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Enterprise Social Media Solutions for Non-Profit Organizations 

 
Small World Labs is an experienced provider of enterprise social media solutions 
that enable organizations to use technology in new ways to ignite and cultivate 
conversations. From concept to creation to social media marketing and ongoing 
management, we understand the social media landscape and how to deliver 
complete solutions that drive results. 
 
Interview conducted by: Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor, CEOCFO Magazine 
 
CEOCFO: What was the vision when you started Small World Labs and where 
are you today? 
Mr. Wilson: The original vision is fairly similar to what we are doing now. Small 
World Labs provides an online community platform for the non-profit industry. The 
genesis for Small World Labs was that I grew up in a family with two deaf parents, 
and in that environment I saw firsthand the impact that one's social network or 
community had on our lives. In my parents' circumstance, they had very limited 
social networks. They had very limited access to other people and community 
because of linguistic barriers, and that had a significant impact on their lives – on the 
information that they had, the opportunities that they had access to. You name it, 
and they were very isolated from it.  
 

Fast forward to the late 90s, where the Internet has gone commercial, and you start to see the first vestiges of what we 
today call social media. Essentially, the ability for people to interact online, and at that point in time, it basically consisted 
of old, ugly chat rooms and flat-thread forums. My father, while deaf, was technical. As a database administrator for the 
Department of Defense, he was actively using early technologies, and these chat rooms and forums were 
transformational to him. It provided him with a fracture in the wall that was previously serving as a barrier between him 
and everybody else in the world. While using those technologies he was able to, for the first time, get access to word-of-
mouth information. All of the information, ideas, and opinions that are in people's heads was now available to him. That 
had a tremendous impact on his life, and I got to see that. 
 
CEOCFO: What did you create? 
Mr. Wilson: In 2005, I felt that there was a new inflection point happening in terms of capabilities for people to 
communicate and collaborate with each other online. What I wanted to create was a company that could provide those 
types of emerging technologies to organizations that were focused on bringing people together online for a particular 
purpose or cause. Small World Labs was formed and we were able to create an online community platform that provides 
organizations with a number of different features, functions, and capabilities so that they can connect, engage, and 
collaborate with their supporters. 
 
CEOCFO: Do organizations typically look at collaboration organizations that are more industry-specific rather 
than Small World Labs, which is more encompassing? 
Mr. Wilson: It is not so much an industry-specific item. It is more of what kind of organization is it, how are they trying to 
collaborate and enable their supporters, and then what are the best tools to allow them to do so. It starts out with being 
able to build a support base so that the bottom step of the overall engagement pyramid works in terms of getting people's 
contact information, establishing that first connection, and then going into the first element of generating endorsers and 
spreading awareness. Those elements of the engagement pyramid tie rather well to social media, so a lot of organizations 
are using Facebook, Twitter, etc. to do that. However, when you look towards the top end of the engagement pyramid 
where you are looking to take those people who have started to participate at some level with your organization, how do 
you provide them with opportunities to get even more involved and able to contribute more? That concept ripples across 
all of our target markets. 
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CEOCFO: Would you walk us through an example of when an organization might engage with you and what 
steps you would take to work with them? 
Mr. Wilson: We specialize in the non-profit world, so we power communities for the American Heart Association, the 
American Cancer Society, UNICEF, the United Nations Foundation, Operation Smile, and others. Generally, what you find 
is that those organizations, in order to maximize the impact of their mission, they have to generate support, engagement, 
and collaboration from a broad set of stakeholders. In the non-profit space, those stakeholders may be volunteers, 
donors, participants at fund-raising events, advocates, staff, partners, or they might be mission-focused, so the 
beneficiaries or the people or causes represented by what the non-profit's mission is.  
 
In any of those stakeholder groups, constituents are looking for new and scalable ways to attract, engage, and collaborate 
with each other. Nothing can replace traditional, offline relationships, but these are very costly in terms of time, 
geography, and synchronicity of getting people together.  
 
