CHAPTER 5

COMMUNITY:
CREATING AND
BUILDING IT

s we advance in the Internet era, the reasons people
go online have changed. In the late 1990s, we thought
everyone would want to e-mail, shop for pet food, or
read whatever information a company or organization chose to
put on its home page. Media outlets created websites to ex-
pand their readership, but they basically uploaded their daily print

content—nothing more and nothing less.
It's become fashionable to refer to this mind-set retroactively

as Web 1.0. Now we're deep into Web 2.0. It's a buzzword that
means different things to different people, but the gist is this:
% When people go online these days, they want to be able to in-
teract with the people and content they find there. As they inter-
act, they create communities that are united by like interests or
temperaments, These communities don't have to suffer from the
limits that differences in geography, race, sex, age, appearance,
or class have put on us in the past. You, a mom in New York, can
converse for years with a mom from Illinois whom you've never
actually “met.” But when she has to put her cat to sleep, you will
send reams of sympathy e-mails. We've heard plenty of stories of
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@ THE BLOGOSPHERE: AN INSTANTANEOUS,
RAUCOUS DEMOCRACY

DEEPAK CHOPRA, BESTSELLING AUTHOR AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER

The blogosphere produces conflict in a writer. It's a raucous democracy, a global Athens
with all kinds of customers striding through the agora. Perverse thoughts intermingle with
healthy ones, like bacteria and vaccine in the same syringe. Vituperative cowards snipe
from the safety of an anonymous keyboard. Walking psychotics effloresce their symptoms.
Yet the temptation is to return again and again. Not simply to be heard (the fraction of
words actually listened to must be less than a glass of water in the Niagara), not simply for
the freak show, not even for the liveliness of the debate. More than these, a writer is mo-
tivated because the blogosphere is instantaneous. Every opinion is fresh off the shelf, and
there's a unique thrill in broadcasting your brain, minute by minute, across the world. Of
course that's mostly a fantasy, but so is every other means of communication, Talking per-
son to person, one can be totally misunderstood, just as on the Net. Blogs give you a
chance to be misunderstood en masse—and grateful when that one sympathetic reader
responds and gives you hope for the future of the mind.

people isolated by illness who find new life as the wittiest poster

on, say, a current affairs blog.

96

This chapter is about building the kind of community around
your blog that makes the blogosphere a fascinating—and some-
times even warm and fuzzy—place to be. “A blog is only as good
as the people who read it,” says Katie Saddlemire, HuffPost's
community manager. That is why one of your top priorities as a
blogger should be to make your readers feel loved. The best way
to do this is through prudent management of the comments fea-
ture. “Comments have their downsides, but if managed well, you
can use them to create a space for lively debate that keeps readers
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HuffPost.”

So far, it seems to be going pretty well, Our bloggers oft. 1l
us that the sheer volume of comments they get at HuffPostekn .
t!aem posting. With over 260,000 registered members, we soe -
times get as many as 20,000 comments per day. Lo‘ts of c:‘ N
ments means lots of people are reading, “and that is immen rrl1
rewarding for any writer,” says Jim Moore, an Emmy-winningsTe:/
;loews cc.:)rrespoerer-xt and. HuffPost blogger. “I have written pieces
Gll;bn:ajor publications like the Los Angeles Times and The Boston
o ::: the Financial Times and | am quite confident none of
ry: Sl-:: ;:refully read or as widely read as my blogs on Huff-
e eter counter can tell you that people are reading

og. But only comments can tell you that they care.

Of course, “
e " . ;
. care” doesn't necessarily mean “agree with you.”

X
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Before you start blogging, have a long talk with your favorite shrink or best friend. You
better be ready not to be showered with kudos and to face barrages of criticisms, not all
of which you will consider fair. Most people who respond use aliases, and that makes them
more open or less civil (the difference is in the eye of the beholder) than they are when
they have to show their face. You can respond to each comment individually or in bunches,
which is one of the merits of blogging. But do not expect that you will win over all your
critics. Say what you believe needs saying, and take the rest as part of the great free-for-all

ON RESPONDING TO COMMENTS

AMITAI ETZIONI, DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE FOR COMMUNICATIONS POLICY

STUDIES AT GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER

that is known as cyberspace.

e |
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the broader blogging communj
person institutions, '

Best Practices for Building Commun'ty
 {

These guidelines wi]] help create 5 sense of inclusion ar, d
ound your

* Ask readers for input

* Read and respong to your COmments
* Rate and reward 800d comments

* Keep the conversation going

* Make yourself accessible

Like an honest friend, a good blog community will tell you when
you've got toilet paper trailing from your shoe.

