CHAPTER 4

FINDING YOUR VOICE

Great bloggers all share one virtue in common:
[ They infuse their writing with a triple shot of

| personality. Let your personality flow into
your blogging and your readers will find you.

\ —Jeffrey Feldman, editor in chief of
Frameshop and HuffPost blogger

ey

his chapter is about writing. Specifically, it's about writing

in a way that intrigues and persuades and that works with

the unique format blogs allow. If you have bad memories
Ef’g;gacher marking up your papers with a red pen, don't worry.
What we want you to obsess about is finding your own voice and
w-;iting in a way that keeps your readers reading,

Like any craft, blogging has certain rules that good practition-
ers try to follow.

These rules are not carved in stone—and not just because there
are eight of them and commandments come in batches of ten.
“The question of what makes a blog post good is as simple and as
complicated as asking what makes a poem beautiful, what makes
a feature story captivating until the last line, what makes an essay
persuasive, or what makes a novel force you to turn pages faster
than you thought you ever could,” says HuffPost associate blog
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1. Blog often
2. Perfect is the enemy o
3, Write like you speak ‘
4. Focus on specific details
5. Own your topic

6. Know your audience

7. Write short

f done
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editor David
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evmysfmvthe Llobel Prize for literature, well read anything
u win

o these rules will help keep you on
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track.

Rule # 1: Blog Often |
If you're blogging for yourself, it doesn’t matter how :f::nr);:u a;:
writing. If you want an audience, teth:ui};,e t);:umxf:h e
isi o your site with new content— ‘ :

:’::;0:5; :Ve've heard the arguments about quaht‘ih vsl.vjl:zllrr:z:i};
but we believe this argument is a luxury for people who

got a big readership. When you don't have a repu e
following, you want people to judge you on the work ¥

tation or 2 big
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pmduced. That means you need to have a lot of work sitting on
your site by the time you start pulling in eyeballs. Plus, blogging
is like anything else: You get better the more you do it. Writing
often will help you figure out what your authentic voice sounds
like and how you can access that voice every time you sit down to
type. Definitions of “often” vary, but if you're serious about blog-
ging, commit to posting at least two to three times a week for
thirty days. As we learned from Ariane de Bonvoisin's blog, First
30Days, you can establish almost any new habit in one month's
time. Mark on your calendar the days you plan to blog. Block off
time in your appointment book. Then sit down and, to borrow a
phrase from Nike, just do it.

Rule #2: Perfect Is the Enemy of Done

Because blogging is immediate, it's also informal—and that's a
good thing. No hungover college student is going to study the
perfect post alongside the great American novel. It's fine to write
a bunch of OK posts. In fact, a bunch of OK posts is probably
better than a perfect post that took so long to compose the event
was old news by the time you hit “submit.”

This is why some bloggers who are also professional writers
love this genre. They find it immensely liberating.

" Whenever you have a thought, you can share it with your read-

ers. You can develop snippets of a story rather than crank out a
five-thousand-word feature that the reader encounters only as a
finished product. You get immediate feedback, which beats wait-
ing three months for a magazine to appear on newsstands. And as

much as we like editors, we do enjoy the ability to post in real
time,

Still, we know that lots of bloggers suffer from writer's block.

A—-

Write as often as you possibly
can. When | first started
blogging, | would write one
500-to-1,200-word op-ed-style
political analysis a day, five
days a week. Coming up with
good content—and insightful
analysis—was certainly a
challenge at that pace, but it
meant | was getting exposure.
Eventually, | scaled down to
three days a week, but not
until | had established myself.
DYLAN LOEWE, FORMER EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR OF BATTLEGROUND

COLUMBIA LAW

HUFFPOST BLOGGER
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write something like “I'll be followi
owi i i
again when [ learn more.” i sy and villpos

