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Introduction

While FreeRide.com's site provides the general functionality to allow users to earn and redeem points, there's significant upside within easy reach by focusing on improving the user experience.  

In each of the key areas of the site, I've identified opportunities for considerable improvement in its organization, clarity, user-orientation, and functionality.

While the site does include some notably user-friendly attributes, which I have highlighted in my observations, I've outlined dozens of ways in which FreeRide.com can improve its users' experiences and increase their use.  

One critical recommendation worth noting here is that FreeRide.com should stop using partially disabled (no browser menu, no address bar) Pop-Up windows as the default environment for click-throughs on banner ads and to partners in areas such as Destination Points. 

The report that follows tracks my experiences, observations, and includes specific recommendations:

· starting as a New User - trying to understand what FreeRide.com is all about, 

· continuing throughout the Signup Process (an important step), and 

· as a Returning Member, interested in earning points and using points.  

I've ordered these reports chronologically because this best emulates the user's experience.  The Study Period was March 10 through March 21, 2000

Throughout the audit report, I've added emphasis to the most important opportunities and recommendations. The report, by design, clearly sets the context for each recommendation, noting, wherever possible, the specific URL of the page or frame in discussion.  When appropriate, I've also included links to Benchmark sites that provide living examples of points or features that I'm recommending.  

Overall, FreeRide.com represents a promising idea that's not fully articulated because of the limits of the current site.  I would anticipate that many users visit FreeRide.com and either do not join or lose interest because of site-related functionality and organization issues and also because of offering-related shortcomings.  I also believe having many opportunities for improvement is common to many sites and new software releases.

Brand Delivery

Let's assess the offering's, and the site's, performance against our stated brand goals (acknowledgements go to The New York Times politics page for its "The Ad Campaign" format, modified below):

Goal:  Consumer Promise

· Get paid for doing the things you do already every day.  And get your rewards fast for the things you already enjoy every day.

Goal:  Measures of Branding Success

· Among Everyday Maximizers…

· #1 position top-of-mind awareness for “Internet rewards program”

· Among those aware of competitive set, superior perceptions of FreeRide for:

· Depth of offering

· Ease of use

· Speed of reward

Evaluating The Offering and the Site

Accuracy:

Many people do use search engines and shop on the Internet, if not "every day," then on many days.  

The points that are granted for visiting sites, using search engines, and signing up for partner programs are usually "free."  

Signing up for dozens of online programs, as is expected in Point Works, is not something that most people "do every day."

Some "free" signups through Point Works have a real cost behind them that is somewhat hidden from the user.  For example, "Cancel in 30 days if you don't want to get charged."  This isn't "free."  Joining and then canceling programs just to get the points isn't something the target "does every day."

While the points granted for shopping are "free," shopping is, by its nature, not free.  

The automated signup feature that FreeRide.com employs with many of its partners, such as the ones in Point Works, is indeed both "fast" and "easy."

"Fast" is a subjective term, but should be considered relative to other rewards programs or relative to the FreeRide.com promise that 

FreeRide is fun, it's easy, and if you're like most FreeRiders, you'll earn enough for a new reward every 30 days! 
I think it's good to set the expectation of about 30 days.  That defines "fast" for the target.  

In my experience, the points that I qualified for were deposited in my wallet.  It was both "fast" and "easy."  

· But many of the third-party-assigned points take two weeks to post and I am still waiting for them. 

Scorecard:

If users were willing to use FreeRide.com as a step along the way to searching or shopping, they could indeed earn points.  And with these points, they could eventually order stuff.  But because the site's design requires that a member sign in each day and because the site doesn't allow a member to bookmark specific parts of the site, such as the search function, using FreeRide.com habitually to search or shop is neither as "fast" nor as "easy" as it should be.  The site should "live the brand promise" and it doesn't.

Earning "free" points at FreeRide.com for doing stuff you "do every day" actually requires taking several extra steps.

If a member's goal were to get free stuff, s/he wouldn't shop just to get it.

Waiting two weeks for points is not "fast" on the Internet.  

Keeping track of which points are due to you and whether they have been posted in your wallet is not "easy."

I think that reward attainability and value is an issue.  The lower-level rewards appear to be grouped around the 500-point level.  Because I found the shopping function to be rather impractical (see detail in the report that follows), and I found that Destination Points doesn't work well (again, see report), and because Point Works was rather disorganized (although I might use it a bit), I wonder whether most users will want to do hundreds of 2-point searches and answer random surveys (if they are offered) to earn 500 points or the equivalent of a $5 gift certificate each month.

Benchmarking

See Returning Member Experience - Brand Experience: for a comparison to the branded offering: BonusMail from MyPoints.com.

Partners that offer "free" signups that require the member to actively cancel within 30 days so that they don't get charged aren't offering free anything -- nor is it easy.  (The fact that that's how cyberporn is sold should indicate the realm they're dealing in.) 

For these reasons, I think that, using the current site and the current offering, we will face challenges in achieving "superior Brand perceptions" of Depth of offering, Ease of use, and Speed of reward among the target.

Some Branding Recommendations (many more follow in the report):

When your name and your brand is FreeRide.com, "free" should consistently mean something.  

· Re-focus the offering:

· Consider whether you want to partner with these "free, but not really free" companies; it's actively diluting your brand equity. 

· Rebalance the offering toward more actual "free" offers that reward members for their attention.

· For example, every ad at FreeRide.com should include a reward incentive for the member: simply for his or her attention, not only for buying things.   That IS your brand concept, it's what you say and promise in your radio ads, and you must "live it."

· When a user mouses over any link at FreeRide.com, the mouseover copy should indicate how many points a click right now is worth.

· Re-focus the site and the process:

· Eliminate the delays in posting points that are designed into the process now.  

· This is the Internet where I can get a computer or a car or a mortgage tomorrow; so where are my free, fast points?

· Redesign the site to eliminate frames so that members can bookmark the areas that they want to use habitually in order to get "fast, free, and easy" points.

· Many more site recommendations are detailed throughout the report.