“The interactivity from commenters is a gift and a curse,” says
Spencer Ackerman, a senior reporter at The Washington Inde-
pendent and HuffPost blogger. “I like hearing critiques of my
work, and I like getting suggestions and ideas for other stuff |
should cover, but there's only so many times a day you can read
about how much you suck. I suppose you shouldn't play with fire
if you're not prepared to see the burn ward, though.” Some blog-
gers describe their rougher days as requiring “Teflon underwear”
to keep from sustaining flame war injuries.

But while blogging requires a tough skin, it need not require
special Skivvies. This chapter tells you how to build a blog com-
munity that resembles a campfire—with lots of singing and telling
stories—rather than a bunch of arsonists trying to burn each oth-
ers' houses down. We'll end this chapter with a short discussion of

* Admit when you are
* Nix spam
* Keep people in line

The last two are 2 bit more *

who breaks windows before

wrong

mal person would want to |ive in.

ehgagmq Invite reader

Your voice shoyld pe

Commentary and cnt
respond to it D(".'i‘f,:-p a tor
that encourages others 1
Speak their mind, and listen 1
them, Allow them to help you
get better.

ALEXANDER REMINGTON 7y

WASH NGTown POST leTORit\L

ASS) T D
SSISTANT Anp HUFFPOSYT BLOGGEF
GER
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for people to say? Under what circumstance will you delete a
“Being up front about your standards helps keep things

comment?
en someone breaks

civil and gives you something to point to wh

the rules,” Saddlemire says. You can read HuffPost's guidelines

later in this chapter on page 105.

Ask readers for input. End posts with some version of “what do
nk?" or ask for people’s personal experiences with the issue
bout. In 2006 and again in 2008 HuffPost won a
Best Political Blog. One of the fun things about
peech to

you thi
you're writing a
Webby Award for
the Webbys is that winners must limit their acceptance s
five words. So both times Arianna asked HuffPost readers for
their suggestions. In 2006, our commenters offered up over 300
five-word speeches. “Our HuffPost team kept going back and
forth over dinner as to which one I should use,” Arianna recounted
in her blog the day after the Awards. “Among the top contenders
proposed by our readers: 'It’s all Geek to me,’ ‘So, missions CAN
be accomplished!,” ‘Couldn’t do it without Bush,' and ‘The WMD
are located at ... * And our editor, Roy Sekoff, came up with two
in the running right until I walked on stage: ‘'W's
revolution will be blogged.’
ing with the five-word speech of-
fered by HuffPost commenter simonw, with me adding a little
self-mocking twist: ‘Dah-lings.’ | said, ratcheting up the accent,
‘Make blogs, not war. 1 considered going with ‘Make blogs, not
fucked-up wars,’ but cooler heads—i.e., my partner Kenny Lerer—
prevailed. So thanks to simonw; if you're ever in New York, stop
by the office and borrow the Webby for as long as you like.”
In 2008, our readers came through with what Arianna called
arrassment of pithy riches—offering up ove

that remained
not the only decider’ and The
“In the end, I ended up go

“an emb:

E TO BLOGGING

gestions. Some were impassioned som:

» Some
poth—and all were very creative. Color us i
ciative: Thanks to everyone who sent one i“'ﬂpressed_
et n.
[t' was a very tough call but, in the end v deci

‘President Obama . .. Sounds good l'igh. .c ecided to go with

flowerl. The other finalists were: 'Bi; Bmtt‘:'
er,

were funny, many were

And appre-

(submitted by SilthyTove); ‘No country fo
m;n)::r:d ‘F'L;Ck it. .. Well liveblog itr (lfio
ne thing; if you ask for input, you should be prepared