N.ow proofread and doublecheck your facts. Thi

part is crucial. You can edit your post later if your f . This last
to be wrong (the blogospheric convention is to str;k acl:- e
error so readers know a correction was made), but .
have already read your mistake. The reader n;a h:om;me .
your erroneous fact elsewhere—and that's how nfmo: o
Pay close attention to names, numbers, and direct e
ing these up is just embarrassing. Once you're suxfl uOte?' SC_“’W'
hit “submit.” The post won't be perfect, but it will l;you .
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.(.)ne final idea for those who really struggle with their i
Cll'lth: Try writing your thoughts longhand on an old fel;'mner
piece of paper that you know no one will see. The - alj o
start typing, what appears on the screen will ac;:uallynl;e“,a ::czoz
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Rule #3: Write Like You Speak

One of ‘us recently had the experience of attending an academi
symposium preceded by a dinner. At dinner, a fascinatin, fermc
:;ofessor kept the whole table laughing through dessertg.E::n f
hceP :\:seic:ic;l:r:i ::r\:ard to his speech. But once at the podiu::.
e e mosta a dull, deflse paper made bearable only by
s of the audience was still buzzed from the
Iierbr;t;otrtunately, like the professor, too many of us have had the
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and co ]
rporate PowerPoint presentations. We use big words when
26 ae Dig wordywheT
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Sources of Inspiration

Soyou'mwmnﬂnedmbbggmyoﬂmwﬂhum.mnmmmmm.Gmtlaut
mmmmlmemM?mmmpuumulm.mswmmMeﬂb

sheet.

1. Newspapers. Most bloggers read as many as possible—in print but mostly online (try linking
to a hard copy paper and you'll see why).

2. Political publications like National Review or The Nation. If you lean left or right, read a
publication with a different viewpoint. We bet you'll get riled up enough to write something.

3. General interest publications. Magazines like Time, Newsweek, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker,
Glamour. Men's Journal, and Sports lilustrated all have fascinating features. Tear out a page to
blog about later.

4. TV news and news websites. We get ideas while watching CNN on the treadmill. We also get
ideas when the sweaty guy next to us switches (without askingl) to Fox News.

5. Radio. Maybe you listen to morning drive-time radio while you commute to work. Jot down an
interesting tidbit while you're at a traffic light. Talk shows also make good fodder. Listen to a
host whose opinions differ from yours, and answer his arguments.

6. Large new-media sites. HuffPost features hundreds of news stories and blog posts each day.
You can also check out Politico, BoingBoing, Daily Kos, Gizmodo, Slate, Atiantic Online,
Drudge, and other sites. You will never be short of information or topics to blog about.

7. Blogs on your blogroll. Link to their stories and discuss them on your own blog. Chances are,
they'll soon do the same for you, whenever you come up with some original material.

8. “On the street” reporting. Are the teachers at your children’s school upset by student test
scores? Is the cafeteria manager concerned about the quality of the produce? Maybe your local
pharmacist is worried that seniors don't understand recent changes in Medicare. All of these

stories are worth covering.
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DECLARED POLITICAL INDEPENDENCE AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER
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?
The best (and easiest) way to find your voice is to L‘lse the one;) {ou .hav: s S“c::::: :\o::::l
It's not. That's why blogging is so popular! First, think abf)ut oggmi Shganet
to a friend. Better yet, an e-mail to a really cool, clever {ne.nd with whom : s
and witty rapport. (Don't have any cool, clever friends with whom you have a gr

witty rapport? Make some new friends, then start blogging. Trust me, f)therw;s; you :c:r; t
\ hav-e anyone to read your blog,) Second, just start writing. You c‘lont spen o:rs "

ming ar;d hawing over how you're going to draft an e-mail, so dorll t spend hours emmf tg
\ and hawing over a blog post. It's not worth the effort. Which brings me to my last poin .
| Don't try too hard. Don't try to be funny (especially if you're not) and don't try to be se\‘ll-

ous (it‘s-too much pressure). Don't try to be anything other than exactly who you are. It's
| your voice you're trying to find, after all.
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sonality often just runs sentences together. Some people find that

distracting and annoying, but judging by page views, it seems to
be working for her.

