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For my mom, who showed me that it’s possible to be an author, entrepreneur, and parent, while making it all look easy

And in memory of my dad, without whom I wouldn’t have taken the first leap toward technology, the Internet, this book, and my own digital future


FOREWORD

By Elisa Camahort Page, Cofounder of BlogHer

In 2006 Betty Friedan died, and my mother told me that Friedan’s book, The Feminine Mystique, had changed her life. Inspired and empowered by that book, my mom entered the workforce and forged an entirely new path for herself, becoming my role model in the process. My mom was at the forefront of a cultural revolution . . . second-wave feminism.

In 2006 another cultural revolution was picking up steam: the digital revolution. New levels of access and new tools were driving an entirely new way of connecting and communicating online. A new way to be heard. And it was particularly inspiring and empowering for women and minority segments of the population who felt otherwise unheard. Locked out by traditional gatekeepers.

All of this new opportunity can be both exhilarating and intimidating.

I may be the cofounder of a digitally-native company, but I can relate.

I am not a digital native. Born in the final official year of the baby boom, I didn’t touch my first computer until I was out of college. I didn’t have an e-mail address until I was thirty-three, nor did I put the “personal” in “personal computer” until I was thirty-eight.

Ironically, I worked in tech, helping deliver to market the equipment that delivered the Internet to homes. But until 2003 it was more theory than practice for me.

Ten years ago, that all changed, and I hopped on the social media train early. In fact, before it was called social media!

I was that person patiently explaining that no, being a blogger didn’t mean I sat in a basement in my pajamas telling you what I had for lunch.

And yes, I really had made good, true friends online, despite never having met them in real life.

I’ve tried to explain things like blogs, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, and Google Plus to a wide range of those I call “regular people.” It’s not easy to show.

How I believe something as simple as a Yahoo! Group for owners of cats with kidney disease helped me extend my cat’s life to twenty years old.

How women from all walks of life are making money for their words and their work. Money that buys their groceries or pays their rent . . . or just enables them to go out to dinner every now and then, or feel less stressed about money day-to-day . . . even during the toughest economic times in most of our adult memories.

How people dealing with the hardships we usually keep to ourselves . . . post-partum mental health issues, infertility, grief, loss, illness, parenting challenges . . . are finding a circle of 24/7 support that doesn’t exist in what geeks affectionately call “meatspace” (aka IRL, in real life). A community of people who opt in to talk about the tough subjects and can always be found. Day in. Day out. In the wee hours. When you know you can’t bend your best friend’s ear or cry on your partner’s shoulder one more time.

How online tools have facilitated revolutions. And social change. And given everyone a voice. You don’t have to listen to every voice. Not everyone will listen to yours. But everyone with a mobile phone, library card, or other access to the Internet can get online and change the(ir) world.

Online has become my go-to space for every aspect of my life, truly integrated. And it has brought me knowledge, entertainment, friendship, support, relationships (including my significant other), and ultimately my life’s work in BlogHer.

Call me utopian, but I think everyone can find that kind of fulfillment and value navigating the Internet, and Sarah Granger can help you chart your course.

Sarah has been online even longer than I have and is at the forefront of many of the new uses for the World Wide Web. I have seen Sarah leverage the power of digital networks and communications for the personal, the political, and the professional. And I have invited her to many BlogHer conferences to share her knowledge and her advice on how we all can traverse this space as gracefully and effectively.

You may be wary of the downsides and pitfalls. You may be scared of the time suck or invasion of your privacy, perhaps the degradation of your offline community.

But you are in control of your destiny here! Use this book and Sarah’s guidance to be the one in charge of—not in thrall to—the wonders of an online life. Use this book to find the inspiration and empowerment enabled by this new cultural revolution.

You’ll be glad you did.


INTRODUCTION

CONNECTING IS JUST THE BEGINNING

“Mystique is rare now, isn’t it? There aren’t that many enigmas in this modern world.”

—Benedict Cumberbatch, English actor

The summer of 2005 found me in a distressing place. I was on vacation in London with my husband—and was six months pregnant with my daughter—when I started experiencing Braxton-Hicks contractions. It wasn’t the first hiccup of the pregnancy. I’d had a mild hemorrhage during the first trimester. Fortunately, after an uncomfortable flight, we made it home to California.

The contractions continued the following week, more than four an hour, so I went to the hospital to be examined. Driving there, every possible worst-case scenario ran through my head. What if I gave birth early? What if my baby couldn’t breathe on her own? The doctors confirmed the early contractions, but I was sent home with medication, destined for bed rest. I had cut back on clients as a digital media strategist due to the early hemorrhage that had led to an earlier bed rest during the first trimester, so I found myself in an unusual position of having nothing to do except lie on the couch and worry. Luckily, I had grown up with computers, so my first reaction was to go online.

With my laptop resting on my swelling belly, I clicked away, seeking answers to my questions and comfort for my concerns. What is the difference between Braxton-Hicks contractions and the “real” ones? How do new mothers cope with raising preemies? I found myself on the March of Dimes website, exploring their “Share Your Story” community, a place where pregnant women and new parents blogged about their experiences with early contractions and/or preterm labor as well as premature births.

