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Chapter 1
Social Media
What the heck is it, really?
According to Wikipedia, “social media is information content created by people using highly accessible and scalable publishing technologies.” Generally speaking, social media refers to Internet technologies that offer end-users the ability to interact and create content that is then shared with other users. Users can build an online identity that can (and often does) carry over from one platform to another.
The term “social media”—also referred to as “new media”—is broad-reaching and actually covers multiple kinds of online applications. They can be broken down into a number of different categories:
Communications platforms such as blogging and social networking.
Collaborative platforms like wikis and social news sites.
Multimedia sites for sharing photos, videos, artwork, and more.
Entertainment sites that include virtual worlds and online gaming communities.
Review and opinion sites where you can offer advice or review products.
The biggest draw of social media sites is their ability to allow people to form personal and business relationships and have conversations with others who share common interests from around the world. There are communities in virtually every interest niche out there from arts and crafts to quantum physics. Sites allow users to share content and learn from each other, providing an invaluable resource for hobbyists and professionals alike.
A Brief History of Social Media
There were a few precursors to social media present throughout the 1980s and 1990s. One of these precursors was dating sites, which allowed users to display an online profile. Also included were ICQ and AIM, which allowed users to create lists of friends, and BBSs, which allowed users who were previously unknown to each other to connect online and discuss common interests.
The first recognizable social media site was the now-defunct SixDegrees.com. Founded in 1997, it was the first site that allowed users to create profiles and publicly list their friends. At one point the site boasted more than a million members. Though it closed in 2001, SixDegrees.com was an important forerunner to social networking sites still in operation today.
In 1999, LiveJournal was started as the first community blogging platform. LiveJournal users were and are still encouraged to network with other users. Connections with others are displayed on their profiles, creating a true social network in addition to the blogging platform. Also started that year was competing blog network, Blogger (Blogspot).
Friendster was founded in 2002 and quickly grew in popularity among three key groups: bloggers, Burning Man festival attendees, and gay men. Before press coverage began in 2003, there were already more than 300,000 active users on the network.
2003 brought the launches of MySpace, LinkedIn, and Last.fm, all of which are still popular. MySpace grew rapidly on rumors that Friendster would become a fee-based service. Indie rock bands who were banned from Friendster for profile regulation violations were some of MySpace’s earliest adopters and musicians (and their fans) continue to be some of its most active users. In 2004, MySpace started gaining popularity with teenagers and embraced the underage population (unlike most of their predecessors, who insisted users be 18 or older). When MySpace was purchased in 2005 by News Corporation for $580 million, mainstream media coverage of the growing site was overwhelming and privacy and safety issues became a problem, particularly for users younger than 18.
In 2004, Facebook launched as a Harvard-only niche social networking site (users had to have a Harvard.edu email address to join). It soon began supporting other schools, but still required users to have a .edu email address. The following year they expanded to include high school students and then professionals within corporate networks. Eventually, Facebook became open to everyone and is now one of the most popular general social networking sites in existence.
Blog networks and platforms were also becoming popular in the early 2000s, with Movable Type starting in 2001 and WordPress starting in 2003. Other notable social media startups in the early 2000s were DeviantART (2000), an online community for artists working in a variety of media; Wikipedia (2001), an open source, user-edited encyclopedia; Meetup.com (2002), a site devoted to helping those with common interests connect and meet each other in the “real world”; and PBWiki (2003), a “wiki farm” where users can start their own topical wikis.
The mid-2000s brought the advent of online media sharing. Flickr, the photo-sharing network, got its start in 2004. YouTube, Google Video, and blip.tv all came on the scene the following year. Twitter, the first microblogging platform, was launched in 2006. The mid-2000s also brought a wave of specialized social networks, including niche networks for farmers; Ning, a site that allows you to start your own niche social network; Stylefeeder, a social network devoted to fashion; and sisterwoman.com, a social network for feminists.
Social networks and social media have continued to grow and show no signs of slowing down. User numbers are up every day, with MySpace currently leading the way with more than 250,000,000 users and Facebook with more than 175,000,000. WordPress.com currently boasts almost 150,000 bloggers (not including those who have self-hosted WordPress on their own servers). LiveJournal has had more than 19.3 million journals and communities formed since they began in 1999.
Filling a Need
Successful social media sites fill the needs of a group of Internet users. Whether the need they seek to fulfill is shared by a large portion of those online or by a select few, they all meet the needs of someone.
Take Facebook, for example. At Harvard, each House had it’s own “face book” (like a yearbook) but there was no universal, campus-wide version. So Mark Zuckerberg started one on his own in February of 2004. It quickly grew from being a Harvard-only site to including students from Stanford, Columbia and Yale, and then eventually to all the Ivy League schools and those in the Boston area. But the initial need was a campus-wide directory of sorts, somewhere students could look up the photos of other students (or the names of students they’d seen around campus).
YouTube was started after its founders had difficulty sharing videos online with each other. YouTube has grown to be the largest video-sharing site online, based on basic need fulfillment.
No matter what social media site you look at, it’s likely the founders identified a specific need that wasn’t being filled (or wasn’t being filled adequately) and then developed a way to fill it. In many cases these sites have evolved past their original need-fulfillment, but they wouldn’t have existed in the first place if it hadn’t been for that initial lack.
Similarities and Differences Between Social Media and Traditional Media
Traditional media, otherwise referred to as industrial media, are generally those things we traditionally think of as “The Media”—newspapers, magazines, television, and radio. CNN, NBC, Hearst, the New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, Sirius, XM, CBS. They’re also the local TV network affiliates, local newspapers, local magazines, local radio stations. These are the media outlets that have been around for as long as most of us can remember. They’re part of our daily lives, either because we actively consume them or we see others doing so.
But social media is different. Instead of being strictly consumers, social media allows people to become producers. Social media provides tools for anyone with Internet access to distribute their own content to anyone who will listen. It changes the dynamic by removing many of the barriers to entry that traditional media have always had.
The main similarity between traditional media and social media is their ability to reach an audience spread all over the world. Traditional media primarily accomplishes this through a lot of money and established infrastructure systems (printing presses, television and radio broadcasting equipment, supply chains, and similar things). Social media, by comparison, is based largely on inexpensive technologies and an existing public infrastructure accessible to just about anyone.