Rule #4: Focus on Specific Details

Because blog posts are so immediate, and because there are so
many blogs out there, you don't have to explain the complete
context of an issue in every post, the way a newspaper or maga-
zine story would. You don't have to fight for limited space the way
a newspaper or magazine reporter would. In fact, your best bet
for building buzz is to go into the specific, gory details and keep
returning there.

Choose one nugget from a political speech or a proxy state-
ment and blog about that. Do you think that $1.6 million is a little
excessive for a security detail for a CEQO that nobody can recog-
nize anyway? Do you find it funny that a company that wants to
be bought for $15 a share would pay an investment bank $15 mil-
lion to tell everybody that yep, it's worth $15 a share? Write about
acandidate's wife's cookie recipe. If you think something is news,
post it. Don't wait to see if other people cover or keep covering
the detail you found so interesting. If you've noticed that a colum-
nist does consulting work for a company or interest group she just
wrote about positively, get it out there.

Mainstream journalism tends to focus on conflict, rarities, and
big trends. You can shape the narrative by focusing on the day-to-
day—sometimes on the seemingly little things that get you riled
up, sometimes on the view from your own backyard.

FINDING YOUR VOICE
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Rule #5: Own Your Topic

Mainstream reporters have “beats”—areas in which they're re-
sponsible for finding and breaking news. Likewise, if you want to
be treated as an expert in your blog topic area, you should think
of the topic as your beat. Know who the key players in that area
are. Read their books. Interview them. Have them guest blog
(that is, write a special post for you). Get copies of studies when
they come out. E-mail the publicists for companies that sell prod-
ucts or services related to your area, introduce yourself, and ask to
be put on press release distribution lists. Go to conferences. The
more you know about your topic area, the better informed your
opinions will be. This is important because a good blog errs on the
side of being strong. Don't couch your voice in qualifiers. Writing
is a risk. You're putting your ideas out there to see what will hap-
pen. Owning your topic area increases the chance that your ideas
will be insightful and right.

Rule # 6: Know Your Audience

Blogs are interactive. After a while, you'll see which posts get the
most comments and which wilt like untouched spinach on a picky
eater's plate. It goes without saying that you should try to write
more of the kinds of posts that get your readers excited and fewer
posts that don't. Someday your public may love you so much that
they'll eat their spinach if you tell them to. But why bank on it?

I find that the blog posts that take the least amount of time
turn out to be the most popular posts. I did one on what to
wear when it's a hundred degrees outside, and everyone
wanted to talk about that. But I can do twenty

A
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CREATING “POLITICAL SPACE"
AND CHANGING HISTORY
GTON NOTE
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favorite involved start-

ation as U.5. ambassador t0 the United Na-
eral-commentary political blog into one
ths with the effort against Bolton's
rmation. ] was at dinner with 2 foreign-policy expert when I heard news of George W.

Idn't believe it. I used to be

f Bolton in March 2005—and I just cou
C and thus am not an easy flack for the United Na-
re destructive to America's place in the world via

lton there. Some of the key senators who didn't
bureaucrat going for a job no one

has broken numerous stories—but really my

hn Bolton’s confirm:
If from being a g€
twenty-one moD!
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ing the fight against Jo
tions. My blog transformed itse

that was almost sin,

gularly obsessed for
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the head of the Nixon Center in D
tions, but I couldn’t imagine anything mo
the United Nations than sending John Bo

like Bolton told me that John Bolton was an obscure
cared about—and that only if people Jike me created the “political space” would they be

willing to do anything: So a number of us—triggered by some posts of mine on The Wash-
ington Note as well as some other smart thinking and dedicated work by key NGOs in
Washington—took on Bolton and created that “political space.”  ran into Karl Rove on a
number of occasions during this time—once at the colonial-era liberal arts school on
Maryland's eastern shore, Washington College. Rove told me at a reception, “Steve,
we are going to get Bolton confirmed. We are going t0 check off that box.” And I said,
“No, not gonna happen. The Washington Note and its readers aren't just out around the

country—they are senators and House members, intelligence and military officers, policy
practitioners on the Hill and inside your own administration. They are Democrats, Repub-
licans, and independents—and George Bush was wrong on this choice of our ambassador.