As I read these blogs by other women like me, I felt an immediate connection. It was as if I were suddenly reunited with long-lost friends. I felt at home, no longer alone on my couch. And although I spent a lot of time feeling fearful of the unknown, crying over the stories some women shared of babies they had lost and some who overcame incredible odds, it still felt better to be in the virtual company of others who understood my concerns. As the weeks passed, I celebrated completing each week with these women, and I edged closer to a safe delivery date. When they were sad, I commented on their blogs with encouraging words. When I shared my fears, they lifted me up. I became a part of this very real, very necessary community online.

Once I reached thirty-seven weeks, I relaxed a bit, knowing that my daughter was in the safe zone and that my pregnancy was now considered full-term. I looked forward to giving birth so I could get up off the couch and figure out a new normal as a parent. Little did I know what I was yet to face. My daughter was born two weeks late, and I suffered complications during delivery that injured some major pelvic nerves, causing excruciating pain. So instead of jumping off the computer and into motherhood, I sank into a serious depression. I was unable to sit without feeling like I was on a bed of nails or stand without feeling like there was an anvil in my abdomen. This left me dejected, scared, and even more alone than before, while attempting to care for my newborn daughter.

The blog that I had assumed I would easily abandon became a new source of comfort. Because those women knew and understood pain and loss, I didn’t have to hide what I was going through like I did when I spoke with people in my offline life. (Let’s face it—most people just wanted to see photos of my new baby and hear about how happy I was to be a new mother.) Somehow, it was easier to be myself, knowing there was no professional connection that might suffer or personal friend I might alienate.

During the first year of my daughter’s life, I was in so much pain I couldn’t even stand up long enough to wait four minutes for the toaster to toast a piece of bread. It was too painful to walk from the kitchen to the living room couch, so I often opted to lie on the floor. I’ll never forget how humbling it was to lie there, eyes closed, imagining I was somewhere other than my kitchen floor.

So again, in order to have an outlet away from my physical pain, I turned to blogging. A new blog had just launched where I live called The Silicon Valley Moms Blog. I thought, Hey, I’m a mom in Silicon Valley. I’ve blogged before. Why not give it a try? I started slowly, gradually writing about parenting, Silicon Valley culture, daily life, whatever seemed to fit the blog. Then as I became more comfortable, I began writing on other topics like the arts, technology, politics, whatever interested me.

I found my voice as a blogger. The blog was my outlet, allowing me to focus my mind away from the pain. I started my own blog at Sairy.com, based on a nickname a friend had given me in high school. Eventually, I started another pseudonymous blog about pudendal neuralgia, the diagnosis I received for my nerve injuries and pelvic pain. I didn’t post there often, but I shared what I could about what I was going through with all of the various treatments I tried that failed and how I persevered onto the next.

I slowly began healing from what would become a long-term chronic pain condition—but the progress was incredibly slow. For each day of a normal person’s recovery from pregnancy, it took me a year to cover the same territory. As my daughter grew into a toddler, I began blogging for more sites and resuming my work advising organizations on how the Internet and social media could help them. I gained momentum blogging for a few of these organizations and for The Huffington Post, and I became involved in the BlogHer blogging network. I made friends, and I found a renewed purpose.

This wasn’t my first experience with the digital world. Far from it. My dad bought our first computer, an Apple II+, when I was nine years old. “This is the future, and I want you to learn it,” he said as I stared wide-eyed at the shiny new machine on the table. I quickly became enthralled by the mystique of the computer and its potential. My natural curiosity, blended with the continuing evolution of technology, challenged me to master an understanding of the hardware and software, learning programming skills and network architecture so I could visualize what was happening behind the magic curtain of the monitor screen. As I learned more, I was enraptured by the power of the technology and what it could do for my life and the lives of others. Enabled early by these tools, I became a first-generation digital native.

By age ten, I was chatting with neighbor friends by modem. At fourteen, I made friends from all around Kansas City through local bulletin board systems (BBSes) including my first boyfriend. At seventeen, I secured my first Internet e-mail address. By nineteen, I was studying computer engineering while working as a part-time system administrator in college. By age twenty, my first major paper about technology was published, followed by several online articles.

After graduating, I followed my tech dreams to Silicon Valley, where I worked in IT and Internet startups, followed by several years as an online communications and digital strategy consultant. By the time I gave birth to my daughter at age thirty-two, Facebook was gaining traction in the social media world. I joined Twitter the following year. That’s the abridged version of my digital life. The real story is told through the relationships I built through these technologies along the way.

Community is what makes the Web what it is: connections between tens, hundreds, thousands, millions, and billions of people. While the Internet often connects us one-on-one, it also introduces us to new networks and provides endless opportunities for exploration, learning, and sharing. If we don’t want to share, we don’t have to share. The best part is: we get to choose.