Other major differences between social media and traditional media have to do with the control of information. Magazines, newspapers, and television and radio stations, along with other traditional media sources are expensive to operate and therefore limit who can own them. Social media, on the other hand, is inherently inexpensive and easy to use, allowing virtually anyone with an Internet connection to provide news, information, and opinion to anyone else with an Internet connection.
Social media technologies can be learned by almost anyone. Free tutorials exist for all aspects of computer and Internet usage, including blogging, social networking, digital photography, video creation, and more. Traditional media often requires much more specialized training, which usually requires a large investment in terms of both time and money.
In increasing numbers, breaking news is being released on social networking sites before being covered by traditional news outlets. Part of this stems from having active users all over the world; there’s a good chance one of them will be an eyewitness to breaking news and report it on sites like Twitter, often linked with photos.
Major Social Media Players
There are leaders in each sector of the social media industry. From MySpace and Facebook in the social networking sphere to YouTube for video and Digg for social news, each kind of social media has its major players. Of course, there are plenty of niche sites with their own loyal followings and communities, too.
Blogs
WordPress. Blogger. Movable Type. TypePad. LiveJournal. Tumblr. There’s a blogging platform out there suitable for just about anyone. Blogger, Tubmlr, and LiveJournal are free blogging communities that host your blog for you. TypePad does the same but is a paid service (and is built on the Movable Type platform). Movable Type is an open source platform with both free and paid licenses (depending on use) that you host on your own server. WordPress offers both hosted (WordPress.com) and self-hosted (WordPress.org) platforms. All of the above platforms can be extended through plugins and widgets.
Microblogging
Twitter is the leading microblogging platform. Ping.fm is another similar service, though they send out your messages to whichever social networking site you choose (including Twitter).
Social Networking
Facebook and MySpace are the leading general social networks. LinkedIn is the leading social network for business. There are hundreds of other niche social networks out there for everyone from farmers to feminists. And building new social networks is becoming easier every day. Sites like Ning set up everything for you and host your network with both free and paid packages. Open source software is also available, including the Buddy Press plugin set for WordPress MU (a multi-user version of WordPress). Social networks are a major part of any campaign to become Internet famous.
Social Network Aggregation
With so many social networks available, efforts have been made to integrate the information you may include on one site with every other site you’re actively involved with. Applications like Gravatar offer a unified avatar (profile photo) across platforms, linked to your email address. FriendFeed collects your activities across more than forty different sites, including Flickr and YouTube, and makes them available on your other profiles (like Facebook).
Social Bookmarking
Tracking interesting information you find online and sharing it with others is another useful way to make yourself known. It’s also a great way to promote your own content to others. Sites like Del.icio.us and StumbleUpon are useful for not only keeping track of things you find interesting, but also for promoting your own articles, videos, and other content.
Social News
Social news sites like Digg and Reddit are another way of getting your content out to the masses. Making the front page of Digg can send tens of thousands of visitors to your site in a single day and, if you make it there often enough, bring you from Internet oblivion to Internet stardom.
Photo Sharing
Flickr is the most socially-active photo sharing site out there. There are groups and photo pools for just about every imaginable topic (even topics you probably wouldn’t think of as particularly photogenic). Photos can be released on the site under a variety of Creative Commons licensing options (or with regular Copyright protections), making it a valuable resource not only for promoting and distributing your own photos, but also for finding photos to use on your blog or website.
Video Sharing
YouTube is the most popular video-sharing site out there. Users can create channels to promote their own videos. It’s a valuable platform for getting your message out and can bring tons of traffic to your website, blog, and anywhere else you may choose if used in the right manner. Other major players in the video sharing sphere are Revver and Google Video.
Podcasting and Vlogging
Podcasting is basically audio blogging. Vlogging is video blogging. Any video sharing site can be used for vlogging, including YouTube. iTunes is popular for distributing podcasts, as is odea, which has an imbeddable MP3 player you can use for distributing your podcast through your blog.
Lifecasting
Lifecasting is similar to video sharing, but done live. Sites like Justin.tv, Ustream.tv, and BlogTV offer platforms for doing live video sessions and video chats. Skype is also sometimes used for lifecasting.
Wikis
Wikis provide opportunities for disseminating information. Because wikis are generally moderated by large groups of users, the information contained on them is usually accurate (though newly added information may be suspect). Wikipedia is the most well-known wiki but there are other niche wikis out there for almost any subject. And there are platforms like WetPaint and PBWiki that let you easily create your own topical wiki.
What You Need to Know
Spend some time researching the different social media offerings available.
Brainstorm about ways you could use each social media technology outlined above.
Keep reading for more information about each of the technologies outlined here.
Stay on the lookout for new social media technologies, as new ones are constantly being developed.
*****
Chapter 2
Internet Famous
Better Than Real-Life Famous
Internet famous means just what it says: being well-known online. Whether it’s in a single niche community or across the web in general, the Internet famous have a certain amount of name recognition online. Sometimes this translates into becoming well-known in the “real world”—the world of the mainstream media.
Types of Internet Famous
Some people are Internet famous just for being themselves (kind of like Paris Hilton became famous just for being Paris Hilton), or at least a version of themselves (like Julia Allison or iJustine). Others are famous for a product they’re associated with, either online or off (like Pete Cashmore of the blog Mashable or Tim Ferriss, author of the book The 4-Hour Workweek). Each type of Internet fame has its own advantages and drawbacks.
If your main goal is to become Internet famous to promote a product you’re selling, you’ll need to take a slightly different approach than if you just want to be famous for fame’s sake. If your goal is Internet fame to push yourself for some professional aspiration, that also requires a different set of techniques. If all you want is to be recognized, your options are somewhat more open, as you don’t have as much to worry about in terms of negative publicity carrying over to your professional sphere (feel free to live by the phrase “any publicity is good publicity”). Just be aware that employers often keep tabs on what their employees are doing online, even when it’s unrelated to their work, and are sometimes firing or reprimanding employees based on their online behavior.
