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Yahoo! The largest internet portal in the world announces its acquisition of Gatekeeper, the Irvine, California based startup that provides database solutions for contact networking for an undisclosed figure. 

Contact networking has recently become a standard tool for job seekers who leverage their social capital to make new contacts and capture new employment opportunities. Based on the “Six degrees of separation” concept the online database allows individuals to upload their contact lists and search associates’ lists for potential contacts and leads. 

The web-based database application allows users to search a vast database of contacts with whom they have a personal relationship for any number of topics, such as, a contact at a specific company or  with a specific title, areas of interest, carpool info and a number of other categories.  The application allows users to rate their level of intimacy with the contact and decide whether the contact is available for referral.  

Gatekeeper began in June 2002 with a database created by a small group of students at UCI’s Business School.  The system was created to help existing students find jobs by mining their peers’ contact lists.  Students were sensitive to releasing names and contact information on their lists, so Gatekeeper protected the identity of each contact by only providing the company name and title of person in the list.  Students searched the list and then contacted the list owner for an introduction to the contact. 

There are two primary concerns that have been explicitly addressed by gatekeeper, privacy and security.  Only select information is displayed publicly through search query so private member list data are not available to the public or other members.  Private data protected through a firewall and is not accessible by anyone other than the author of the data. 

The database has remained current.  This is due mostly to the fact that users are encouraged to keep information updated through regular contact by members and gatekeeper itself.  A convenient and easy to use interface allows members to make changes quickly and synch the changes with other widely used applications such as Microsoft Outlook. 

The phenomenon has grown exponentially.  Company’s across the globe use gatekeeper to improve their contact collaboration and increase the linkages throughout the organization. Job seekers rely on gatekeeper to mine their own contacts for potential linkages to job opportunities. Business Schools have seen a dramatic increase in their job placement and are attributing much of the success to “improved networking capabilities.” 

“Gatekeeper has successful leveraged an individuals social capital without compromising his/her privacy or control.  This system puts a premium on building and maintaining relationships and fosters cooperation with a community.” -  Mark Stevens, Yahoo!  VP of Business Development and Strategic Alliances. 

Stevens responded to the question, why the company chose to acquire rather than build with the following, 

“Gatekeeper has successfully obtained market exclusivity. It has identified, captured and dominated a unique niche – “webworking.” Gatekeeper was first, they are the best and while we could copy the database architecture, we could not recreate the community, its evolution and the quality of the database content in a reasonable time frame. Trust me we got a great deal”

A spokesman for Gatekeeper made these comments about the company’s business model,

“We are a networking portal of sorts, without the negative elements of a portal. We are big, but we enable members to maintain an intimacy with their contacts. Three years ago, this market did not exist. Gatekeeper was built one contact at a time, and allows any user to find a linkage to almost anyone in the world.” 

Gatekeeper is a personalize community portal.  This design allows existing members to manage their contacts using their own preferences and non-members to try-out the site and still feel part of the community.  

The central tool of the system is a search engine that matches queries with a contact repository. The search engine is customized to match and rate each result and display in a ranking order. 

The contact manager allows users to manage their relationships and track the leads they are following or helping others pursue. It is a central repository for contacts and that synchs with various PDA’s and desktop contact managers. 

Gatekeeper uses a relational data model to manage the interrelationships between the data. The data are contact information which can be searched quickly using ad hoc queries.  Each contact will use less than 500 KB of data, the system currently runs a 1 terra-byte database. 
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