social software, however, is especially pronounced during conferences.  Live conference blogging has become commonplace for technology conferences and meetings.  Tables with electrical outlets and wireless internet access are now provided in all meeting rooms.  Bloggers are then busily typing away to provide a first impression description and assessment of the presentations they are hearing.  Some conferences provide live streaming of presentations and even allow online viewers to ask questions of the presenters.  Smaller meetings may be conducted entirely through online conference applications that allow voice and video.  

In an emerging field, event organizers have experimented in recent years with small meetings, educational sessions and large gatherings (including music concerts) in the online virtual of SecondLife.com.  Members of second life attend these events in the form of an “avatar” – an online graphic character – through which they meet and chat (usually text only, though audio is coming) with other avatars.  Although still technologically challenging for many, Massively Multiplaying Online environments (MMOs) are likely to be used increasingly in the future. 
------------------------------------

Table 3.  Social M.I.C.E. Examples

· Email Discussion Lists

· Professional Event Planning Organizations


· Event Announcement Blogs 

· Affiliated Marketing Conferences Blog - http://www.affiliateblog.co.uk/ 

· Conference Archiving and Sharing

· The Heritage Foundation – Events - http://www.heritage.org/press/events 

· The Cato Institute – Events - http://www.cato.org/podcasts 

· Promotional Websites

· Valley Forge, Pennsylvania CVB – Meeting Information - http://www.valleyforge.org/meeting 

· CM Meeting & Convention Planners (consultants) - http://www.cmplanners.com/

· Podcasts

· B2B in the Meeting & Event Planning Industry - http://getitplanet.blogspot.com 


· Live Blogging of Conferences

· Sony Game Developer Conference – Keynote Presentation - http://www.joystiq.com/2007/03/07/joystiq-and-engadget-live-at-sonys-2007-gdc-keynote/


· Mixed Live + Online Conferences

· Global Voices Online Conference - http://gv2005.wordpress.com/
· Live/Real-time, Multiuser, Interactive conferences, Chat, Video, Q&A

· ePresence.tv – also for archiving

· Second Life.com Concerts, Conferences, Meetings

------------------------------------

Teaching with Social Software
Social software is also used in education (cf: http://Web20Teach.com).  In Spring 2007, I taught a class at Northern Arizona University on Sustainable Tourism Planning using several social software applications.  The 15-week class was taught entirely online and exposed students to Social Network Travel Websites, Podcasts, Collaborative Blogs, Group Wikis, Webpage Creation, and the creation of a Podcast. 
Initial enrollment in the class reached a peak of about 23 (due to the dynamic add/drop system used at my university, it is difficult to know the exact number).  After the add/drop period, there were 17 students who completed the entire class.  Although the is no concrete data, it is likely that a few students dropped because they felt that the social software and media aspects of the class were too demanding.

At the end of the class, I conducted an anonymous survey of the students to ascertain their impressions of the class.  The survey was completely voluntary and about half of the students completed the survey (N=8).  The first question in the survey listed a large number of technology and social media and software tools and asked the students if they were familiar with or used any of them prior to taking the PL376 class (Table 4).
Assuming that the survey results could be extended to the entire class, the students in the class were generally well versed in the use of technology for consuming digital music and videos, and the use of social software websites, such a MySpace.com and Facebook.com, both of which are popular among high school and college students.  A majority of the students had created webpages (this could have been on the social software website), and had used wikis (most likely Wikipedia.org).

Although they may have used these tools, the students were much less familiar with the terminology of social software and media.  Non-music podcasts and portable video were also less common among the students. 

The list of social media and software was supplemented with an open-ended question in which students were asked: Were any of the Social Media/Software tools that you have used prior to this semester part of a class that you took?  Only two of the eight students had actually used social media in other classes.  One was for a class on the History of American Music, for which students were given a CD with .mp3 music files on it, and which they had to return at the end of the semester.  Another student had previously taken a website development class that was based on Microsoft’s Frontpage software.  