Operating Environment - For your Technical Reference:

The experiences I have had using FreeRide.com were in the following operating environment: 

· Windows 98 SE 

· IE 5.0 

· PII 450 MHz processor

· 192 MB RAM

· Voodoo 3 3000 PCI 16MB 2D/3D video accelerator

· ViewSonic PF790 monitor

· ADSL 1.5 MBPS Westel or
· ISDN Dual-B 128 KBPS ZyXel

Access Issues:  

On Sunday, March 12, 2000, at 6:48 PM I was repeatedly unable to login to the site for around 2 hours.  At this page, 

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/signupuser.login
I repeatedly encountered this text message:
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Request Failed 
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 We were unable to process your request at this time.

 Please try again later. 
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Other than the startup screen at www.freeride.com, the rest of the site returned the above error page.  

On other days, I encountered the error page intermittently, but on those days it cleared up quickly.

When I experienced problems with FreeRide.com, I often restarted my computer or tried to replicate the problems another time so that I could be more certain that it wasn't an anomalous observation.

Initial User Experience - Pre-Signup

http://www.freeride.com
Observation:

Opening screen, login band at bottom:  "password" is cut off by the bottom of the IE window, whether or not IE Status Bar is on.
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http://www.freeride.com/freeride/html/splash/index_nav.html
Recommendation:

· Test site across browser and OS platforms and see when this text is cut off.  

· Re-adjust Page Parameters to fit all environments.  

About FreeRide Screen:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=splash/about.html&userno=0&csource=FR
Observation: 

The link to this screen is labeled "About FreeRide."  Perhaps that's a dull (or even confusing) label for the page that describes the entire consumer premise to your potential members.  

· In Windows software parlance, the term "About {Software Title}" suggests version and technical information.  

· In Internet parlance, "About {Site Name}" usually means Company Info.  

· If you went to ebay.com and saw a button called "about ebay.com" and expected it to link to company information (Management, Board, Contact Us, Jobs, Directions to our Office, etc.) you might just skip over it.

Recommendation:

Label the link to this screen with something more inviting and provocative like:

· "Here's How to Get Free Stuff Fast."  

· "How it works." 

· "Click Here to Start Getting Free Stuff Fast."  Or 

· "Click Here for Free Stuff -  It's Fast and Easy."

When you go to that page, the page should have a title that exactly matches what the user clicked on to get there.  (It doesn't now.)

· For example, if the button or link to that page is labeled "Here's How to Get Free Stuff Fast.", then the page it connects to should be headed "Here's How to Get Free Stuff Fast."

My 2 cents:  You're in teaching mode here and you're in a busy space.  In addition to the distractions on the computer and other web sites, office users have their real jobs to grapple with and home users have phones, kids, TV, radio, pets, and other things to distract them.  No paraphrasing, no shifting gears with language.  Simple, organized, and repetitive isn't boring, it's good.

Initial User Experience -- The "Tours":

Observations:

Neither the visitor's tour, 

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=splash/tour_main.html&userno=0&csource=FR 

http://www.freeride.com/freeride/images/new_splash/demobody1.gif
nor the member's tour, 

 http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=guest/FR_guest_home.html&userno=9456821
qualifies as much of a Tour, per se.  

· They're each more like Hyperlinked outline pages for the basic site functions.
· All they do is dump you at the major site divisions, Get It, Spend It, and Check It.  
· From there, you're on your own.  
· (That's not a Tour, that's an Airline, "Thanks for flying with us and have a nice stay in Detroit.")

Recommendations:

· The site concept is relatively simple. Work on further simplifying the explanations using Graphic Layout vs. prose.  

· Consider a user-optional Flash, or video (Windows Media, RealMedia, and Quicktime versions) instructional introduction that uses motion, voice, and music to introduce and engage the user.

Benchmarking

I use a product called RealJukebox to manage my MP3s.  RealNetworks provides an interactive tutorial for RealJukebox using video and audio in the RealPlayer (a related product from the same company) format.  The experience is learning in lessons with a streaming instructional video.

http://www.real.com (I can't link you directly to tutorial, sorry.)

· Don't call what's on FreeRide.com now a Tour.  I think that term over-promises for what it delivers.

· Over-promising is bad.  (Maybe that's not what you'd expect to hear from a marketer, but I believe it's really bad on the Internet.)

Initial User Experience -- Signup note:

http://www.freeride.com
Observations:
I had toured FreeRide.com many weeks ago, before I started this project.  The site did not recognize me when I started using it again.  It said I have 0 points in my wallet.  I do remember quickly amassing 100 points or so.  

After I joined, in My Wallet I saw that I had a Signup Bonus of 125 points.  I then took the tour and could amass 125 points in the visitor wallet again.  Going back to my named wallet, the tour points disappeared.  The distinction between 125 tour points and 125-point Signup Bonus is blurred.  If they're the same, you can't call the same thing two different things. I cannot determine the intent of the site around these initial free points.  

Recommendation:

Clarify the distinction between tour points and signup bonus, if there is any.

Initial User Experience -- Signup Screen:

http://www.FreeRide.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=signup/signup.html&userno=0&csource=FR
Observations:

"All signup information will be kept strictly confidential. We're serious about this. Your personal info will never be shared with a third party, without your consent."


Great, but this would be the perfect place to feature your TrustE branded seal of approval.  Why isn't it here?

The Signup Screen does not consistently employ the convenience of Internet Explorer 5.0's AutoComplete feature (see IE, Tools, Internet Options, Content Tab, AutoComplete).  Many sites create standardized forms that allow users to double-click on a field entry box, like Address, and select from a pull-down menu of entries that they have previously made on that computer in fields that were also named "Address," for example.   The benefits of AutoComplete to the user are speed of entry (who wants to type his or her Address and other information again and again?), accuracy (typos can cause big problems later), and it conveys the impression that the site is "up-to-date" with the technology and has respect for members' time.  (A parallel, if you call a company and get a voicemail system that's confusing and leads you to dead ends, you can infer that the company doesn't care enough to make it customer-focused, highly functional, and intuitive.)  AutoComplete is low-tech, but represents the state-of-the-art in user-friendliness and convenience.

Recommendations:

· Flaunt the TrustE brand link on the signup screen, where it's most relevant.

· Fully Implement and Fully Test the IE's AutoComplete functionality in the signup routine.

