
Taking the Fight against Cancer Online, The American Cancer Society High Plains Division Turns to Social Media To Bridge The Miles
When two Divisions of the American Cancer Society (ACS) came together to form a new, six state Division that includes the territory of Guam,  the Austin-based executive leadership team foresaw opportunity and challenges. The sheer size of the newly created “High Plains Division” - with its more than 600 staffers - brought great reach and potentially the sharing of talent and resources toward the ACS’ ultimate mission: eliminating cancer as a major health problem by preventing cancer, saving lives, and diminishing suffering from cancer, through research, education, advocacy, and service.
But this new, geographically dispersed group was a conglomeration in need of collaboration.  The familiarity and cohesiveness staffers had previously enjoyed as employees of smaller, independent regional offices was threatened.  Now, the challenge to leadership of the High Plains Division was to bridge the inter-office divide, encourage strong working relationships, and advance the cause of the ACS.
What began as a discussion among members of the ACS communications department about the need for an online directory, evolved into consideration of a full-fledged social network.  The idea was championed by the Chief Staff Officer for Strategic Initiatives and signed-off on by the Senior Leadership Team.  The shared goal was to connect employees across the division in meaningful ways.  
An extensive evaluation of social networking vendors was initiated.  The process included the creation of a mock ACS community by each vendor under consideration, access by ACS staffers to other sites created by each social networking provider being considered, submission of a community proposal to the ACS, research and onsite visits to vendor offices by the ACS’s Strategic Initiatives Project Director. At the conclusion of this three month process, the decision was made to go forward with Small World Labs.

Small World Labs and the ACS partnered to plan, create and grow a vibrant community with employees across the High Plains Division interacting.    
“Small World Labs has been very responsive to all of our customer services needs, as well as technology upgrades,” said David J. Neff, Director, Web and Interactive Strategy, American Cancer Society. “When asked to implement a version of OpenID for our staff, they had it up and running within two weeks.”

Results to-date have been rewarding.  Following the January 2008 launch of SocietyConnect.org, almost 300 of the division's staff members are now participating in the community.  Staffers collaborate on projects and share information about themselves (including the posting of more than 550 photographs) that lead to stronger interpersonal relationships, regardless of whether the co-worker is across the office or across the county. And through internal education and awareness campaigns, such as “Get Connected,” the community is growing still, with younger staffers and top executives alike talking.
"We grew so large so fast that even conducting conference calls was difficult because there was such a large disconnect between employees who didn't know one another," said Renee Kelley, Director, Internal Communications, American Cancer Society. "Now, we see staffers progressing from getting to know one another to exchanging information on specific topics.  Whatever the subject matter - raising more money, finding that key volunteer, even finding a great restaurant for lunch - there's a place for it on SocietyConnect.org."
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