A World in Which YOU Can Be Mayor
People Vie for Title, Glory, and Discounts On Foursquare.com; Marketers Play Ball

By KATHERINE ROSMAN 

Barack Obama is president of the United States, but Dustin Davis is Foursquare mayor of the Oval Office. Mr. Davis, 30, is also mayor of the Pentagon, where he works as an information technology specialist, and of the John F. Kennedy Eternal Flame at Arlington National Cemetery, which he frequently walks past en route to work. 

"There are pretty significant bragging rights that go along with being mayor of the Oval Office," Mr. Davis says.

Mayoral bragging rights are the big prize in Foursquare, a fast-growing mobile app that gives regular folks virtual status. What's the value of "checking in" for both consumers and businesses? Katie Rosman and Lauren Goode discuss on Digits.

Consumer Democracy

Consumer Democracy The Internet site Foursquare lets users check in at various locations like restaurants, hotels, or the gym. Whoever checks in the most is crowned the mayor, earning bragging rights and, sometimes, a few perks.
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Bragging rights are the big prize in Foursquare, a fast-growing online game and social network that gives regular folks virtual status. Using the global positioning service on most mobile phones, users "check-in" at restaurants, stores and other buildings they frequent, giving marketers the opportunity to shower them with discounts and prizes. Users also check in at exclusive places they merely come in close proximity with. 

Users of Foursquare—which has signed up 4 million members in its 20 months of existence, including 1 million in the past six weeks—play to earn the title of "mayor" of a particular place by racking up the most "check-ins" during the preceding 60 days. Marketers see a way to encourage visits and reward their best customers. The MarketFair Mall in Princeton, N.J., has designated a prime parking spot as "Foursquare Mayor Parking." On the first Wednesday of the month, the mayor of the W Montreal hotel gets valet parking, a spa treatment or a night's stay at no charge.

Advertising executives are keeping an eye on Foursquare's potential as an avenue for targeted marketing. Right now, though, its membership is too narrow for many brands, says Frank Desiderio, associate director of technology management for OgilvyOne Worldwide. "We think there is a lot of potential but the numbers are not there yet."

Many Foursquare players are dedicated and competitive. They use it to see where friends are hanging out and to avail themselves of special deals. Being largely tech savvy, they are aware they are revealing their consumer patterns to marketers. What's a game to them is metrics and data to others. They play anyway. 
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CREDIT: Melissa Golden for The Wall Street Journal 

Dustin Davis, Foursquare mayor of the Oval Office, outside the fence.
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Last month, Arby's kicked off a Foursquare promotion in which mayors of 37 locations from Evansville, Ind., to Huntsville, Ala., get reserved seats at "Mayor's tables" and 50% off meals. For Arby's, it's the chance to run a loyalty program and test new products using an infrastructure it hasn't paid to build—and associate with a brand that has Internet cachet. "This represents the intersection of the social-media conversation we want to be a part of and the real-world targetability that larger retail operations desire," says Bob Kraut, senior vice president at Arby's Restaurant Group Inc. 

Foursquare users request permission to follow others, the way they do on Facebook and other social networks. They compete to collect "badges," winning, say, the "Gym Rat" badge after 10 gym check-ins in 30 days. The scavenger hunt is incentive to check-in at places all day; you never know what will earn you a badge. 

Some badges are sponsored. Players who follow Mazda and check in at participating nightlife venues can earn the Mazda badge and possibly win a new car. The Washington Redskins recently announced that anyone who follows the team on Foursquare and checks in at FedExField or designated "Redskin bars" during games can qualify for a prize: seats, pre-game field passes and a meeting with insurance company Geico's caveman mascot at the Nov. 15 game against the Philadelphia Eagles. 

Sponsored badges are Foursquare's sole revenue source, says Tristan Walker, 26, a recent graduate of Stanford Graduate School of Business and Foursquare's head of business development. Sponsorships are customized to suit a brand's objectives, he says, declining to say how much they cost. But what's most valuable to small businesses, he says, is the opportunity to cultivate customer loyalty.

Ian Letts, 40, half of a commercial-directing team called the Perlorian Brothers, says he checks in at places in Los Angeles (mayor, Chateau Marmont) and Toronto. "I'm not in it for the free muffin," he says. The appeal is "making your mark. It's sort of like invisible graffiti that only people in this little world can see." 

Michael Arrington put effort into his political résumé on Foursquare. The founder of the website TechCrunch (which AOL Inc. recently bought for about $30 million), Mr. Arrington was, until Tuesday, the mayor of Facebook's Palo Alto, Calif., headquarters. He lives in Seattle and hasn't been by Facebook's office in ages. He got a programmer to write code overriding Foursquare's proximity requirements. 

Mr. Arrington, 40, says there's a thrill in out-gaming Foursquare, not to mention Facebook. Yet it brought him no perks. "I do feel like I should get employee stock options for being mayor of Facebook," Mr. Arrington said recently. 

This week, Foursquare instituted new rules: A company can fire its mayor if it believes the title was won through cheating. On Tuesday, Facebook ousted Mr. Arrington, a Foursquare spokeswoman said.

Told he had been deposed, Mr. Arrington emailed, "LOL." Facebook, which recently introduced a check-in feature on its site, declined to comment. 

At the Four Seasons restaurant in Manhattan, a favorite of power-brokers-of-a-certain-age, the mayor is Gary He, a 26-year-old photographer from Brooklyn. "No one else there is on Foursquare so I'm mayor," he says. Mr. He explained the game to Alex von Bidder, the restaurant's managing director. "I had no idea what Foursquare was and still really don't," Mr. von Bidder says. When bartenders learned Mr. He was mayor, they brought him a plate of free cookies. "To the victor goes the spoils," Mr. Von Bidder says.

The mayors of Luke's Lobster's two New York City locations get a 10% discount and their photos displayed on wall-mounted TV screens. "Everyone greets me by name when I come in," says Sara Davis, mayor of the Upper East Side location. "It's fun! I feel like Mayor Bloomberg!" 

As for the Obama administration, when asked about Mr. Davis's claim to the Oval Office, White House Deputy Press Secretary Bill Burton said in an email, "I think you'd be better off contacting a virtual spokesperson for this one."

Write to Katherine Rosman at katherine.rosman@wsj.com


Read more: http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704462704575590260880867750.html?mod=ITP_personaljournal_0#ixzz14Fl26uSH