Initial User Experience -- Signup -- Incomplete registration:

Observations:

If a user doesn't fully complete the registration screen, 

http://www.FreeRide.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=signup/signup.html&userno=0&csource=FR
s/he is led to an Oops screen, 

http://www.FreeRide.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=signup/signup.html&userno=0&csource=FR
directing him or her go back and complete the form.  It's good that the Oops screen specifies which data is incomplete.  This is a better standard than most other sites.   Unfortunately, I must take that back! The error-checking (completion) function on the registration form only checks for the first error it encounters, then generates the Oops screen identifying the first error (forgotten item, for example) for users.  Any other errors are not called out to the user.  This is a clear miss.  Good sites catch all the errors and summarize them.

Recommendations:  

· FreeRide could, and should, easily summarize all of the errors or missing information on the Oops screen so that the user can fix them all at once.

· It would be even better if the Oops screen also told the user that s/he will have to re-enter his/her password twice  (again, for security) on the registration screen.

I've gone into some detail on the registration process with good reason.  Users who are "online joiners" are your highest-potential targets.  They join lots of sites and they know the ins and outs of the registration process.  Companies that offer a clean, intuitive, elegant, and simple registration process stand above others from the outset with these important users.  

Initial User Experience -- Signup -- International Pre-registration:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=signup/FR_signup.html&userno=0&csource=FR
Observation:  

International pre-registration requires that members complete the full signup form.  

Recommendation:

· If you have plans to expand globally, you might consider giving international users the option to pre-register with less information than you require from full US members. 

· Users won't want to complete a full form without a tangible incentive (actual membership).  

· Perhaps you could just get their email address and country.  

· This would lower the bar and allow you to collect many more potential international members.

Initial User Experience -- Signup -- Registration Almost Complete Screen:

http://www.FreeRide.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=signup/signup.html&userno=0&csource=FR
Observation:

"In two to three weeks, you'll receive a FreeRide welcome kit via US mail that contains your access code. Your access code will be printed above your name on your Personalized Redemption Certificates. "

Recommendations:

· I'd recommend that you re-engineer the process to get the welcome kit to users much more quickly, while they are engaged in the FreeRide concept.  

· Do the math and find out whether it's worth your investment to send it via Priority Mail, which, conveys a message of importance says to the member, "You're valuable to FreeRide.com.  Welcome."

Benchmarks

Priceline.com 

http://webhouse.priceline.com/issuenewwebhousecard.asp
Priceline is so eager to have users join its grocery program, that it will mail them a card by Priority Mail.  They also tell the user this before s/he has to fill in the form.  This sends a clear signal to the potential member and provides another inducement to join. 

Enews.com

http://www.enews.com
Enews is an entry in the magazine subscription space.  When a user subscribes to a magazine, Enews will send the user his or her first issue by Priority Mail.  This elevates the user's subscribing experience and elevates Enews as a preferred provider. 

Returning Member Experience - Overview:

http://www.freeride.com
Observations:  

· Returning member must login to the site each time s/he visits FreeRide.com.  

· Returning member is greeted with "Visitor Wallet, 0 points."

· That's not very welcoming to someone who's returning.

· What would Jeff Bezos say?

· User must activate the {Username} field, by Tabbing to it or clicking it with the mouse cursor, then enter a Username and Password and click Login 

· When member returns to www.freeride.com, the {Username} field is not activated by default (the blinking text entry cursor is not there).


· Because the returning member's first task is to login, the site should be ready for him or her, automatically making the Username field active so he or she can begin typing, without having to first click the Username field.  (It would be better to not require manual login at all, see below.)

· User can hit Enter (Carriage Return) which is the same as clicking on Login with the mouse. 

· This is a good, user-friendly standard that allows the user to keep his or her hands on the keyboard while completing the task of logging in.  

· User can hit [Tab] [Spacebar] in lieu of clicking Login with the mouse.  

· This is a good, user-friendly standard that allows the user to keep his or her hands on the keyboard to complete the task of logging in.

· The site does not provide a "remember me" checkbox.  

· This is a standard of convenience at many other sites.

· Site does provide a "forgot password?" hotlink, which is a good user-friendly standard.

· Why should a returning member see the same "empty" startup page that a first-time user sees?  This is a huge opportunity missed.  There should be something good to do on the first screen.  It should be organized, actionable, welcoming, sticky.  

Key Question:  Why must a user login to the site each time?  

Recommendation:

· Provide a checkbox that allows the user to store his or her login information in a cookie on that computer.  This will allow automatic login.  When user visits FreeRide.com, s/he will be logged in and will see the current point balance immediately.

· Make the first screen useful and interesting to the returning member; don't serve them a billboard:

http://www.freeride.com
· There's a good reason that no other major players serve users a billboard when they return.  It's a bad idea and a missed opportunity.

Returning Member Experience after Login - Page Specifics:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=member/FR_main.html&csource=FR&userno=9456821
Observations:  

Member is greeted at the "Home" screen with a "Welcome Back" message, the member's name, email address, point balance (at top of screen and in the bottom banner by the "check wallet" button.)

· It's a strong practice to welcome member back, using his or her name, and to reinforce the member's point balance -- which is the core concept of the brand.  Keep this up.

· This personal information appears, on my browser at least, in a soft grey font that makes the copy recede into the white background.  

· Currently, this copy is just centered and sort of floats there.  It's not integrated with the graphic theme or layout of the sight.  So, while it's great that the personalized information is there, it looks like content from two different worlds, like handwriting on a printed form.

· The Home Page also displays the "last updated date."

· Is this salient to the member?  Might it feel better to show today's date so that it always feels current?

· On March 21, 2000, the "last updated date" was March 8, 2000.

· Navbar provides convenient access to the major site areas, but it scrolls off screen. This would be better if it didn't.

Recommendations:

· Feature the personal information, name, points, email address (optional), in a more structured place in the page header or left navbar, in a more formatted, integrated way. 
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For example, the font and color that are used for the personal info could match the font and color scheme use for the "Get points for surfing" header on the Get it Main Menu Page. 