Read and respond to your co

addressed you or brought up a :?::;;u:f;i t[_;oster has directly

you should answer this comment. If for some que of your idea,

think your answer should be public, try to e_m:l"::n you don't

ask the person (in the comments section) to e-mail " p’;hm-o?' iy

cates to other posters that you have registered ty: Y ont

Note: You should make it clear that you, the blosgerea:: :‘}‘:‘:t
) s

son responding (see the Lee Siegel story below)

Rate comments and reward the good ones. Some bloggin;
programs have a feature allowing you to recommend oty
ment. People often put a lot of effort into their commemsaljoom-
Nakyanzi Pollard, executive producer of Air America Ra;iio 3‘";
HuffPost blogger, posted an essay not too long ago called C:lx: 1
(.}et It, the Left Just Doesn’t Want to Win This Year.” It got
six hundred comments, but “what surprised me m;)re tgkxanozsz
:l::b;;:; res“[:t):se; was ti:e level of engagement the readers
e ti amwt e Post. he says. “Folks were writing their
. er mine, and then posting even more commen-
tary in response to other readers’ reactions.” Good posts deserve

Don’
on't be put off by some

e

of the

comm
ents that seem negative

or ev
en hostile, Some provide

sl by Sun. interesting criticisms, and we

comalg watchingyou' learn more from criticism than
d media' (jungpa. from Praise, pleasant though

arLiarlraqsOnFire) = " ™2 be.

—JOSEPH NYE PROFESSOR OF
INYERNATIQNAL RELATIONS AT
HARVARD UNIVERSITY AND

HUFFPOST BLOGGER
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Over time, people who consistently post.good con?mem_g
: bump.‘ lebrity status at a site. Make a point of noting the
-y ce: might invite these readers to guest blog from
g'OOd on;:\:y{;lot only will this make them feel ever more that
t;amc‘ teoa pan; of your community, it will buy you a well-deserved
they'r

vacation.

Sometimes a thoughtful post can
the conversation going. .
K“:a whole new round of deliberation. Write posts that reply to
SI:;:art's being said in the comments. Posts based on comm:nts
wnd the unmistakable message that you care about what readers
se

think.

on.

Make yourself accessible outside of the con:n:iom a:::l "
end tips, praise,
-mail address where readers can s

P")s't e cT"l.:ank people who've bothered to send you though‘tful
CI-lth'lllsm..md respond to any legitimate beefs (like complaints
e-mails,
about your horrible background template).

ou are wrong. You should double- and tri;?le-
Py Whe;" :s But if you make a mistake or new information
Chec:s};.::irghatc a'growing convention in the blogosphere is to co:
::cr: a post using the strike-t?uou;gh. felaltu;: ;os ::a:(:ec:::f::i :n
r'eaders :: ':05:': ;l:: tg):l):e:a ::l: :?::nfmunity is to treat other
l-lghtlnehew you would like to be treated—and no one wa.ntsvto
E::: :ut with someone who refuses to acknowledge when they've

stepped in it.

If comment threads lead into areas about which
your knowledge is incomplete, readers will respect

your willingness to say the most im,
words in the English languagc; "1
—Todd Seavey,
American Council

Portant th:ee

don't know,"
Facts ang Feqy for the

Oon Science gnq Healsp, blog

Nix spam. Though thousands of NeW spam blogs are Started every
day, some spammers aren’t content to i) to their owp blogs.
They want to put ads on yours. Their botg craw| through cyber.
space posting links to penile enhance

ment pills ang gold specy],.
tion schemes on any unprotecteq blog they can find. These posts

options for the visually impaired)
with this task, Consequently,
Screen were most likely create

beings tend to get bored typin
al day,

- A computer has more difficulty
Posts that make jt through this
d by humans, ang actual humap
8 Posts about penile enhancement

Keep people in line,

This is a section unto itself. It is part of the
larger question of wh

ether bloggers should moderate thejr com-
Ments, and jf they do, whether they should do it proactively or

after the fact. By Proactively, we mean reading and evaluating
tach comment before it sees the light of day on your blog. Most
of the Major blogging software programs have a moderating fea-