Famous for Being Yourself (or Some Version of Yourself)
Gaining fame for being yourself is probably the more difficult of the two methods for becoming Internet famous. You need to come up with an angle for yourself, something that sets you apart from your peers. Maintaining a consistent persona can also be a problem, depending on how far from your true personality you stray. To some extent, you’ll need to focus on creating a caricature of your real self. Figuring out an angle and following through with it is the best way to propel yourself to the forefront of Internet fame.
In order to gain Internet fame just for being yourself, you’ll need to be willing to put yourself out there. Share the good and the bad in your life. And be honest with your readership. Dishonesty and lies are very easily revealed online, especially as your fame grows. As you become more well-known, it’s almost a given that you’ll have detractors hunting for things to use against you. Don’t give them any extra ammo if you can help it.
Justine Ezarik, better known as iJustine, is a lifecaster who shares her entire life online through videos on Justin.tv. She’s best known for an online video she produced discussing her 300-page iPhone bill in August of 2007 that quickly went viral, gaining more than 3 million views in just 10 days. Largely due to that video, AT&T changed their iPhone billing policies.
But that video wasn’t the beginning of Justine’s push for online celebrity. She’d already been lifecasting on Justin.tv since May 29, 2007 and was the first person on the site to have her own lifecasting channel (other than founder Justin Kan).
Famous for a Product
Becoming famous for a product is a bit more clear-cut than becoming famous just for being you. You’ll still need to portray a consistent persona but you don’t necessarily need to reveal as much about yourself and your life when you’re pushing a product. You will need to look for ways to branch out and you’ll likely need to give something away in order to get maximum publicity.
Giving away content is one of the best ways to gain publicity, especially if you make it feel like an exclusive offer. This is why an ebook will sometimes be more successful than a simple blog. Putting up barriers to entry, even if they’re arbitrary or not really difficult, make people feel like they’re part of an elite group.
Offering unique information on your site is another way to spur interest. Spreading your content over multiple channels (your blog, social networks, microblogging, etc.) is another good way to increase interest and get your fans more involved.
Timothy Ferriss, author of The 4-Hour Work Week, used the blogosphere to launch his book and quickly push it to number one on the New York Times Bestseller list. By contacting and conversing with bloggers, he gained free publicity for his book and became an Internet celebrity before quickly gaining mainstream media attention. According to his website, he’s been featured by more than a hundred media outlets, including Time, Forbes, the New York Times, The Economist and more. He continues to maintain his Internet presence through his own blog, Twitter, the Huffington Post, and Wired magazine.
The Internet Infamous
If fame is your only goal, the Internet is a great place to get it. Doing something crazy, unexpected, or stupid is much more likely to go viral and get widespread attention. Posting a video on YouTube and then linking to it wherever you can is one way to get publicity. If your video is crazy enough or unique enough, your friends and acquaintances are more likely to pass it on. Remember, too, that one of the best ways to get people to share your link or content is simply to ask.
The same thing can happen when something you were doing with the intention of getting positive publicity (or even no publicity) backfires. This could be blogging about your employer and then getting fired for it, or posting things about your family and dealing with the backlash from it. It could be a video you thought was completely serious that everyone else takes as a joke (or vice versa). Make sure when embarking on a campaign to become Internet famous that you’re willing to make the most of whatever comes your way, and make sure you have a thick skin.
Pioneers of Being Internet Famous
We’ve already mentioned Justine Ezarik, one of the pioneers of lifecasting (more about that in Chapter 11). One of the most famous bloggers out there is Robert Scoble, whose blog, Scobleizer, came into the limelight while he was an evangelist for Microsoft. In 2005, Scobel became the first person to be called a “spokesblogger” because of his positive coverage of Microsoft (even though he often criticized the company and praised its competitors, including Apple). In 2007, Scoble joined Fast Company where he still works.
Pete Cashmore is another Internet celeb who gained fame because of his blog, Mashable, The Social Media Blog. Mashable was started from his bedroom in Scotland in 2005 as a way to keep track of new social media startups and quickly became a startup in itself, growing to be one of the most popular blogs on the Internet and the most popular one devoted to social media. He’s been featured in Business Week and as one of the Forbes Top 25 Internet Celebrities of 2007. Because of the focus of Mashable, it’s not surprising that Cashmore has accounts on virtually every major social media site out there, (Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Flickr, MySpace, and FriendFeed for starters) though many of them are listed under “Mashable” instead of his name.
Julia Allison is probably one of the best-known Internet celebs out there. She took a slightly different approach to gaining Internet fame by associating herself with celebrities and public figures and making sure photos of herself with them were distributed far and wide online. She also maintains at least three blogs, a video blog, Twitter account, and Facebook fan page among other social media accounts.
Reasons to be Internet Famous
Internet fame has definite advantages. If you love being the center of attention, Internet fame can keep you there 24/7. If you have a product to sell or a service to offer, becoming widely known online can convert into serious sales figures. Coverage from bloggers was a huge factor in catapulting Tim Ferriss’ book, The 4-Hour Workweek, to the top of the New York Times bestseller list. Internet fame can often translate into real-life fame. Plenty of talk shows and news programs are looking for experts on various topics and they’re turning to the Internet more and more often to find them. You could be one of those experts. And sometimes you can get mainstream media coverage just because of the sheer size of your Internet success
One of the biggest advantages of Internet fame compared to traditional fame is how easy it is for your fans and followers to take action. Whether you’re selling a product or just yourself, the Internet makes it easy for people to do what you ask. When something is featured in the mainstream media, instant action isn’t always possible. Asking someone to go to a website when they’re reading a magazine is less likely to get results. Unless they’re sitting right at their computer, there’s a good chance by the time they are it will be forgotten. Even with the advent of handheld devices capable of browsing the Internet, there’s still a slim chance they’ll interrupt what they’re doing and go to the website mentioned immediately. But when all you’re asking is to click a link, it makes action that much easier. And that translates into more people doing what you’re asking of them.
Converting Internet Fame into Real Life Fame
Once you’ve built up a following for yourself, be on the lookout for traditional media opportunities. Television shows and magazines often put out an editorial calendar days, weeks, or even months prior to covering a specific topic. If there’s something coming up that fits your area of expertise, pitch yourself as a good article of interview candidate. Cold-calling media outlets to pitch yourself or your story is also an option. Don’t underestimate local media, either. Journalists often scan local papers for stories that might be appropriate for larger news audiences, whether in print or on TV or radio shows.