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=get_it/FR_get_category.html&csource=FR&userno=9456821
· Display today's date, rather than the "last updated date" on the Home, Welcome Back Page

· See the "Brand Experience" recommendations for more on this topic.

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=member/FR_main.html&csource=FR&userno=9456821
Why are these details important?

FreeRide.com's stated goal is to become "Easy, Fun, Friendly" and to achieve superior measures on the target's perception of "ease of use."  

"Fast" and "Easy" are two of FreeRide.com's explicitly stated core brand equities.  "The Fast Way to Free Stuff."

It's relatively easy for FreeRide.com to make the site do most of the detail work for the visitor.  So while we may look at these little steps as minor, if it's easy to eradicate them, we should, immediately. 

Returning Member Experience - Brand Experience:  

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=member/FR_main.html&csource=FR&userno=9456821
Observations:

The Home, Welcome Back page is feast of logos.  The member experience in the "main frame" of this page is a wealth of choices without direction.  The functionality is there, but nothing reinforces the "FreeRide.com" concept to the user.   Thirteen menu shortcuts precede thirteen offer/feature descriptions.  Both are simply unorganized lists of things a member can do.

For example, the current page has a feature on Gift Certificates, Winners of the Valentine's Day Contest, the TurboTax offer, and 10 more random offers/features/activities follow. 

· Why would the link to the winners list from the Valentine's Day contest occupy the #2 feature spot on the page that welcomes a member back to FreeRide?  Is this important or interesting?  Valentine's Day was a month ago.

· The screen, particularly the starting screen is your prime real estate.  You paid big bucks for the ad campaign that reminds people to log onto FreeRide.com every morning.  They should be greeted with something more salient and actionable.    

I have observed the same content on this page, day after day.

Recommendations:

· If this Home/Welcome page's main frame content is intended to be "news" it should change frequently. 

· Returning users will want to see "what's new" on such a Home/Welcome page.  

· Changing content will make members feel that there is life and activity at the site.  

· They'll want to return to keep up with the new opportunities to Get and Spend points.  

· If it's the same every day, why come back?

· Make the content more focused and relevant.

· Eliminate stale items like the Valentine's Day contest winners, particularly if it's St. Patrick's Day.

· Actively Build and Reward Continuity of Habitual Use:

· Add the One-Click functionality to have members "Make FreeRide.com their Home Page."

· Reward this highly valued action with a hefty number of bonus points.

· Determine if you can automatically detect if a member has kept FreeRide.com as his or her home page and give a continuity bonus each month.

· Reward returning members with points (once a day) just for coming back to FreeRide.com.

· Reward members with continuity bonus points for visiting during 10 out of 12 weeks in a quarter.  

· Reward members with continuity bonus points for visiting on 18 days out of a calendar month.

· Send HTML (or optional text) emails to members with their explicit permission, highlighting key offers.  

· Implement easy click-throughs from email to allow members to instantly earn points.  

· Implement this program after it has been well-tested so that you retain the members' permission.

Benchmarking

http://www.mypoints.com
· See BonusMail from MyPoints for a long-term, and generally well-implemented, outbound email loyalty rewards program.

· In comparison, MyPoints.com uses BonusMail to prompt members to explore partners' offers.  Members receive points for every email they receive and for clicking through to the partners' site.  The offers are clearly stated in the email and members understand what is required of them to receive larger point incentives (signup, download, place an order over $10, etc.).  The key differences are that BonusMail uses a well-organized, consistent email format, that it rewards members for their attention (both for receiving and reading the email), that it spells out the details of the offer in the initial communication, and that it offers large-denomination incentives for signups that are actually free.   The BonusMail presentation is clearer, more organized, more candid, more "polished and corporately confident," and is likely to instill more trust in the member than the comparable offers at FreeRide.com currently do.   To illustrate that point about "corporate polish," if BonusMail from MyPoints is a Starbucks shop, FreeRide.com is an independent coffeehouse in the East Village.  Both can be good, but they're different at their core.
· Develop an easy-to-use and rewarding viral marketing area through which satisfied members can recommend FreeRide.com to their friends.  (I now see that you have one of these but have "hidden it away" on the Get Points page - the only place to find it.  I'll gladly admit that I didn't find it for 11 days.  It's not included in your global navigation bar, which is what I use to get around the site.)

· Reward the member for every friend that signs up.  

· Provide a clear disincentive to would-be spammers.

· Provide an easy-to-use set of tools that integrate with the member's Outlook Address book or his or her address book on popular Internet email providers like Yahoo, Hotmail, Mail.com, or AOL.  

· Don't make the member type a list of email addresses.  

· Provide members with alternative means of engaging their friends: for example by creating HTML links that they can put in their email signature or by automatically creating Banner ads that they can place on their websites.

Benchmarking

http://www.evites.com
http://www.evite.com/syncgui
· See Evites.com's Sync and Import Addresses functions that allow users to import their Address Books from other programs or sites.  It's the state-of-the-art in user-friendliness and automated viral marketing.

https://associates.amazon.com/
· Amazon.com provides a world-class affiliate program that any member can join.  Amazon allows members to create banner ads of any size and HTML links that track the traffic and purchases that each affiliate generates.

Returning Member Experience - Get It - Destination Points:

Get It Area:

Destination Points:

The Destination Points area was inadequately organized.  I found its functional performance to be quite poor.  Details follow.

Home & Family Gates:

Observations:

http://www.freeride.com/dest?userno=9456821&csource=FR&cat_id=42
· One or more the gates failed to load nearly every time I loaded this pop-up window.  

· On some occasions, no usable gates loaded in this pop-up window.

· On one occasion, the same gate loaded 3 times in one pop-up.  The identical offer appeared with 2 different point levels on the same screen (4, 4, and 5 points).

· When I returned later that day, the same item appeared twice in the same pop-up window.   Once like this, marked "Trip Taken" (a good, user-friendly practice):  
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…And a second time offering 7 points like this:  

· I continue to experience these errors at the Destination Points area.

Points Beyond

· The Destination Points Area offers something called "Points Beyond" which means that you don't get any points for visiting the site, you just get points if you buy something at the site.  

· This is quite inconsistent with the concept of "Destination Points" which strongly suggests that you're going to get points for visiting sites.  