Qls

It's not 1ooiproof. Not long ago,
ane Spammer devised a
8cheme that had humans
Solving CAPTCHAs in order to
look at pornographic Images,
As each CAPTCHA was solved,
Spam got through site filters,
But it works Pretty wel) and,
More imponantly, CAPTCHAs
aren't a big enough deterrent
to keep most legitimate

Posters from having their say,
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:s. When you switch on the moderat-
p dsE0- ils yo;; (or otherwise alerts you)
-m:nment You decide whether to ac-
co :

to pre-moderate depends on both

on of whe 0 ce for the odder life forms of the

ran
our blog size and your tole
y

'blogOSPhe"‘

: two posts
have relatively small blog with only one or po:
1f you ly

few dozen comments at most. you Pmbabzhd;:\t
adayand 2 * L Horrible posts will be rare neush f12
need to pre-m.th them after the fact. “You want to read through
you can deal ¥ : site and address any that
the comments . : s our community manager,
delete bad comments, some post replies
ftware has
nding everyone of their rules. A lot of bl'og SO be"e "
ren-unfdms  bo ba usEeE from commenting, which ca'n usdebe
;'a«"s ora{ooffcndem Do what you're comfortable doing, an
or repe '

consistent."

says. “Somé bloggers

< idea of moderating after the fact on small blogs‘ is not a
o orul If your blog deals with a sensitive subject, you
ha‘rd azd fwasrtnor:;ulst};‘:u:ss than you would otherwise. Joan Price,
r?lhih;ce;s a blog about sex after age Sixty called Better Than )I
; Expected (and is the author of a book by the same name),
Rt hock jocks’ ridiculed my blog and

4 dio 's
tells us that “a couple of ra d e
invited their readers to visit it and comment. When she stoppe

by later, “my blog was peppered with horribly vile and obscen¢

f
comments. It took me 2 whole morning to find and delete all 0

he
ing feature turned on. S
6o now she keeps the moderating

i deletes them.

reads comments and either accepts them or ; R i
Of course, if you are your blog's sole “employee, pre-m o=
has downsides. You have to remember to check your site, 0f
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‘We never censor comments based on political or ideological point of view. We
only delete those comments that . . .

* are abusive, off-topic, or use excessive foul language

e use ad hominem attacks, including comments that celebrate the death or
illness of any person, public figure or otherwise

e contain racist, sexist, homophobic, or any other slurs

e are solicitations and/or advertising for personal blogs and websites

e use thread spamming (you've posted this same comment elsewhere on the
site)

* are posted with the explicit intention of provoking other commenters or the
staff at The Huffington Post.

your e-mail for pending comments, as often as you can. Legitimate
readers get annoyed when they have to wait a week for a comment
to appear. At that pace, they may as well write their newspaper a
letter to the editor! You have to give up a lot of spontaneity to deal
with bullying incidents this way.

Larger blogs, on the other hand, can have multimillion-person
audiences. That sometimes brings out the kinds of people who
enjoy the virtual equivalent of streaking at the Super Bowl. So
sites like ours do monitor all comments before they're posted. We
actually have over two dozen people who spend their time moni-
toring HuffPost comments (they work remotely, though some-
times we like to picture a war room of moderators zapping nuclear
comments as they come in).

We think of pre-moderation as akin to stopping a nutcase from

shouting “fire” in a crowded comedy club so everyone else can
enjoy Bill Maher in peace.

COMMUNITY: CREATING AND BUILDING IT
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The above guidelines, unheeded, would make HuffPost a less
pleasant place for the 99 percent of site visitors who visit us for
the right reasons. We don't believe we—or you—have any respon-
sibility to establish a platform for the 1 percent of visitors who are
“trolls” (Internet slang for disrupters intent on mischief). Yoy
know who these people are—the ones who post on a progressive
site that all Democrats are pedophiles, or on a conservative site
that all Republicans are Nazis, or on a site celebrating tulips that
tulips should be ground up and incorporated into bathroom tile.
Their whole purpose in posting is to sow discord and get attention
(because their own blogs probably aren't getting any).