For the other students, some had used Wikipedia.org for their classes on their own, though they had not really understood how it worked.  One student commented that the use of wikis (such as Wikipedia.org) were specifically not allowed in a class because the instructor deemed then unreliable.  Several students said that their use of social software was purely for personal reasons, unrelated to classes.
------------------------------------

Table 4. Social Software and Media Experience of Students Prior to Taking the PL376 Class. (N=8)

[image: image1.emf]25.0% 2 Had created your own Wikiwebsite

25.0% 2 Had contributed to or edited a Wikiwebsite 

25.0% 2 Had created an Audio program and made it available on the Internet

37.5% 3 Had heard of term “Web 2.0”

37.5% 3 Had created and contributed to your own Blog

37.5% 3 Had created an Video program and made it available on the Internet

37.5% 3 Watched to Video programs on an mp3 player (like an iPod)

37.5% 3 Listened to Audio programs (news, talk, etc) on an mp3 player

50.0% 4 Had frequently used Instant Messaging (IM) on your computer

50.0% 4 Had created a website using a Social Media/Software website

50.0% 4 Had heard of the terms “Social Media”or “Social Software”

50.0% 4 Had heard of Wikis

50.0% 4 Listened to Audio programs (news, talk, etc) on your computer

62.5% 5 Had used a Wikiwebsite, such as Wikipedia

75.0% 6 Had created a website using an HTML editor

75.0% 6 Had actively participated in a Social Media/Software Website

75.0% 6 Had joined a Social Media/Software Websites

87.5% 7 Had occasionally used Instant Messaging (IM)

87.5% 7 Watched to Video programs on your computer

87.5% 7 Listened to Music on an mp3 player

100% 8 Had heard of Blogs

100% 8 Listened to Music on your computer
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Course Structure

The assignments of the class were designed to gradually build the students capabilities in using social software and media.  This started with a simple discussion board assignment in the Blackboard Vista class management system (CMS).  The assignment required students to find recent (last three months) news articles related to the topics in the class, and to discuss them on the discussion board.  Most students have been exposed to this discussion board in other classes, and as such, this assignment was quite easy.
A second introductory assignment required that students join a social networking travel website and write a review of their experience. This was a more formal paper that was submitted through the CMS.

The first significant new experience was to have student listen to and discuss audio podcasts related to the class.  A special website, Innertoob.com, was used to post the audio files.  Students were sent to the Innertoob.com website where the audio files were linked. On that website, they could listen to the podcast audio files, and comment on them.  As Innertoob.com plays the audio file, a marker moves along a bar on the bottom of the screen.  Students can click at any point on the bar and post a text comment in a comment box.  
Students must create an account on the Innertoob.com website using there university email address, and the instructor can limit comments to only those who have email accounts at their university.  Thus, I was able to limit comments to anyone with an NAU.EDU email address.  I could not limit comments to only students in my class.  In addition, all comments are available for public viewing.  Students are warned about this lack of privacy, and it is suggested that they not reveal their true identity.
Students had one to two podcasts to listen to each week.  Most were created by the class instructor, although a couple of podcasts were from other sources.

The second part of the course focused on the triple bottom line of tourism development: Social impact, Environmental impacts, and Economic impact. Students selected one of these three topics to focus on, and were then placed in a collaborative or group blog in which they posted their assignments (Table 5).  A collaborative blog has more than one author contributing to it.  Students were required to comment on the blog postings in the two groups that they were not a member of. 
Initially, the free educational site, edublogs.org, was used to create the three topical blogs.  However, upgrades to that website made it difficult for students to subscribe, so Blogger.com was used instead.  Blogger.com requires that student have a Google.com account.  This was workable for a small class, but could be a problem for a large class. All comments on the blogs required approval of the class instructor.  
Following the blogging assignment, students were then required to create a class wiki.  This was structured as a group assignment that would allow some editing of the work done by other students in the topic group.  The wiki was set up using Wikispaces.com and was very easy to create and add students.  Students worked on their same topics, and were to create an online resource.  Each of the topics was divided into three sections: Issues, Solutions, and Lessons Learned.  Only the students were able to make changes to the class wiki.