· "Destination Points" shouldn't be yet more shopping links that require members to spend money in order to get points.  The Destination Points page promises:

Beyond these gates, you'll find over 100 Web destinations to choose from every day. Visit up to 7 and pocket up to 70 points daily. 
· The core brand promise of FreeRide.com is to reward people for their attention.  This is the explicit promise of the FreeRide.com radio campaign. 

· The instructions that FreeRide.com offers regarding "Points Beyond" are:  " If you see a Points Beyond banner, follow it for more FreeRide points! "
· This feels like a less-than-forthcoming way of explaining why Points Beyond don't give you any points for your attention (the core idea of both "Destination Points" and FreeRide.com). 

· It may create trust issues with your members.

· If "Grab a Cab" entries are intended to mitigate this disconnect, I don't believe that they do.  

· The cab is the core brand icon and is ubiquitous at FreeRide.com.  

· There is nothing about this cab that makes it "special."

· It does not stand out on the gates as a promise, nor does it signal that the member will receive entries by clicking this gate.

· It doesn't say anything.

· The concept of "Grab a Cab" sweepstakes entries is not explained in the Destination Points area and is not clearly explained at the "Grab a Cab" page, which is hard to find.

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/cab.winners?userno=9456821&csource=FR
· The "Grab a Cab" page refers to entries appearing in your "account history."

"Your entries show up in your account history, and count toward your daily allowance of awards in Destination Points (7) and Featured Sponsors (10)."

· If these instructions refer to the "Wallet History" area of the site, they should use that term.  

· The idea that these "entries" count toward the "allowance" (another euphemism, if you mean limit, say "limit" or "you can earn up to ___ per day") is also a disconnect with the brand promise.  

· Combining "earning points to get rewards" with "earn chances to win points to get rewards" is fraught with user confusion.  These two concepts are too intermingled here, particularly with the interactivity among the limits that are imposed. 

· The "Points Beyond" and "Grab a Cab" elements in the "Destination Points" area dilute the brand promise and confuse the user. 

Money and Investing Area: 

Observations:

· I found this pattern of repetition of Gates in other areas, such as Money and Investing.  

· I reloaded the Money and Investing Destination Gates many, many times.  

· All but one of the Gates had nothing to do with Money and Investing.  Most were search engines.   Others were travel agents and Internet Hosting Services.  One prompted me to try something new and press the Big Red Button.  Funny, but I thought I was looking for Money and Investing opportunities.

· Gates repeated themselves and repeated the error above with "Trip Taken" and "Depart Here" offered for the same partner in the same window.

· Some Gates did not load.

· When I clicked through on the Datek.com Online Investing Gate (the only Gate that related to the topic at hand), I arrived at a Datek site which appeared garbled.   I tried repeatedly to get the Datek gate again, so that I could replicate this experience, but it was never served to me again.

Travel and all other Areas in Destination Points:

The same kinds of observations: with largely irrelevant content standing out as a big miss.

Recommendations:

Disabled Pop-Up Windows

Because the Pop-Up windows that present Gates are partially disabled browsers (no browser menu, no address bar), I arrived at the Datek site and was unable to navigate.    

· I was unable to functionally use or participate in the Datek site.  

· I was unable to add Datek to my Favorites.  

· The value to me was negative and the value to Datek was certainly zero, if not negative.

This same experience applied to other advertisers' sites that I clicked through to.

It is absolutely not acceptable to be dropped at an advertiser's site inside a crippled browser.  (On a Venn Diagram, this experience is would be represented by the intersection of the sets of lame and annoying Internet experiences.)  This experience is replicated throughout the Destination Points area and whenever a user clicks through on a Banner Ad on FreeRide.com.  

· It's like test-driving a sports car - while being forced to wear oven mits and flippers.  Yeah, I can sort of do it, but I don't want to - and I can't tell if I like the car or not.

· The Destination Points area needs significant work.  I would predict that many users would quickly lose interest in FreeRide.com if they started to use the site in the Destination Points area.

· I think that a user would find this to be a confusing presentation of choices that could erode his or her confidence in the order, structure, and integrity of the site.  When presented with this inconsistency, users may wonder whether they will receive credit for their activities reliably.  In which case, they may lose interest in FreeRide.com.  

· A parallel:  If you had a vending machine in your building that worked well 90% of the time, many people would stop using it.   The owner of the vending machine may say "Hey, that's perfect performance most of the time by a wide margin, isn't it?" as s/he loses more business every day that it performs at 90%.  What if a nearby ATM worked 90% of the time?  Wouldn't you regularly and habitually use another one that’s more reliable if it weren't much further away?

· Automated Internet web sites are today's vending machines or ATMs.  It's a customer and a machine.  When it doesn't work reliably, what is the customer to do?  The easiest path is to go somewhere else.

· The "Points Beyond" and "Grab a Cab" elements in the "Destination Points" area dilute the brand promise and confuse the user.   They should be eliminated.

· I would recommend that FreeRide.com devote considerable attention to improving this aspect of the member's experience by building gates that load consistently and do not repeat themselves.  The content of the links should relate to the subject area.

Returning Member Experience - Get It - Search:

Get It:

Search-O-Rama:

Observations:
http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/search.menu?csource=FR&userno=9456821
[image: image13.bmp]
· The Featured Sponsor item at the bottom of Search-O-Rama does not identify a Featured Sponsor and it links to a Pop-Up Window that returns a "The page cannot be displayed error."  This is a dead end.  Great sites have very, very few dead ends.  Too many dead ends will erode users' confidence in and comfort with the site.  (This error persisted for a few days.  Last time I checked there was now a Featured Sponsor.)

· The other search engine links performed well as expected.  I think that they are a strength.

· But why does a user get 2 points for using the Search Engines here and 4, 5, 6, or 7 points for using them in other areas of FreeRide.com?

· Inconsistency is a fatal flaw in rewards programs.   As Skinner experienced, if you only yell at the dog some of the time when he's bad and only praise him some of the time when he's good, he never gets trained.

· Users who are interested in building their point balance would want to make Search-O-Rama their default starting point for Internet searches.  