Open Up Opportunities for Yourself
Opportunities for product endorsements, book deals, and other paid gigs can open up based on your Internet fame. Once you’re a celebrity in your niche, you’re more likely to have offers coming your way. But there’s no reason you can’t seek them out on your own. Pitch a book to an agent or publishing house. Pitch an article or series of articles to a national magazine in your niche. Put up notices on your website that you’re looking for joint promotional opportunities. Seek interviews on television and radio shows to get your name out there to a wider audience. If you’re funny enough or have a strong enough personality, it may lead to a more regular radio or television gig.
Sell a Product or Draw Attention to Your Business or Organization
If your goal is to sell a product, make sure you mention that product wherever you can. Seek out attention from media outlets whose readers, viewers, or listeners are members of your target market. Using search engine optimization (SEO) and connecting within niche communities that appeal to your idea customer are key to selling your product. Developing connections and trust within those communities prior to pitching your product are also key to making a bigger impact. If you just come in pitching a product, you’re less likely to get a welcoming response. In fact, many communities can be downright hostile to new members who start right out pitching a product or service.
Pitching yourself to bloggers and other online influencers is another valuable way of getting publicity. Guest-blogging or syndicating articles is another great way to get your name out there and helps to establish you as an expert (and including a link to your website or blog brings you more traffic).
Draw Attention to a Cause
Maybe it’s not attention for yourself that you’re after. If there’s a cause you’re passionate about, whether it’s endangered species or women’s rights or anything in-between, gaining Internet fame can lead to raising awareness for your cause. If you’re passionate about stopping global warming, start an environmental blog. If you’re passionate about women’s rights in third-world countries, start a blog covering charities that help them or, if you’re an avid traveler, showcasing your first-hand experiences in those countries (a photoblog would work really well for the latter).
Don’t be afraid to make a fool of yourself in support of your cause. Sometimes doing something a bit off-the-wall can lead to more traffic and more awareness. Just keep in mind that the things you do online reflect on your cause. Don’t do anything that could be construed as negative or offensive, or you risk harming the charities you’re trying to help.
What You Need to Know
Internet fame can be just as powerful as fame in traditional media outlets, and sometimes even more so.
There are many reasons for seeking Internet fame, from wanting to promote a product to wanting to promote a cause to just wanting to promote yourself.
Different social media platforms are more or less suited to different kinds of fame.
Internet fame has some definite advantages over traditional, mainstream media fame.
*****
Chapter 3
Your Niche
Why You Have to Have One!
Your best bet for gaining Internet fame is to focus on a single niche topic or audience. Tailoring your personality and your efforts toward one group of people increases your likelihood of success. The other big benefit to working on just one niche is that there’s less competition—there are fewer people trying to get attention.
Even if you want to build up a reputation among different groups of people, your best bet is to focus on one at a time. Focusing in on one group or niche at a time means you’re less likely to stretch yourself too thin and more likely that your efforts will be fruitful.
What Are You Passionate About?
To start selecting your niche, make a list of things you’re interested in and things that hold a prominent place in your daily life. Whether it’s cars or kids or cats or clothes, you probably have tons of diverse interests and activities in your life. List every one you can think of for starters. Just including them on your list opens up your options and sometimes one idea can spur another. Write down anything that comes to mind, regardless of what it is (we’ll get to that later). Mind-mapping can be helpful for doing this, too.
Once you have your list, look it over and cross anything off that you find embarrassing or too personal to write about publicly. Cross off anything you think you might lose interest in over the next year or two (Internet fame is a long-term commitment). And cross off anything you think you might get sick of if you spent every day dealing with it. Your finished list should have at least a dozen niches still listed when you finish this (and hopefully no more than a couple dozen).
Finding a Low-Competition Niche
When your list has been whittled down to only those things you’re really interested in, it’s time to do a little research. You need to find out which niche has the most traffic with as few established, popular personalities as possible. A niche like technology or computers is going to be much harder to break into because there are so many established players. The same thing goes for fashion or cars or making money online. They’ve all been done over and over and they all have their established celebrities.
But choosing something more specialized, either a sub-topic of any of the above (men’s fashion is one area where there aren’t a whole lot of online celebrities, though there is plenty of competition from traditional media sources), means there’s less competition. While the audience numbers might be lower in a more limited niche, breaking into the collective consciousness of its followers is easier. Competing with a hundred established online celebrities for a million readers is a lot tougher than competing with five well-known personalities for a hundred thousand readers. And in the latter case, you may end up with more readers overall than you would have in the first place.
Passion is the most important thing you can bring to any topic you choose. If you’re not passionate about your subject, it will come through in your writing. Being able to generate enthusiasm on a daily basis for something is not easy if you don’t love what you’re doing. In the real world, those who only care about making money are often the ones who fail miserably at any business they pursue. Those who are passionate about what they’re doing, on the other hand, can often overcome huge odds to become successful, even if everyone thought they’d fail. The same holds true online.
If you’re pushing an established product, your niche options won’t be as open as someone who’s either pushing themselves or doesn’t yet have a product. But finding a unique angle for pushing your product can make the difference between finding only a handful of fans and becoming Internet famous. Identifying your target customer is a good place to start. Once you know who they are and what they’re interested in, you can tailor your efforts toward their specific online activities.
Now, if you’re trying to be famous just for yourself and not to push a product or cause, you might be thinking, “I don’t need a niche.” Nothing could be further from the truth. But finding your niche will be a bit different. Think about who you want your fans to be. Teenagers? Fashionistas? Techies? Gamers? Musicians? Baby boomers? Once you know who you want to appeal to, you can think about the kinds of things they’re interested in and the types of social media they use. With that information in hand, you can tailor your promotional efforts to reaching those people. You can’t be all things to all people. Just as real-life celebrities often appeal to one demographic or another (athletes appeal to sports fans and horror book authors don’t try to appeal to those who are afraid of their own shadow), Internet celebrities should do the same.