A final project required students to create a podcast and a website to promote a tourism destination activity that could be done for less than US$50.  A variety of podcast recording options were provided, including recording on a digital audio player, recording using a telephone-based website, and recording a video and posting it on YouTube.com.  Several website that allow easy and free webpage created were provided for the students.  Detailed instructions were given for Weebly.com, though some students reported that GooglePages.com was easier to use.

The blogs, wikis and webpages were all open for public viewing.  Students were warned of this and it was recommended that they not use identifiable names.  Permission was requested by the instructor to post the audio files on the publicly available podcast that he does to support his classes and research (Geography for Travelers at http://TravelGeogaphy.info).

Finally, a web-based conferencing tool, Elluminate Live! (http://elluminate.com), was used to review all of the class assignment a week or two before they were due.  This conferencing tool recorded the audio and computer screen of the review sessions, which could then be viewed at a later date.  The instructor also recorded the audio only of the review and made this available on the assignment web pages as .mp3 files.  Most students preferred the audio only files over the multimedia Elluminate Live! sessions. 
------------------------------------

Table 5.  Selected Websites from the PL376 Class

Podcasts with Student Comments

· Innertoob.com - http://innertoob.com/toobs/alew/
Collaborative Blogs

· Tourism & Environment - http://pl376te.blogspot.com/

· Tourism & Community - http://pl376tc.blogspot.com/

· Tourism & Money - http://pl376tm.blogspot.com/
Class Wiki - http://PL376.Wikispaces.com
Three Student Created Podcasts - On the Geography for Travelers podcast, 1 June 2007
· http://travelgeography.blogspot.com/2007/06/student-podcasts-maui-new-yorks-hudson.html 

------------------------------------

Student Comments

The survey conducted at the end of the semester, discussed above, asked students which of the social software and media tools were most effective for an online class (Table 6).  In general, all of the social media tools used were considered effective by the students (Table 6).  Listening to podcast audio files, in particular, appear to be appreciated by students taking a fully online class.  Blogs and wikis were mentioned less than podcasts, though they still seem to have been quite popular.  Creating a podcast and creating a webpage were mentioned the least, though this could have been because the final assignment was not yet completed when the survey was taken by most of the students.
------------------------------------

Table 6.  Which of the Social Media/Software tools used this semester did you think were most effective for use in an online class? (N=8)

1. Everything we used was really effective...I learned a lot! 

2. I thought that your Podcasts were a particularly effective way of delivering on-line content.

3. I enjoyed the Podcasts.  

4. I also enjoyed the discussions with other students and peers through Wikispaces.  Everything was really effective!

5. The Blog and the Wikispaces presented us with a specific task and then we heard from peers and were able to view what we had done compared to others and make adjustments.  Learning how to communicate and add comments was good. 

6. Designing the Webpage was fun. 

7. Listening to a Podcast made the class more interesting rather than just reading the material. Then having to put a comment (Innertoob) in made us pay attention.

8. The Podcasts we listened to for assignments, whether they be Dr. Lew’s podcasts or someone elses about various issues, were very helpful in understanding topics. 

9. Dr. Lew’s audio recordings (Elluminate audio only) where he reviewed the assignments were helpful as well, especially since this is an online course with little other teacher/student interaction. 

10. I was never able to get Elluminate working on my computer; I’m still not sure how to use it, but when audio-only files were uploaded onto vista, I always listened to those and found them helpful (Elluminate audio only)!ba.

11. I really liked the Blogs.  I feel this is a great way to communicate during this class.

12. Innertoob was probably the most effective because one could potentially listen a lecture or observation from someone a great distance away.  

13. Blogging was most useful, as I enjoyed the interaction, although I feel the bulletin boards in VISTA are more convenient and work in much the same manner.

------------------------------------

Conclusions

Social software and social media are at the forefront of contemporary online e-commerce.  This is especially true of the online travel industry, one of the largest segments of online businesses.  The M.I.C.E. industry is somewhat behind other segments of online travel and tourism, though there are some interesting applications, such as live blogging, that are specific to M.I.C.E.