· Because of FreeRide.com's frame-based site design, the URL displayed in the browser's Address Bar, is usually:  

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/signupuser.login
no matter where the user goes in the site.

· Let's say the user wants to make Search-O-Rama his place for searching the net so that s/he can accumulate points for every search.  Cool, right?  It's just the kind of behavior that we want to habituate.  S/he gets the bright idea to add the Search-O-Rama to his or her Favorites or Bookmarks.  But s/he cannot.  The Add to Favorites function in IE adds the current URL to the Favorites list.  The user will return to 

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/signupuser.login
which returns the user to this login screen: 
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Hold on there FreeRider
Either your username or your password is different from those we sent you in an e-mail message called "Welcome to FreeRide." 

Please type in the username and password exactly as it appears in the message from the FreeRide administrator. Thanks! 

When you're finished, click "Log-in". 

Top of Form 1
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User Name: 
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Password:
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Oops - Forgot Your Password? 




Bottom of Form 1

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/search.menu?csource=FR&userno=9456821
· The ability to add specific pages of a site to Favorites is a standard of performance and convenience for popular, commercial Internet sites.  

· Users expect to be able to add a page to their Favorites of Bookmarks and to quickly return to that page.

· The Frames construction of the site prevent users from employing this standard functionality.

· Another implication of the frame-based site architecture is that if a link to a partners site doesn't work in the main frame, returning an error page, hitting refresh on the browser will return the user to the Home/Welcome page.  This is a particularly annoying outcome and the user may find it difficult to return to where s/he was in the site prior to the error.

· This frame-based site architecture was all the rage a few years ago, but most major sites have disavowed frames by now.

· Users will be likely to find this confusing and frustrating.  

· "Why doesn't  FreeRide.com work like all the other sites I visit?"

Recommendations:

· Eliminate dead ends like The Featured Sponsor item at the bottom of Search-O-Rama 

· Convert entire site away from Frames format so that members can easily save pages to their Favorites or Bookmark lists and so that members can more easily navigate the site.  

Returning Member Experience - Get/Spend It - Shop:

Get/Spend It:

Shop-O-Rama:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/feature.display_getit?csource=FR&userno=9456821
Observations:

· Shop-O-Rama is both Get It and Spend It area.

· Partners are organized by category.  

· Clicking a category takes the member to both Get It and Spend It partners for that category.

· The site displays either the Get It or Spend It options first, depending upon what the member has selected.

· The site takes the member to the partner's site in the original browser window.

· Shop-O-Rama seems better organized than Destination points.

· Value-Conscious Members would like to see which partners give the greatest value ratio before they act.  

· When Getting Points, they'll want to know how many points they earn per dollar across the scope of partners.

· When Spending Points, they'll want to know how many dollars in value they'll get per point across all partners.

· In order to do make this evaluation now, they have to surf to each partner link and write down what they find.

· Waiting one to two weeks for point credit is disengaging for the consumer.  

· Keeping track of credits due and credits posted will be cumbersome for the member.

Recommendations:

· Consider separating the Get It and Spend It functions

· Commingling Get It and Spend It could be confusing for users. 

· If they think they're headed for a "Get It" page, they may expect that all of the offers on that page will be "Get It" offers.

· The presence of "Spend It" offers on the resulting page, labeled only by a small header may be confusing.  

· Users don't read everything on a page.  No one has time for that.  They use pages intuitively.

· Create a convenient table of rewards so that Users can compare the value they're getting with each partner.

· One table for Get It

· One table for Spend It

· One table for Gift Certificates

· If FreeRide.com doesn't do this, someone else will.  

· The web is full of sites that report on offers, deals, and loyalty rewards programs.

· Ultimately, members will be looking at someone else's ads while they're trying to review the value of your offering.

Benchmarks

American Express Membership Rewards

http://home3.americanexpress.com/Rewards/explore/search_results.asp?page=1&search=category
· Allows members to see all of the rewards at a glance so that they can make the value comparisons for themselves.

· This is a user-friendly solution.

· Consider opening a new, fully functional Browser window for shopping experiences.  

· Users may be in the middle of doing their FreeRide.com activity.  If they go off shopping with a partner, great, but we don't want them to forget about FreeRide.com either.  There's lots of stuff to do at FreeRide.com why do they lose where they were in the session by going to shop at one of our partners' sites?   

· This is a big miss.

· Move toward implementing Instant Rewards Points credits for purchases made with partners.

· Once the credit card has cleared at the partner site, the data exists to make this happen.  That's what the Internet is for.

Strategic Concept-Related Observations on Shop-O-Rama:

· There is depth to the offering here.

· But, at its core, it's just a long list of places to shop online.

· It's a starting point for a random amalgamation of stuff to buy, joined by the concept of  "I'll get points for it."

· In general, shoppers are expected to either come across something that they happen to want or to buy on impulse. 

· Shoppers can't search the stores at FreeRide.com for the item(s) they're looking for.

· Buying on impulse works well in a retail environment where you're going to go through the checkout process anyway.  

· All of these separate shops require separate checkout processes, reducing the likelihood that a member will shop there, particularly on impulse.   

· It adds up to a low-value proposition for members.  If they are "Everyday Maximizers" they'll love to get points for their efforts, but they're also likely to be price shoppers.  

· I strongly suspect that, in the value hierarchy of "Everyday Maximizers," Price trumps Reward Points 9 times out of 10.

· As people become regular shoppers on the Internet, the Price shoppers will gravitate toward shopping bots that compare prices across etailers' sites.

Shopping Bot Sites

· http://www.bottomdollar.com/
· http://shopper.cnet.com/
· http://www.evenbetter.com/ (formerly DealPilot)

· http://www.dealtime.com/
· http://www.jango.com/xsh/index.dcg?
· http://www.pricescan.com/
· http://www.mysimon.com/index.anml
· and many more.

