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It’s a fantasy world where good battles 
evil, secret codes abound, and children 
use avatars to fly around, interact and 
play games.

The Magical World of Startheria is a 
virtual world created by an Oxnard en-
trepreneur who hopes to expand the in-
teractive online experience into books, 
toys, other retail products and a television 
show.

Nanci Nickelson hopes the website, to 
officially launch in mid-January, will grow 
to rival other online sites for the “tween” 
set, such as Disney’s Club Penguin or 
toymaker Ganz’s Webkinz.

Eventually, a related business of Nick-
elson’s, Mother’s Garden, will sell bottled, 
flavored waters for kids that feature the 
characters from Startheria. 

Kids will be able to use codes from 
those products on the site, similar to the 
kind of tie-ins found with Webkinz toys, 
she said.

Nickelson said she wants the site to be 
something beyond games that helps teach 
kids ethics and values and how their ac-

tions affect those around them.
“The books and the stories are all about 

love, hope, peace and joy and kindness,” 
she said.

It took about 18 months to get the con-

cept down and the entertainment fran-
chise fleshed out. All of the design and 
programming took another two years.

“It’s been a long journey,” Nickelson 
said.

Virtual worlds for the 8-to-11 crowd 
(Startheria targets those 6 to 12) is a hot 
place to be. According to M2 Research, 
which puts out a report twice a year on 
kids and games, 90.8 percent of tween 
boys ages 8 to 11 and 93 percent of tween 
girls play games online.

Of the top five sites that had more than 
1 million visitors a month at the begin-
ning of this year, four were started by 
smaller, independent companies, accord-
ing to M2 Research. One of those, Club 
Penguin, was later acquired by Disney.

Louise Curcio, a senior analyst with 
M2 Research, said competition from big-
name toy and entertainment companies 
makes it more of a challenge for new in-
dependent sites.

“The initial companies that were in this 
business had the advantage that there 
weren’t that many players in the market,” 
she said. If they had good game play and 
were able to get the word out, they had a 
good chance at success.

With companies such as Disney, Nick-
elodeon and Cartoon Network now using 
their brands to offer casual games and 
virtual worlds for kids online, it’s harder 
for an independent site to step out of the 
pack. 

But even with that challenge, the mar-
ket is there, Curcio said.

“If a company can produce the right 

Building a kids’ world
Oxnard woman hopes 
her Startheria website, 
linked goods catch on
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CHICAGO — It’s time to take 
stock of your finances.

The average household’s net 
worth is down 23 percent from 
three years ago. Unemployment 
is at 9.8 percent, and 11 million 
homeowners owe more on their 
mortgages than their houses are 
worth.

But there are signs of a recov-
ery. Jobless claims have fallen 15 
percent from a year ago. The stock 
market is up 18 percent since Sep-
tember, and the expected tax cuts 
for most Americans means they’ll 
have more to spend.

After two years of embracing 
frugality, 2011 will be the year 
millions will make financial deci-
sions they put off. This includes 

everything from buying a new car 
to getting back into the stock mar-
ket.

The mixed signals have prompt-
ed even those who have been 
spared from serious financial 
trouble to second-guess old as-
sumptions about investing, debt 
and home values.

“It’s almost scary to be doing 
OK in this economy,” said Andrew 
Craig, who owns a small telecom-
munications consulting firm in 
Chicago.

Andrew, 46, and his wife, Kelly, 
took a 50 percent hit in their in-
vestments and are now rebuilding. 
Overall, the couple from Claren-
don Hills, Ill., have weathered the 
market turmoil well.

A key factor is that they had 
significant, stable income to help 

rebuild their losses. They have 
combined income of $210,000, no 
debt besides a mortgage on their 

three-bedroom house, and can af-
ford private schooling for sons 
Quintin, 7, and Cullen, 4.

Nevertheless, the stock market 
cut the value of their investments 
in half, and left the Craigs ques-
tioning how to proceed.

“As we bottomed out and were 
climbing back up, we really felt we 
needed a new perspective,” said 
Kelly Craig, executive account 
manager for a biochemicals com-
pany. “We needed to be cautious 
because it might happen again.”

The Associated Press paired 
them with a certified financial 
planner, Ed Gjertsen of Mack In-
vestment Securities in Glenview, 
Ill., to analyze how they’re manag-
ing their money.

Retirement savings
Many investors moved their 

money into bonds after the 2008 
stock market meltdown. The 
Craigs, though, haven’t wavered. 

A formal plan will help conquer financial anxiety
Well-off pair’s prudence offers lessons
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The Craig family of Clarendon Hills, Ill., dad Andrew, mom 
Kelly, and sons Quintin, 7, and Cullen, 4, weathered the Great 
Recession comparatively well, a look at their situation shows.
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