Our tool essentially helps these organizations whenever they are looking at things such as, how do we build engagement 
with a particular target audience, and to do so in a scalable way that is online? They need to start off with some element 
of an idea of what they are looking to do, and then our team works with them to narrow that down a little bit, so we get to 
some specifics and make sure that we are mapping this idea of what they are thinking about back to measurable, 
organizational goals. That way we can target some specific return on investment (ROI) indicators that we will use a year 
later to evaluate how everything is going.  
 
Our team then walks them through the process of going from goals, to use-cases, to outcomes, in order to create their 
online community on the Small World Labs platform. This generally exists as a part of their website and is integrated into 
everything that they have, so it is integrated with single sign-on and integrated with user data back to their databases. 

 
CEOCFO: How do organizations find Small World Labs? 
Mr. Wilson: Through a variety of ways. One of the main ways is through word-of-mouth. Because we place a high degree 
of focus on the quality of product and service, plus a focus on achieving measurable and positive outcomes for all of our 
organizations, our reference rate, our Net Promoter Score, and our retention rate, are all off the charts. We get a lot of 
referrals from our clients, other organizations that have seen our product in the field, or others that have seen a 
community that is being used by another non-profit. Beyond that, going into broader sales and marketing items, we have a 
sales team that has connection to the market. We speak at and attend a number of conferences, and then we use social 
media and have our own client community that we use to also engage with our clients and prospects. Rounding it out, we 
use online marketing with email and webinars around capabilities, as well as educational, thought-leadership pieces. 
 
CEOCFO: Are you hosting the platform as well? 
Mr. Wilson: Yes. The product is called Small Worlds Labs Community, and it is provided on an on-demand or cloud 
basis. We provide the environment, the experience, hosting, maintenance, and upgrades, to make it easy for the client. 
This is great because all of the incentives are properly aligned. If we do not do a good job, then they do not renew, so 
there is a high incentive for us to make sure that any project that we take on, we make successful. From a business model 
perspective, if all we are doing is bringing in new clients and then losing them, we will not be successful. Our growth 
happens from the retention of clients, which is based off of their success. 
 
CEOCFO: Are you involved with mobile? 
Mr. Wilson: Mobile is key. If you look at the online trends, more and more of web traffic is originating from mobile 
platforms, so our platform is completely mobile optimized. We provide capabilities in our platform to design experiences 
optimized for the desktop, the tablet, and smaller mobile form-factors like the phone. 
 
CEOCFO: How do you keep up with the technologies? How do you know what you need to pay attention to and 
perhaps incorporate? 
Mr. Wilson: It is important to be aware of everything, but the key is actually being able to filter out noise. There is only a 
set amount of resources, and there is only a set amount of things that you can do, so the equation that we have to solve 
is, “What are the most important investments that we can make in our platform and its capabilities that are going to have 
the biggest impact for our customers?” If we pursue something that ends up not being beneficial, there is an opportunity 
cost to that, so we must be aware of what is out there and then put it through a good filter, which is, “Is this going to have 
an impact? Are our customers asking for it?” Everybody on our team are power users of the type of platform that we use: 

“We have been able to amass a great client list. We have a great success rate, so retention 
is also great. We co-present with a number of our clients at conferences, and to be able to 
get to that point, you have to be doing good things.” – Michael Wilson 
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communities, social media, and all of that, so we are also good sources if vetting for that, and then running it through our 
product road map.  
 
CEOCFO: How is business these days? 
Mr. Wilson: Business is great. We have been able to amass a great client list. We have a great success rate, so retention 
is also great. We co-present with a number of our clients at conferences, and to be able to get to that point, you have to 
be doing good things. Our sales and marketing team has done a great job of making other non-profits aware of what we 
do, so growth has been fantastic. Last year we grew 50% year over year. 
 
CEOCFO: How do you find the technical people you need and also the people that have a passion for what you 
are doing? What are the intangibles of value at Small World Labs? 
Mr. Wilson: Each year as a company, we do a review of the previous year. We look at what we did well and what we did 
not so well or what we could have done better. In 2009, one of the areas that we felt was a challenge and could use 
improvement was hiring. We felt that we had not done as good of a job bringing in the right people, people that were a 
great match for what we wanted to be doing, and then creating the best possible environment for them.  
 