· Shopping Bots work best with items that are "commodities" that is the item is the same no matter who you buy it from.  Most of the items that consumers buy on the Internet are commodities, because those categories best fit the distant Internet shopping experience.  If I buy a CD, a software package, cologne, or a Sony DVD player, model VL-8515, you get the same thing from any vendor.  If you buy brown corduroys, fit and style vary by manufacturer and many brands are available only through single retailers (J. Crew, Gap, Banana Republic, LL Bean, for example.)  These items are less like commodities and are not impacted as much by the Shopping Bot phenomenon.  But, by the same token, they have less of a fit with the distant Internet shopping experience.  Fewer people are willing to buy clothing online than are willing to buy books online.  When you buy a book, you know what you're getting and it doesn't have to fit you or the person you're sending it to. 

· If they happen to remember that a low-price etailer is a FreeRide.com partner, then they may return from their preferred shopping bot to FreeRide.com before they make the purchase so that they get the best price, plus the points.  

· Alternatively, if they belong to a program like ebates.com, they can use the shopping bot and qualify for a rebate by using their ebates.com email address at the etailer's site.  

· That email address becomes their permanent value coupon.

· They don't have to revisit ebates.com to get their rebate.

· Currently, they would have to revisit FreeRide.com to get points.

Concept-Related Recommendations:

· Approach the shopping experience from the member's perspective.

· These are not easy fixes but they would be of value to members.

· Implement a more user-friendly shopping system:

· Allow members to search for items and best price on a basket of items across etail partner sites.

· Strive for a universal checkout system that allows users to checkout once.

· Develop a method for users to obtain their FreeRide.com points even if they didn't enter the partner site via FreeRide.com, because in the long run they won't.

· Develop a universal coupon code system, or

· Implement an email identification process like ebates.com did.

Benchmarking

http://www.ebates.com
· Ebates.com gives members a reason (and a simple, reliable mechanism) to always include ebates.com in their shopping experiences.

· Partner with Shopping Bot sites to combine the concepts of "Best Price" and "Reward for Performance" in a single solution for members.

Returning Member Experience - Get It - Point Works:

Get It:

Point Works:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/pointworks.menu?userno=9456821&csource=FR
Observations:

· Unlike other site areas, Point Works's name doesn't suggest its function particularly well.

· Your FreeRide info is pre-loaded where possible.

· A user-friendly FreeRide.com strength that's better than the average competitor.

· Point Works is another feast of logos.

· Point Works is not organized.

· Nothing indicates which partners a member has already visited or joined.

· On most web sites, HTML hotlinks change color once a user has visited them.

· Knowing whether s/he had already visited a link or signed up with a partner is germane to the FreeRide.com user's experience.

· There are 65 links on the Point Works page.  No user could remember whether s/he'd visited or joined each one.

· It would be an easy thing for a smart web site to remember, though, if it put the member's interest first.

· Joining a Partner site takes member into that site in the original browser window.

· This link for Virtual Ireland did not work:

http://www.virtualireland.com/registration/partnerjoin.asp
Recommendations:

· Develop a name that more accurately suggests the content of this area.

· Emphasize the ease-of-use benefit of transferring information to the partner's form.  This could drive your naming.  The concept could be "We'll sign you up hassle-free.  Just give us the OK and we'll give you the points.  Not that's easy." (That's not copy; it's a concept.)

· Allow the member to sort this area by Category, Point level, New Links vs. Old Links, Sites I've Joined vs. Sites I've Just Visited vs. Sites I Haven't Visited Yet, etc.

· Indicate which sites each member has Joined, Visited, Not Visited Yet with a symbol next to each partner link, no matter how the member has chosen to sort the links (by category, for example).

· Consider opening a second, fully functional Browser window for the partner signup experience.

· The member may wish to keep the Point Works screen active and multitask with several partners.

Returning Member Experience - Spend It - Gift Certificates:

Spend It:

Gift Certificates:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/show_page.display?page=gift/certificates.html&userno=9456821&csource
Observations:

· Members use Pull-Down menus (with Go buttons) to select the partner that they want the Gift Certificate from.

· The look of the page doesn't even hint at the great value that it offers.  

· The Gift Certificate page is mostly black space. 

· The excellent partners that FreeRide.com offers are hidden within plain-text Pull-Down menus.

· Users must go to each partner one at a time to see the offer.

Recommendations:

· Eliminate the 2-step Pull-Down menus.

· Proudly display the excellent partners you have lined up by displaying their Logos in an organized way.

· Create a Dynamically Sortable Table that shows all of the Gift Certificates including the Partners, the Shopping Categories, Point Levels, and Denominations so that users can do easily do the value math: 

Value = 
What I Get
What I Pay

Returning Member Experience - Spend It - Free Net Access:

Spend It:

Free Net Access:

 http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/ispInfo.display?userno=9456821&csource=FR
Observations:

· There isn't an obvious (user-evident) reason for this area to exist outside of the Shop-O-Rama or Point Works.

· Net Access is just another thing you can buy with your points

· I understand that you may just want to feature this.  If that is the case, it's not particularly "featured" within the total FreeRide.com experience.

· Net Access partners are presented as simple hypertext links.

· It is remarkably dull for such a potentially hot offer.

· The ISPs' offerings aren't presented on the page.

· This link to First Internet Alliance was dead:

http://www.fia.net/freeride/
· The links to these partners just go to general corporate pages, not to FreeRide.com-linked offers.

http://www.infi.net/
http://www.dti.net/
http://www.bestweb.net/
http://www.att.net/
· From the page:

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/ispInfo.display?userno=9456821&csource=FR
· The process for setting this up isn't very clear and is not presented in a confident, "corporate" manner.  It just looks "weak."

Recommendations:

· If this is supposed to be a key benefit or goal of using FreeRide.com (not a bad idea), feature it more prominently throughout the offering.

"FreeRide.com is your fast lane to Free Internet Access"

· Use Partners' logos prominently on the page.

· Clearly lay out the key parameters that members would consider when selecting an ISP on the page so that members can compare the offerings:

· Speeds/Services available

· Price

· Terms

· Automatically show the town and the exchange of the nearest Local Access Numbers. 

· Computers can do this rather easily.  Make them do it for the member.

· Make the links to the Affiliate ISPs go to a signup page that's linked to the FreeRide.com program.

· Improve the look of the signup process so that if feels clear and well-established.