Make sure you don’t choose a niche that’s going to be difficult to keep up on. If you live in northern Minnesota, it’s going to be difficult to cover celebrity news. You’re unlikely to ever get the scoop on something because, let’s face it, there aren’t a whole lot of celebrities hanging out in northern Minnesota. The same goes for just about any topic where getting the scoop on something or inside information is the best way to success. If you don’t live near the epicenter of an industry or at least have contacts within that industry, it’s going to be that much harder to get any traction. That’s not to say it’s impossible, just that you’re setting yourself up for a lot more challenges if you don’t at least consider these issues.
Finding a High-Demand Niche
Maybe you’ve got a couple of niches you’re considering but can’t make up your mind between them. One thing to consider is how much traffic a niche is likely to generate. The more mainstream your niche, the higher the traffic numbers are likely to be (but competition is likely higher, too). A sub-niche is often the way to go (ie, instead of fashion, you could cover men’s or children’s fashion; instead of cars, you could cover muscle cars of drift cars). The more traffic, the more potential fans are available.
There are plenty of free tools available to find out search volume. Reading websites that follow online trends and buzz are great places to start to find a popular topic. Watch what seems to be consistently popular. Try to pick out which are just fads and which are long-term trends. A lot of these sites and services offer trend graphs that show traffic and interest over previous weeks or months.
Try Things Out
If you’re unsure of which niche you want to pursue, you have a few different options. You can always start multiple blogs or campaigns to see which one seems to pan out quicker. Try starting a blog or two on a free blog host and see what kind of traffic you get without a whole lot of effort. If one seems to be taking off a lot easier than the other, or if you find yourself growing sick of a topic after only a couple of weeks, then you’ll have a better idea of which niche is most suitable to you.
Another option is to try asking around on social networks and microblogs to see if there’s much interest in one or another of your potential topics. Delve deeper into your topic research to see what’s lacking. Then theorize about why it might be lacking. Is it because there’s just not enough interest? Because your target audience doesn’t care about that kind of thing? Or is it just because no one’s tried it yet?
While you can usually find an audience for just about any topic online, make sure the niche you’re after has enough people interested in it to achieve your goals. Some people will be happy if a few hundred people know who they are and consider them an expert. Others won’t be happy unless thousands or even millions of people know who they are. Either one is fine. Just make sure your chosen niche can support your aims.
Finding Resources Specific to Your Niche
Search engines are the logical place to start when you’re looking for information on a specific niche. Technorati, Google Blog Search, and other blog directories are another great place. Search for “top rated blogs” or “most popular blogs” (with or without keywords specific to your niche) to get lists of the most popular blogs online.
Finding the Gatekeepers
Each niche has gatekeepers, the established sites with a long track record and a certain level of respect. Look for roundup posts within your niche. These often list blogs covering your topic along with other resources. Make note of which blogs and sites (or specific people) are mentioned often in posts related to your niche. Then check out the popularity of those sites using Google Page Rank, Alexa, Quantcast, Technorati and other metrics sites.
Once you’ve found the most popular blogs and experts within your niche, see if there’s something missing from what they’re covering. Consider angles you could use to gain popularity. Spend some time going through the archives of these other sites to see what their style is. Do they have a set editorial schedule? How often do they post? Do their writers post personal information and anecdotes or not? Keep notes on these things for future reference.
Making a list of useful blogs within your niche is very valuable. Linking to other blogs in your niche, even those that directly compete with you, is one part of gaining notoriety. As you make yourself a member of your niche’s community, you’re more likely to get links back to your own site from established blogs. Building up a name for yourself by being quoted on other useful sites is an important step in becoming Internet famous.
Creating a Personality That Fits Within Your Niche
Once you’ve chosen your niche, you’ll need to decide what personality will be best suited for gaining popularity within it. While I don’t advise changing your personality completely or pretending to be someone you’re not (unless, of course, your goal for Internet stardom is to become an actor), concentrating on one aspect of your personality can make you more accessible. Think of it in the same manner as you do the different personalities you project in your real life. You probably act one way at work (or school), one way with your family, and another way with your close friends. All are parts of your overall personality, but some parts are more appropriate for certain situations than other parts.
The best way to figure all this out is to think about what your target audience is looking for. If you’re looking for professional recognition, you need to be professional in all of your dealings online. If you’re looking for general Internet fame, you might want to portray yourself as a bit more off the wall or intense or, at least, more casual. If your goal is to promote a product, portray yourself as someone who uses or has been helped by that product. In other words, if you’re selling an organizational system, you need to come across as organized. If you’re selling clothing, wear your designs. If you’re offering financial services, make sure you come across as someone who knows how to handle their own finances. Beware of how personal anecdotes come across and make sure they fit in with the image you’re trying to portray.
Try to keep your online personality as close to your real-life personality as you can. Constantly having to put on an act becomes tiring. And the more your stray from who you truly are, the more likely you are to break character and act in a way that isn’t consistent with what your fans are expecting.
Another thing to keep in mind is, what is going to be off limits? What are you not willing to share with complete strangers? For some Internet famous personalities, virtually everything is fair game, from bodily functions to family problems to money issues. Others only like to share things that are relevant to the product or service they’re selling. Maybe you’re uncomfortable sharing anything about your family or your day job. Maybe you have a hobby you’d like to keep just to yourself or particular reading habits you don’t want to share. It’s fine if there are things you’d rather keep private; just make sure you identify what they are up front and figure out ways to keep them out of your digital life if necessary. Remember, too, that information you broadcast online is accessible to anyone. Be wary about publishing personal information that might put you in danger, like when you’re going on vacation or are home alone for an extended stretch. You never know who might be reading.
As your fame increases, keeping your personal life private may become harder, especially if you participate in industry events or other offline activities. Keeping some things private from the start makes it easier to maintain your privacy as your fame increases. Rumors are bound to crop up as your fame grows but, then again, sometimes rumors only serve to make you even more famous!
What You Need to Know
Your best bet for gaining Internet fame is to choose a high-demand, low-competition niche.
Once you've chosen a niche, customize your personality and your strategy for better results.
Your niche combined with your unique personality are what set you apart from your competitors.
Don't be afraid to keep some parts of your life private.
As your fame grows, maintaining your privacy may become increasingly more difficult.
Sometimes the rumor mill only serves to increase your fame.
*****
Chapter 4
Your Website
Social Media-Friendly Web Design 101
Your website is the starting point of your social media publicity campaign. While some people get by with just a profile on their social networking site(s) of choice, a website puts you a notch ahead of your competitors.