After that point, we put in place a very competitive and rigorous hiring process that not only includes evaluative criteria of 
an individual’s skill set, but also captures their background, work ethic, and interest level. Additionally, in the last round of 
interviews, we have a performance interview where we give candidates who have made it to that stage homework.  
 
We give them one or two scenarios that are specifically related to the type of work that they will be doing here, and then 
we give them a fixed number of days to complete the task. The candidate then comes in and presents the results to us. 
This helps in two ways. One, it gives them a specific view into the type of work that they are really going to be doing, so it 
takes away that uncertainty of, “I am interviewing for this job, but what will I really be doing when I get there?” Secondly, 
from our perspective, it gives us great insight into what quality of work the person will actually produce.  
 
More traditional interviews help to access interpersonal skills, but the work that you sit down and do at your desk is often 
very different. The second thing we look at is how are we on-boarding employees? Regardless of role, the first thing that a 
new employee does at Small World Labs is build their own community on our platform. That ensures that each employee 
gets deep product knowledge out of the gate and also puts them in the position of our customers. They have to think 
about, learn, understand, and use the Small World Labs Community platform, but also do it for a particular purpose. They 
have to have a theme or purpose for the community, which helps them think like our customers. 
 
The last area in regards to how do we work with and provide the best environment for our employees is that we changed 
how we do our vacation policy. Before, we used to have a more traditional policy where you have x number of weeks or 
this many days, etc. Now we have moved to a more progressive approach. We have no formal vacation policy with set 
days, weeks, etc. Instead, we make sure that each person and team has clear goals, and then we leave it up to the 
individual and manager of their department.  
 
As long as you are getting your work done, then you take time off as needed. That puts a good emphasis on, not just 
managing people's time when they are here, but more towards our goals and what we are trying to achieve. Once we 
make sure that we are achieving that, we are going to give you the flexibility to optimize how you manage your personal 
time with your work time. 
 
CEOCFO: Why pay attention to Small World Labs now? 
Mr. Wilson: Whatever our customers are doing, we help them to enable it. We’re confident that if you are not doing it 
now, you will be doing it sometime in the future. So looking at a bell curve, are you going to be one of the first, one of the 
middle, or one of the last? Whether you want community capabilities to attract supporters, engage with constituents, give 
your audience the ability to collaborate with your organization, there is ROI data to make the case. It just makes sense for 
organizations, and we have multiple case studies that demonstrate that. When things work, it is just a question of how fast 
they’re adopted. 
 
CEOCFO: Final thoughts? 
Mr. Wilson: I really appreciate you having me today. If anyone is interested in learning more about Small World Labs, 
please visit our website: www.smallworldlabs.com and we will be happy to speak with you. 
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BIO: Michael founded Small World Labs with the goal of providing organizations with the collaborative technology and 
solutions necessary to better connect with and empower their constituents, in a manner similar to which Michael saw early 
Internet technologies empower his deaf parents and connect them with the outside world. 
 
Prior to founding Small World Labs, Michael served as the Director of Product Management at Coremetrics, a leading 
provider of web analytics solutions (now a division of IBM). As head of the group, Michael's responsibilities included 
delivering new products and services, evaluating new markets, and assessing partner technologies. Prior to that, Michael 
was a management consultant for R. B. Webber & Company (a spin-off of McKinsey and Boston Consulting Group 
associates) where he led projects for high-tech companies, including Hewlett-Packard, Sprint, FedEx, ReSound (a 
hearing assistance accessories provider), and several start ups. 
 
Michael holds a B.A. in economics with summa cum laude and departmental honors from Yale University, and has 
completed studies in international economics at Oxford University. Michael also serves on the board of the Texas School 
for the Deaf Foundation. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  
  
  
  
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Small World Labs 

912 S. Capital of Texas Highway 
Suite 330 

Austin, TX 78746 
512-474-6400 

www.smallworldlabs.com