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/ispInfo.disp_ispchoose?userno=9456821&areacode=914&csource=FR
General Site Experiences - The Bottom Frame - Banners:

Banner Ad:

Observations:

At times, the banner ad space at the bottom of the screen,

http://www.freeride.com/fr/owa/nav.display?page=nondest&userno=9456821&csource=FR
churns ads through at a maddeningly rapid pace.  

· I observed 18 ads in 30 seconds at one point.  

· I cannot tell if this is the site "catching up" from traffic delays at my ISP but I don't think that it is because…  

· I observed this error on multiple occasions using both my dual-channel ISDN via MSN and my ADSL via BellAtlantic.net.  

· Other sites don't do this.

· Many other times, the banner ad fails to load, presenting the member with a blank rectangle and a red X indicating an error.  

· When the ad server is pushing a new ad into the bottom frame, the cursor goes from "ready arrow" to "busy hourglass" mode.  

· This can be confusing and distracting to a user who isn't "doing anything" or "waiting for anything."

· "Push" ads really feel like the "old Internet" to me.

· Push is passé.

· My opinion and preference is that on the contemporary Internet, once a page has loaded and the IE Status Bar says "Done," the page should be done. 

· The site shouldn't "take over" my browser later to push a new ad.

· Why do ads have to cycle while the user is looking at a page?

· The user is also served with ads from the same sponsors who offer points for visiting their sites.  For example, Ask Jeeves.

· This creates confusion for the member

· Will I get points for clicking here?

· If not, why do they offer me a link to Ask Jeeves in one place with points (maybe several different point levels) and in another without points?

· If FreeRide.com cares about me getting points, why would they do this?  It's inconsistent with the core brand promise and I think that maybe they're being tricky.

· This practice will erode members' trust in FreeRide.com.

· Clicking through on Banner Ads opens a new, partially disabled pop-up window.

Recommendation:

· Immediately eliminate the churning banner ads.   They are, regrettably, amateurish.

· Eliminate the ads that fail to load through field testing.

· Be consistent on what kind of click-throughs generate points with partners like Ask Jeeves.

· Offer points to members for clicking through on any banner ad.  

· This would fit with the core concept of FreeRide.com.

· Clearly merchandise the points associated with clicking each ad.

Benchmark

http://www.mypoints.com
BonusMail from MyPoints generally confirms to the member that s/he is getting credited with click-through points by interjecting a blue, signature confirmation screen that reads:  "Congratulations, Ken.  You have just earned 10 points.  Your now browser will take you to the partner site."

· It is absolutely not acceptable to be dropped at an advertiser's site inside a crippled browser.

· For more on this, see the Destination Points discussion.

General Site Experiences - The Bottom Frame - Wallet:

Check Wallet Banner:

http://www.freeride.com/freeride/images/bnav/check_account.gif
Observations:

A powerful strength of FreeRide, it provides a constant on-screen score, reinforcing performance. 

Recommendations:

· Keep the Check Wallet Banner actively displaying the user's current Point Balance on screen at all times at all costs.  

· There will be times when the pressures of other priorities make that real estate valuable and you will consider giving it up.  Don't.  It's a powerful tool.

· Can you improve on it by showing the points going into the wallet when members complete certain activities?

· Can you improve on it by making it work beyond the environs of a visit to FreeRide.com?  

· Could it appear as a live bug in the Standard Buttons or Links Menu or (even the Active Window Title Bar) of Explorer or Navigator, even when the user is not at FreeRide?

· Could your FreeRide wallet be a Windows Active Desktop device that displays your point balance on your desktop?

· Could it live in the System Tray section of the Windows Toolbar?  

· Could it live in the Quick Launch section of the Windows Toolbar?  

· Could it be an active element in the user's Outlook client?

· Add GLOBAL NAVIGATION functionality to the bottom frame.

· When a member is off visiting a partner in the original browser window, it would be good to be able to return to the home page or other key points in the FreeRide.com site with a single click.

General Site Experiences - Miscellaneous:

Observations:

From the "What can we learn from the competition?" Department

Plucked from the welcome screen at www.mypoints.com
Members Speak Up! 
"The $25 worth of Red Lobster Certificates that I redeemed some of MyPoints for went a long way toward our celebration of our 12th Anniversary last month! Thanks for the opportunity!" -LS 

Mypoints.com chose to highlight member testimonials to bring the value of its rewards to light -- A good tactic.

(With FreeRide.com's somewhat up-market target, we might not choose to feature the swell night out with the spouse at the Red Lobster.)  I think we can do better.

Participating in Offers

Observations:

From the "We The Shoppers" Enrollment process:  

You can enroll as a new member of We The Shoppers without having to re-enter any information simply by clicking on the Continue button below.


· The signup form for "We The Shoppers" is pre-filled with the member's FreeRide.com registration info.  

· Note:  The site made an explicit error in doing this.  It put my street address in both the {STREET ADDRESS} and {CITY} fields.

· That's a very convenient click-through innovation that sets FreeRide.com above the competition (like MyPoints) in the "ease of use" area.

Recommendation:

· Implement this best practice everywhere that it's possible.  

· Remove barriers and roll it out with every partner, particularly throughout the Point Works area.
1
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VERSION:2.1

N:Danieli;Ken

FN:Ken Danieli

NICKNAME:Ken

ORG:Danieli Consulting

TITLE:Internet Strategic Branding Consultant

TEL;WORK;VOICE:(914) 937-6599

TEL;HOME;VOICE:(914) 937-6599

TEL;CELL;VOICE:(914) 588-1254

TEL;WORK;FAX:(425) 795-8161

TEL;HOME;FAX:914-690-0159

ADR;HOME:;;106 Puritan Drive;Port Chester - Rye;NY;10573-2506;USA

LABEL;HOME;ENCODING=QUOTED-PRINTABLE:106 Puritan Drive=0D=0APort Chester - Rye, NY 10573-2506=0D=0AUSA

URL:http://members.tripod.com/kendanieli

URL:http://kendanieli.tripod.com/

EMAIL;PREF;INTERNET:kendanieli@usa.net

EMAIL;INTERNET:kdanieli@usa.net

EMAIL;INTERNET:kendanieli@hotmail.com

REV:20000312T231735Z

END:VCARD