Your website doesn’t need to be complex but it does need to be put together well. You need to take some time to plan out what you want from your site, the kinds of information you’ll include, and the image you’re trying to portray (this links back to your chosen personality, as discussed in Chapter 3).
One thing to consider is whether to design your own site or hire someone to do it for you. If you have the money and don’t have much experience with web design, you may want to find someone who does, whether it’s a professional or a friend. You’ll save yourself a lot of headaches hiring a professional and a basic site generally won’t cost more than a few hundred dollars. If you’re more of a do-it-yourself kind of person, there are plenty of free resources online that can show you step-by-step how to design your own site.
Your Personal Brand
We’re all familiar with brands and branding. We’re bombarded with advertisements every day, on television, in magazines, on the radio, and online. And we often associate them with big corporations: Pepsi, Disney, Ikea, Ralph Lauren, and the like. But branding isn’t just for the big shots. Creating a consistent image for yourself, your own personal brand, is a good way to increase your recognizability.
Your personal brand includes a few different elements. One element is your appearance and the appearance of things you’re associated with (such as your website and blog). Another is your personality. Remember that your online activities give an impression about the type of person you are and what your personality is likely to be. Make sure these are in sync with what you want to portray. The most important part of your personal brand, though, is the bit that sets you apart from others in your niche. This is something that’s unique to you. Whatever you choose to use as your differentiating point, it should be something that can’t be easily replicated by your competitors.
Creating your own personal brand isn’t that difficult. Start with using a single primary photo to use across your website, social media profiles, and other places where you have a presence. Next comes a color palette. There are tons of resources online for finding out the meanings behind different colors and additional tools are available to find a coordinating color palette.
From there it’s a matter of personal taste. Read on for more information on individual elements you should consider when creating your website.
Your Own Domain
I can’t stress this one enough: buy your own domain name! A domain name will cost you around $10 a year. Owning yourname.com or yourproduct.com is an investment in your future success. Think of it this way: if you achieve your goals of Internet fame and you don’t own your name as a domain, how long do you think it will be before someone else buys it? And then tries to charge you an arm and a leg to buy it back? While domain squatting (buying a domain containing someone else’s trademark with the intent to resell it to them for a profit) is illegal, it might be hard to prove someone was doing that with your name (especially if your name is a common one or not particularly unique). If it’s a product name it’s often easier to prove someone is squatting but reclaiming your domain can still be time-consuming and costly.
You might consider registering both “yourname.com” and “yourname.net” domains. If your name is already taken (which it could be if it’s common), consider other ways of incorporating your name into your domain combined with other words. One of Julia Allison’s websites is located at “itsmejulia.com.” It’s an excellent example of using your name in a creative way that’s also memorable.
What to Include
Deciding what to include on your website can be a very tough decision. Again, it’s going to depend on what you’re looking to get out of Internet fame. If your goal is to become famous just for yourself, then you may want to include a lot more personal information on your site than if you’re pushing a product.
There are a few basics you’ll likely want to include no matter what kind of fame you’re seeking. First is a photo of yourself. No matter the reason you’re seeking Internet fame, you’re going to have to put yourself out there. Next is some kind of bio. Whether it’s a full biography or just in relation to your professional life, you’ll need to give your fans some information about who you are. The third component to include is a link to each of your other social media profiles and your blog (more on those in later chapters).
If your goal is to push a product or service, you’ll want separate pages offering more details about them. Even if your product or service has its own website, providing at least one basic page is a good idea for search engine optimization purposes.
If your aim is to become famous in general, you’ll want to include more information about yourself. Consider including a photo gallery, videos, articles, and a press kit. These guidelines also apply if you’re promoting yourself in order to gain recognition for a cause.
A Unique Design
Whether you’re designing your site yourself or having someone else do it, you want the site’s design to be uniquely you. The colors, the layout, and the overall feel of the site needs to make people think of you when they see it. It needs to echo your brand and your persona.
Using Templates
If a unique design is so important, then why am I talking about using a template? Well, because templates are a great place to start, especially if you’re not comfortable designing a website completely from scratch. Taking a stock template and changing the images and color scheme can make the site look completely unique.
You can get free templates, many of them open-source, that you can change and customize to suit your needs. There are also plenty of templates you can purchase for prices ranging from $10 up to hundreds of dollars depending on the license offered. Make sure you read the terms of use for any template you use and leave proper attributions in place if required. You can find free and royalty-free stock photography and other images online, as well as photos released under Creative Commons licenses to use in your custom website design. Make sure you familiarize yourself with the terms of each type of CC license before using any images released under them.
Use a Content Management System
Using a content management system (CMS) to manage your website will make your life much easier. There are a variety of CMSs out there, both free and paid. Drupal, Joomla, and Typo3 are just a few examples. WordPress, which is generally thought of primarily as blogging software, also makes an excellent CMS (the WordPress documentation even includes an entire section on using WordPress as a CMS).
Making changes to your website is infinitely easier when you’re using a CMS. Most CMS platforms have plug-ins and widgets to extend their functionality (some have literally thousands of available plug-ins). You can find plug-ins and widgets for just about anything you could want to do with your site, though availability is dependent on which CMS you choose. This is another area where WordPress as a CMS excels; there are more than 4,000 plug-ins and widgets available, and the number is growing all the time.
Deciding on a Color Scheme
Color is a very personal decision. The color scheme you choose for your site will give people an impression of what you and your site are all about, whether you intend it to or not. Knowing the psychological effects different colors have is a good idea before you start choosing which colors you want to use. Here’s a brief rundown of colors and their common associations. Additional information can be found online.
Black, to some extent, has dual meanings. It can be associated with power, elegance, and formality, but can also be linked to death, evil, and mystery. The other colors you use along with black will have an effect on how it’s perceived.
Blue represents loyalty, trust, confidence, intelligence, and faith, making it a good choice for corporate websites.
Brown has long been associated with masculine qualities and is a very stable color.
Gray can be associated with sorrow, security, maturity, and dependability. It’s a very practical color and sometimes considered conservative. With some added silver, gray becomes a much more active color.
Green is the color of growth, harmony, and nature. It’s also associated with safety and dark green is associated with money.