But we want to stress that trolls are part of the negative fringe—
not the rule—of the blogosphere. This is where we differ from cul-
tural critic Lee Siegel, who became the poster child for troll
behavior two years ago, even though he frequently rails against it

A writer for Slate, The Nation, and other places, Siegel joined
the staff of The New Republic in June 2006 as a senior editor. He
started keeping a blog on the website. As often happens, readers
left anonymous comments in the magazine's “TalkBack” section
criticizing his work. In particular, some fans of The Daily Show
host Jon Stewart took issue with Siegel's criticism of the come-

dian.

In response, Siegel decided to create a virtual sock puppet who
would defend him and savage his critics. He called this character
“sprezzatura.” The New Republic user sprezzatura proceeded to
praise Siegel mightily on the boards and even told other readers
that “Siegel is brave, brilliant, and wittier than Stewart will ever
be. Take that, you bunch of immature, abusive sheep.”

You can see where this is going. When The New Republic fig:
ured out why sprezzatura was so passionate, the magazine de-
cided that creating multiple electronic personalities to insult the
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2006, tho.u‘gh—making this Jess of 2

sumed writing by Apri| 2007, He algq el
the deal. His Against by Mihier B 80t a bogk Contract ¢
Electronic Mob came oyt e . .
ternet, “where the rheto,
often a fig leaf for ant;
commercial ambitiong

ric of demOCracy, freod
ddemocratic and om
Tess
istic values; and where, ironicl:al:l)l;-nt‘;l:lSI.l
clock from disinteresteqd enj ’ nob&!’ has turned by the
primitive culture of crude,
Well . . .

::';n them hijacked and seen pe

0's attend

— unied a condo board meeting thinks this facet of human

. que to the anonymous world of the Internet. What is

- ability to create a real-time conversa-
People who might never have the opportunity to

Meet each o :
ther in person because they can't afford the same
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condos in the first place. We've seen some incredibly thoughtfu]
comments, We've seen witty comments. Of course, two pitchfork-
wielding mob members might still have time for witty repartee on
their way to burn a few witches. But not all in-person interactions
are brilliant or meaningful either. What matters is the ratio,
And frankly, we're having a lot more discussions about democ-
racy, human values, and the like these days than we did fifteen
years ago.

All this is to say that, while the blogosphere can be a wild place,
camp counselors and the conscientious kids who are appalled at
such things usually stop fights before too much marshmallow
ends up in people’s hair. As a blogger, it's your responsibility to
deal with the handful of people who like flame wars, so everyone
else will enjoy the campfire, the conversation, and the debate.

“I'd like to thank the Academy..."

Like any other creative community, the blogosphere touts
those who practice the craft well. People do this every day with
links, but sometimes it's fun to put on a virtual red-carpet show.
Blog awards are a lot like blogs themselves. Anyone can start one.
Some awards garner far more nominations and votes than others.
Winning is often based on turnout (so if you want to win an award,
find an unknown one, then badger all your readers to vote). Here

are a few we've come across.

The Webby Awards (www.webbyawards.com). These honor all
kinds of Internet properties, of which blogs are one. Established
in 1996, the Webbys are presented by The International Acaden'l)’
of Digital Arts and Sciences whose members include David

THE HUFFINGTON POST COMPLETE GUIDE TO BLOGGING

Bowie, Matt Groening, Richard g,

. ranso; i o
Arianna Huffington, Winners Mmust l"mi:lu:?wey Wexnsmein. and
to five words. HuffPost has won tws, " Acceptance Speech
2006 and 2008,

nd oursely,
the Best African Blog, Dotty Rhing -

adventures in the Mkomaz; Game

gely suckeq into
about a rhipg named Dotty's
Reserve in Tanzania,

Blogger's Choice Awards ( bloggerschoiceawards com

IZEA, a social media marketing company. Winners i 2007 i
cluded Rosie.com for the best celebrity blog and Slope of H .
about U.S. stock charts—as 2 top business blog, e

)- Run by

The Blooker Prize (Iulublookerprize.typepad.co
at the esteemed Man Booker Prize (for books
outlet Lulu.com gave the Lulu Blooker for the
ablog in 2006; the
Prize in 2007. Wi
Julia: 365 Days,

m). With a nod
) self—publishing
best book based on
contest subsequently continued as the Blooker

nners in 2006 included Julie Powell's Julie and
524 Recipes, 1 Tiny Apartment Kitchen, her memoir
?f cooking through Julia Child's Mastering the Art of French Cook.
;ﬂg. Volume I, The top winner in 2007 was My War: Killing Time in
g by Colby Buzzell (Arianna Huffington was a judge).