He's going to lose.” And Karl Rove and John Bolton did lose.
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interviews, all this research, write a thoughtful post—
and get no comments.
—Marci Albober, Shifting Careers columnist
and blogger for The New York Times

Rule #7: Write Short

We live in an ADD culture. Though you can write as

want on the web, we know from experience that unlemti;h asyou

can see the end of your post eight hundred words i ss the reader
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clearly expressed and directly conveyed. An essa snccdote
several topics; a post easily grows tiresome if i y may cover
than one.” it aims for more

We could go on ;
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FINDING YOUR VOICE

91



L

- stories? 1f you like a
. t.hcy ﬁnd t,he\r
make their points? How d:g - E.mai the blogger and ask fora

blog, post a commer™ *%

rs for their opinions. What do
uld they like to see

hey like and dislike about your posts? What wo
they like )
more o ing that if you ask for comments and criti-

; ked. 1f
1t goes without i ling to offer feedback when as
also be willing
C‘\Sm -you shﬂu‘d

- o make time to give it. For
to you for advice,
a new blogE=t CDmCSﬁt f)::m reflecting on what works and what

starters, W€ da“ b‘:; o never Jnow who will turn out to be the
doesn't. Anf second,

. osh Marshall. ) .
next AnadMam S:;::ci\ts and the idea of building a community
we'll discuss

ound your blog more n the next chapter.
ar

92 \ THE HUFFINGTON POST COMPLETE QUIDE TO BLOGGING

@ FINDING A VOICE

JASON LINKINS, REPORTER, HUFFINGTON POST

I wish I could say that I was on the forefront of the blogging movement, but the truth is,
1 was a very late adopter. Which isn't to say I was late to the web itself. Long before blog-
ging became popular, [ was fascinated by the fresh perspective of web content and had put
together my own website. Against the good advice of others, however, I remained resistant
to blogging. There was just something about the format of blogging that didn't feel “pure”
to me. | mean, how does the immediacy of blogging compare to the opportunity pre-
sented by four hours of hard coding in HTML? Or painstakingly updating multiple pages?
Or archiving content by hand! Oh, yeah! That was probably the best of all!

As you might suspect, 1 had a moment where the scales finally fell from my eyes. For
me, that moment came on Saturday, July 3, 2004, at a party in Washington DC's U Street
neighborhood. It was there that I witnessed my friend, a grown man, in an attempt to
demonstrate to his girlfriend that he loved her and would always be there for her, dress up
in a tiger costume and leap through a ring of fire, Right then and there, I knew that every-
thing had changed for me, because 1 walked away from the experience with the intense
desire to tell the story of that evening to others. (My friend’s girlfriend dumped him about
a month later, which probably goes to show something, I know not what.)

I've made a handful of different attempts at blogging. Some were personal, some were
conceptual. Some were successful, some were not. If there was a defining characteristic to
the successful blogging I've done, it's the voice—that way of bridging the gap from brain
to page. When I've felt comfortable with the voice of the blog, I've stuck with it. When it
starts to feel fake to me, 1 quickly lose interest, There are many reasons for this: Obviously,
good writing connects to a specific side of yourself that's stimulated by the thought of
reaching other people. But blogging, and the way it encourages you to get your thoughts
lined up in your mind and formed into words relatively quickly, can help reveal those as-
pects of language and writing that you love the most.

For me, | gravitated toward language that's punchy and rhythmic, analogies that chal-
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CHAPTER 5

COMMUNITY:
CREATING AND
BUILDING IT

f:rr s we a-dvance in the Internet era, the reasons people
7’--»?5'.._ go online have changed. In the late 1990s, we thought
g 8 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
tlemperaments. 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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