Orange combines the qualities of both red and yellow. It’s tied to joy and happiness, as well as enthusiasm, attraction, success, and determination.
Pink is associated with femininity, love, romance, and friendship.
Purple has the stability of blue and the energy of red and has long been associated with royalty.
Red is a very emotionally intense color, associated with love, energy, danger, war, and power.
White is associated with innocence, purity, goodness, and light. It generally has positive connotations and is associated with cleanliness.
Yellow is associated with cheerfulness and warmth.
Consider carefully which colors you want to use for your site. Study their meanings and the impression they give. If you don’t have a good idea of which colors work well together, I’d strongly recommend using pre-made color schemes. Also avoid using too many colors at once. Pick three or four coordinated colors to use as the primary colors for your site.
A Blog as the Main Focus of Your Website
Right from the beginning, you should have a blog integrated into your website. Blogs are the backbone of any social media campaign. Blogging was one of the first social media technologies to catch on and is still the primary focus of many social media sites. Mainstream media has jumped on the blogging bandwagon in recent years, with everyone from the New York Times to CNN including blogs on their websites.
Blogs have a few distinct advantages when it comes to search engine optimization (SEO). The constantly-updated content keeps search engines returning on a regular basis to look for new content, making it more likely that your content will place well in search results. This also means you don’t have to wait a week or more for new content to be indexed. With just a little bit of active SEO on your part you can improve those results even more and most blogging platforms have plug-ins to help you with optimization.
Integrating With Your Social Media Profiles
Integrating your website with your profiles on the social media sites you use is a great way to get your fans more involved. There are a variety of different plug-ins and widgets you can use to pull your social media profile content onto your site. For example, there are at least a half dozen widgets to use with WordPress that will integrate your Twitter feed.
At a minimum, provide links from your website to your profiles on various social networking sites (for example, Justine Ezarik includes links to get email and RSS updates, to Fave her blog on Technorati, to follow her on Twitter, to subscribe to her on YouTube, and to watch her on Justine.tv; Robert Scoble includes links to his bio on Wikipedia, Blip.tv videos, Dopplr account, Flickr photos, FriendFeed, Kyte videos, personal Google calendar, Qik videos, Twitter account, and Upcoming.org tech event calendar). Linking to these sites allows your fans to friend or follow you and your activities, increasing their involvement in your life and their likelihood of sticking around or talking about you to others.
Photos of Yourself
A photo of yourself is imperative for establishing your online celebrity. Can you think of a single celebrity whom you can’t actually picture in your head? I couldn’t think of any. When I think of an actor, a musician, or anyone else who’s famous, I get an image of their physical appearance in my head. I know what they look like. In a lot of cases, I also know what they sound like (but more on that later).
At a minimum, you need to have at least one high-quality photo of yourself that represents who you are (or who you want to portray yourself as). This is the photo you’ll use as your avatar on every site where you have an account. It’s a good idea to have this just be a headshot. It should also be a good representation of how you look, so you’ll be recognizable in other photos.
Getting Professional Photos Taken
If you can afford it, have professional photos taken. A pro is going to be able to take photos that will show you in your best light. Remember, these photos will potentially be seen by thousands of people—possibly more. When someone goes to your blog, your website, or any of your social media profiles, this is the image they will see. As far as they’re concerned, this is you. A good photographer will run you a few hundred dollars but it’s worth it for good photos.
If you can’t afford a professional photographer, find a friend who is not only proficient with a digital camera, but also with Photoshop or other photo-editing software. Here are a few pointers for getting a great shot:
Take photos outdoors in natural light.
Keep your primary photo simple. There shouldn't be too much going on in the foreground or the background.
Try to pick a somewhat neutral background. Hanging a white sheet up is a good way to get a neutral background.
Wear makeup. Even if you're a guy, some foundation to even out your skin tone is a good idea. Celebrities do this all the time. Even the president wears makeup when he's in front of the camera.
Smile. It makes you look enthusiastic and friendly. Disregard this bit if your chosen persona is darker and moodier.
An Avatar-Friendly Primary Photo
An avatar-friendly photo has a few key traits. First, it’s usually a headshot. This is because avatars are often small, sometimes no larger than sixty pixels square. Trying to fit your entire body into a photo that size will guarantee you’ll be completely unrecognizable.
The composition of the photo should be simple. Make sure the image isn’t “busy” and doesn’t have any elements that distract from the main focus of the image—you. This is where the neutral background comes in handy.
Don’t have your significant other in your primary photo. You want people to recognize you for you. And if you’re doing this right, they likely won’t care about your significant other as much as they care about you. Plus, the second you post a photo that doesn’t include them, your fans may assume you’ve split up or are fighting.
Whether to include your kids or pets in your avatar is a little trickier. If you’re going after pet lovers or are trying to make it as a mommy blogger, including your pet or your kid might help. Then again, there are plenty of mommy bloggers out there who don’t include their kids in their avatar photos. I would suggest if you’re going after pet lovers, including your pet is a good idea. There’s something about seeing people with their dog/ cat/ lizard/snake/ tarantula/ hamster that makes them more endearing to other dog/ cat/ lizard/ snake/ tarantula/ hamster owners.
Personal Information: How Much is Too Much?
This is a tough question to answer. How much personal information should you share? How much are you willing to share? This depends a lot on what you’re looking to get out of your fame. There are plenty of Internet famous people who keep most of their personal lives private. There are others who share just about everything (or at least they appear to). The key to answering this likely lies in your reasons for becoming Internet famous.
If your goal is to gain general fame, you’ll probably want to share a lot about your life. But realize that once something is said on the Internet and is out there, it’s out there forever. The page will be cached somewhere and anyone with a bit of technical know-how will likely be able to dig it up in the future, especially if it’s juicy. Stories about fights, divorces, relationship troubles, gossip, and anything else that might make you cringe is going to be sought after once you’re Internet famous. Think through how much you’re willing to share ahead of time and then stick to your plan. Avoid posting to your blog when you’re angry or upset or under the influence (if you want to write, that’s fine, but save what you write to draft form until you’re in a better mindset).