Tho Best of Blog Awards (
tion finds some lesser-kno
Many others, Best Heal

thebestofblogs.com). This competi-
wn gems. Categories include, among
th/Fitness Blog (2008 winner: Escape
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from Obesity), Best Mommy Blog (Punk Rock Mommy), Best
Homeschooling/Education Blog (a runner-up was named, intrigy.
ingly, Three Standard Deviations to the Left), and best sports
blog (I'll Run for Donuts, from a blogger whose hobbies are, i

fact, running and donuts).

“In Real Life” Blogging Communities

Blogs are part of a virtual community, but sometimes people like
to put a face to a screen name and maybe change out of thejr
pajamas for a while.

One way to meet other bloggers is at the BlogWorld and
New Media Expo. This annual event attracts everyone from
bloggers themselves to companies that serve bloggers and compa-
nies that advertise on blogs. There's also the occasional celebrity
(Dallas Mavericks owner Mark Cuban was the 2007 keynote
speaker).

Another way to meet bloggers is through Meetup groups.
The website Meetup.com helps people find other like-minded
folks to hang out with in person. Sample blogging groups include
Bay Area Bloggers (405 members when we checked) and BKLN
2.0 (308 members).

Still, these Meetup numbers are awfully low given the actual
number of Bay Area or Brooklyn bloggers. So if you'd like to meet
other bloggers in person, your best bet is to create your own
group. (In moments of fancy, we envision these “blogging circles”
to be like the sewing circles of the past. A few people would gather
with their laptops, Wi-Fi, and a few glasses of wine and post about
life...)

When you find another blogger you admire—and you becomé
a regular member of that blog’s community—check the person’s
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W{.;'»’i DS

profile to see if a city is listed. If 5o -
g . , an '
ing the city at some point, send , ke

person as well. Choose Somewhere p
far more likely to meet a frieng tha
networks or form your own. If you!
York mom bloggers, for instance, you
Park. Or if you become well knows

Join blog
Te part of 5 network of New
U can host a picpic in Centra]
enough, you can start giving

watersh
s t;d moment for me. The bond that I had with that group without ever having met
€M was a product of the interaction b
tween reader and wri

Hoge 1t . e and writer that happens on
Ams:ﬁc WZS on that hot Texas morning that I realized how revolutionary blogging was for
_— an‘ emocracy and for the lives of everyone in it. Much more than citizen journal-

» Dlogging catalyzes community, rapidly rebuilds the ties between people, and recenters

our natip B A

st 'n on the people that give it meaning. [ believe every blogger has a story like mine,
er : ;

in Texas or in Tennessee, with ten people or with ten thousand. It is the moment

when .
we feel our blogging come to life in the faces, voices, and hearts of people.
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nd h meetings that will catalyze your readers to
"”;‘:‘ ese:her on the issues you address. el f
work tog rsations—and our attempts to learn from
In the past, our conve e i el
helps us extend our sphere of influ-
munity of people we can learn

. o scope, weTe not worried that
from.. i Of,:;:g ?;Tn:ih timP: hiding in dark rooms with
Amereer "" fxl:teing each other anonymously. Yes, some people
cOmPU‘tefsv 1."’ But most of us choose to take advantage of the
- do‘“ilth“' ibilities blogs provide. Far from being isolated
::a:kswcv:e'rmilding bigger communities than ever before.

In the next section, we'll share how HuffPost got started, its

impact and how your blog can be a part of this revolution in com-
impact,

municating and relating.

osting

our immediate lives. Blogging
ence. It also broadens the com

PART II

THE BLOG

REVOLUTION IS HERE!
BE A PART OF IT.

THE IMPACT OF THE HUFFINGTON POST AND
OTHER BLOGS—AND HOW MAINSTREAM
MEDIA WILL NEVER BE THE SAME.