I believe that the best way for students to understand the new “Travel 2.0” landscape is through direct participation in it.  That was a major objective of this class, in addition to teaching them about sustainable tourism development.  

Much of the material covered in the class could have been taught within the walls of a CMS, such as Blackboard Vista.  Alternatively, the blogging and wiki tools used in the class could have been closed to the outside world, and only available to class members for viewing.  Although anecdotal, I have had the impression that student take assignments more seriously when they are exposed to the “real” world, as opposed to a closed classroom environment.  In the case of the wiki, they were creating the foundation of a resource that I intend to continue using in future classes – with each new class building on the material from the past.
There are identity and privacy issues, issues related to defamation and liability for student postings, and copyright and ownership issues that are more associated with having students out in a public space.  I discuss these issues with the students so they are aware of them.  Some may be more concerned about this and prefer to keep the students in a more private space.  This is possible for most of the applications discussed here, though not necessarily for the specific websites listed as being used in the PL376 class.

Technology was a challenge at times in this class, for both the students and the instructor (Table 7).  It is important to be as clear as possible in the instructions for students.  Even then, there can be challenges, and the use of the Elluminate Live! conferencing tool to review assignment instructions was a great help.

------------------------------------

Table 7.  Do you have any other comments and suggestions on the use of Social Media/Software tools in this class? (N=5)

1. I learned a great deal about social media, etc. but not as much as I would have liked to learn about Sustainable Tourism.  It just got really frustrating at times....

2. The Podcasts were particularly useful.  I started to wonder about the educational value of some of the other elements such as Wikis for this class. 

3. I think it was difficult to effectively work in this course at the beginning as I am not very computer savvy.  

4. The course definitely taught me a lot, and I feel much more comfortable using the computer, social media software, etc.  

5. Making the podcast was an experience and probably the most difficult for most of us to do.

6. Other than your self, I am not sure who else will listen [to my podcast] !

7. I was never able to actually take part in an Elluminate session due to class conflicts and also equipment on my computer. 

8. I did go and listen to the Elluminate podcasts (audio only) for a few of the assignments I was not totally clear on. 

9. I enjoy online classes like this one where the instructors lays out the requirements clearly.

10. Downloading the software and producing a podcast is not nearly as easy as presented, at least for older, less technologically-savvy students. The telephone podcast option was the easiest, and the only one I succeeded at, but even it presented some challenges. 

11. Perhaps an Elluminate session would have helped. Speaking of which, Elluminate sessions in the morning are virtually impossible for working students to participate in. 

------------------------------------

The number of tools used in this class may have been more than should be introduced in a single, non-technology class in one semester.  In terms of ease of use, my impressions from this class are shown in Table 8.  As mentioned above, one way of reducing the technical difficulty is to reduce the number of different social media that are used in a single class.  

Another way to reduce the technical difficulties is to limit the number of different logins that a student must go through to sign up for the free web-based tools.  If the edublogs.org website has functioned properly, the same login for the blog could have been used for the wiki, as the wikispaces.com account was actually created by the edublogs.org website.
Another possibility would be to mostly use google.com applications.  Blogger is a Google.com application, as is the GooglePages website creator.  Google purchased the JotSpot.com wiki, which has not yet been re-opened to the public as of this writing.  Google Docs and Spreadsheets is another alternative that can be used as a wiki, though it is mostly intended for collaborative writing.  By limiting students to Google products, they would only need to create one login account to access these various tools.  Google Reader, Google Maps, Google Groups, and other tools that are being developed by Labs.Google.com, could also be accessed with the same login. 
------------------------------------

Table 8. Social Media Ease of Use.

Easiest to use: 

· CMS-based discussion forum (in blackboard vista)
· Website creation programs (weebly.com, googlepages.com)

· Podcast and other audio listening (.mp3 files)

Moderately difficult to use:

· Wiki website (wikispaces.com)

· Blogging website (blogger.com)

Difficult to use:

· Podcast creation (gcast.com, gabcast.com, slapcast.com, supcast.com, youtube.com)
· Podcast commenting (innertoob.com)

· Online Conference recording playback (elluminate live!)
------------------------------------
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