If your goal is to push a product, service, or cause, the amount of your personal life you put out in the open is completely up to you. Understand that including more information about your day-to-day life is going to make you seem more real to your fans. But just because you choose to keep more things private doesn’t mean your fans won’t care. Throw in tidbits here and there to make yourself more human. One trick to make it seem like you’re sharing your personal life without actually revealing anything too personal is to share your observations about things. Talk about things you see on your way to work, or something you saw on television, or a show you went to, or a song you heard on the radio. These are things that reveal your character to those reading or listening without actually revealing anything private.
As a general rule, the more conservative your audience, the more reserved you should be with your personal affairs. A good rule of thumb is that if you wouldn’t tell something to a person you just met, you should probably give it plenty of consideration before putting it out there on the Internet. Another good rule is to ask yourself what your reaction would be if your mother/ father/ grandmother/ sister/ future employer/ minister/ second-grade teacher were to read it. If you’d react negatively, you may want to reconsider talking about it online. After all, any one of those people could eventually find it and read it, especially if they catch wind of how famous you’re becoming.
Information About Your Products or Services
Of course, if you’re publishing a product or service, you’ll want to provide information about it on your website. Putting an image of your product or you performing your service on your home page or in your side bar is a great way to raise awareness about what you’re offering. In addition, you should also include at least one separate page detailing your offerings. If your product doesn’t have its own website, you’ll want to include more than one page. And if you’re selling a service, including pricing information and extensive product details is a good idea.
Information About Your Organization, Business, Band, Etc.
Whether you’re pushing a product, service, cause, or just yourself, including information about organizations and businesses you’re associated with is a great way to increase your visibility. You can include this in your biography section or on a separate page. If you’re pushing a cause, I would recommend dedicating a page on your website to information about that cause. Including an entire resource section is also helpful and makes it easier for your fans to educate themselves without having to leave your site.
Contact Information
You should always include a way for your fans to contact you. If you’re offering a product or service for sale, including an order form or a form to request more information is a must. You might also want to provide a phone number for customer service and/or orders. Whatever you do, don’t include your home phone number. Including a cell number may be an equally bad idea, though I know of at least one Internet celeb who makes his available on his website. If you goal is Internet fame, setting up a dedicated phone number (and voice mail) is the best way to go if you really want to have a phone number available. If you’re not selling anything, omitting a phone number entirely is probably the best option.
You’re probably wondering whether you should provide your email address or a contact form that keeps your email address private. In either case, you should set up a separate email address for handling website inquiries. This way, you can provide your private email address to friends and family while still allowing fans to contact you. If you do opt to put your email address on your website, don’t make it a hyperlink. Having a linked email address will attract spammers like you wouldn’t believe. They use automated programs to crawl the web finding email addresses. Formatting your address like this: your name [at] your domain [dot] com, will prevent automated bots from finding your address. There are also plug-ins available that use JavaScript or other technologies to make your email address inaccessible to bots.
Make Sure Your Site is Linkable
Make sure that every page on your website is linkable. This means that having a website built entirely in Flash is not the best idea. The same goes for frames (does anyone even use those anymore?) and some Ajax scripts. You want your fans to be able to link to any page on your site from their blog or social media profiles. If they can’t link directly to a page, they may not link at all. Adding link buttons on each page to different social media sites makes it even easier. Depending on which CMS you use, there may be a plug-in to do this automatically.
Other Things to Consider
Make sure you include photos of yourself and your products that your fans can share. If someone is writing a blog post about you, your product, or your cause, they’re often going to want to include a photo. If you don’t provide one, they may either include one from another source (which may or may not be flattering) or use a generic image, which doesn’t help establish your brand.
Include links to online content other than just your social media accounts and profiles. You should include links to any site where you have content or that mentions you in a positive light. Devoting a separate page to this is a good idea, as it may be too much information to include in a sidebar or widget.
Make sure your site is designed in such a way that adding multimedia content is straightforward and simple. Even if you host all your photos on Flickr and your videos on YouTube, you’ll want to embed them on your own site, too. Having a separate page for your multimedia content makes it easier for your fans to find your content.
What You Need to Know
A social-media-friendly website is the starting point of any social media campaign.
Consider hiring a professional to design your website or use a template if you don't have the skills to build it yourself from the ground up.
You'll need at least one photo of yourself for promotional purposes. Make sure it's the best it can be.
Integrate social media sites with your own site from the beginning.
Make it easy for your fans and website visitors to share your content with others through their own social networks.
*****
Chapter 5
Blogging
Your Social Media Backbone
If you plan on becoming Internet famous, you’re going to need at least one blog. It’s possible to become an Internet celebrity with little more than a blog but it’s pretty close to impossible without one. Your blog is where you can engage with your fans on a regular basis and point them to your content elsewhere.
Blogging should be the backbone of any social media presence. A regularly-updated blog with useful information will keep readers coming back. And if you want to be Internet famous, you need to build a following, not just traffic.
The best and worst thing about blogging is that it’s easy. That’s probably why there are so many of them. The truth is, though, most blogs out there are crap. Their owners get bored with them after a week. Or they don’t provide anything useful or interesting. Or they’re just spam blogs filled with stolen content and pay-per-click ads.
To have a successful blog you need three things: a unique platform (this relates back to your niche and your online persona), useful content, and regular updates (whether these are once a week or multiple times a day). Combine those things with decent search engine optimization and you’re already well on your way to developing a popular blog and Internet fame.
Read Other Blogs
If you want to create a popular blog, the first thing you need to do is to read other blogs. You’re probably already doing this. But the next time you’re reading your favorite blog, look at it with a more critical eye. Why do you read it? Does it provide useful information? Is it entertaining? Is it where you get your daily news? Think about how blogs catch your attention and why you keep coming back to them (or add them to your feed reader).
Take a look at other blogs in your niche, especially the more popular ones. What are they writing about? How often do they update? If all of your competitors are updating on a daily basis, you’ll likely need to do the same. If they’re updating once a week, providing more frequent updates might give you an edge. Do they get tons of comments or very few? Some niches naturally have more active comments sections than others. Are their authors engaging with the commenters they get? What are their designs like? Do they all have a similar theme or layout? If so, you may want to consider using a similar theme. When you have answers to all of these questions, it’ll give you a better idea of what your competition is like and possibly how to do things better than them.
Setting Up Your Blog
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4016 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!