After I became an active member of the Kansas City BBS community in 1987, I met a girl named Angi, who quickly became my best friend. She got married a few years later and we lost touch. I went off to college in Michigan, where I spent most of my time on my umich.edu Internet account, out of reach from the KC BBS world. Years passed and our lives changed, but I often thought of her. One day, twenty years later, she found me on Facebook. I can’t begin to express how happy I was at the moment I received the alert. It was like discovering a long-lost sister. I accepted her invitation immediately, we were instantly reunited as if no time had passed, and now we keep in touch often. That one renewed connection with one person made it worth all of the hours I had spent traversing the digital universe, and that is only one example of how my life has been enriched through these connections.

Thirty years after I first ventured online as a nine-year-old, I came to realize that I was no longer just one node on a small network. As a blogger, I became part of something truly amazing—an enduring community of people from all walks of life who supported each other through a wide range of challenges. There is no way to quantify that kind of nurturing community. My daughter is now eight years old, and many of the women who befriended me during those trying first two years after her birth are still my close friends. My online support network became the source of my offline sanity, and that’s what brought me through the pain and its companion, depression. More than that, my outlook changed. I’d always been an advocate of the power of the Internet in supporting causes, campaigns, and initiatives, but I hadn’t taken the time to stop and think about how it could help individuals in their daily lives. The digital universe—the Internet and everything connected to it through wires and airwaves—is full of these communities. Millions of them. Combined with the brilliance of the technology itself, these communities comprise the source of the real mystique, opportunity, and possibility.

I did not choose the title of this book, The Digital Mystique, without carefully considering the obvious comparison to The Feminine Mystique. Whereas Betty Friedan’s exploration of the feminine mystique centers on a mysterious, unreachable feminine concept, the digital world we’ll examine is ripe with a different kind of mystique—elusive and exciting. The beauty of this comparison is that women dominate social networks, and collaboration—generally considered a feminine trait—is at the core of this emerging digital construct. I believe we have an unprecedented opportunity to open up and democratize communications and communities online through collaboration, aiding in a grander cultural movement toward equality for all through a forum where anyone can participate. The Feminine Mystique is about breaking cultural barriers; The Digital Mystique is about opening new cultural doors.

What was once only possible to say to someone by a letter carried for many months by ships across the sea can now be transmitted through the air in a matter of nanoseconds. We now have the ability to expand our horizons, deepen our relationships, and learn more about our world than ever before. This is the true power of the Internet—connecting people at a personal level. It’s about helping others, improving each of our lives, gradually, online, with a variety of tools developed over many years. Now is the time for you to engage online and create new meaning for your life in the process. By reading and acting on the stories, examples, and lessons in this book, your life can become richer and fuller online and off, in ways you may not be able to imagine right now.

I never planned to become an expert on online life, a social media influencer, or a digital thought leader. The mere concepts didn’t exist when I first learned to program computers. I just wanted to do something that mattered, and learn along the way. None of this would have happened without that first computer and the nudge my dad gave me to try it out and explore. From there, the digital mystique took over, and the path of my life changed completely. Now it’s your turn, and I look forward to our journey together.


CHAPTER ONE

.YOU

“I am so clever that sometimes I don’t understand a single word of what I am saying.”

—Oscar Wilde, Irish writer and poet

I’ll call her Glenda—my friend since age five. We grew up in the same neighborhood, attended nearby schools, shared many ups and downs through our awkward teen years, and stayed in touch as adults. She got married, spent most of her twenties raising her three kids, then went back to college to finish her degree after her youngest child was in grade school. When she first joined Facebook, her goal was to build an online presence for her business as a family therapist. She felt scared, and she came to me with questions about how much to show about herself, what to write, what not to write. I was just glad to see her online. I encouraged her to experiment, but I understood her concerns and did not think it made sense to push her too far. She started out slowly, keeping her personal account totally private, only using it to connect on her business page with potential patients.

Three years ago, she got divorced, and she found herself with more time and a new sense of freedom. After a couple of months, she started sharing more photos on Facebook with family and close friends. She began texting me jokes and e-mailing me ideas. I could see her slowly coming out of her shell and gaining comfort online. When she remarried two years later, she realized she needed to update her digital persona for her new last name and blended family. She found the nuance behind creating digital content to be frustrating at times, but she was savvy enough by then to understand the importance of getting it right. Her new online identity reflects who she is now, and it’s helping her stay in touch with family and friends, as well as build her business.

Every time you go online, websites indirectly ask the question, “Who are you?” Each site gathers information about you in order to determine how best to address your needs, and each visitor viewing information you post wants to know a little more about what makes you tick. Developing your online persona is an important first step in your journey, regardless of how actively you manage your digital identity.

Rather than entering into a philosophical discussion about the essence of you, take a look around your house, apartment, or any personal space that defines you. Think about the personal choices you have made so that this space reflects you and your personality. That’s what you want your digital home to reflect. That’s what this chapter is about—building a digital identity that is true to how you see yourself. That helps others to find and learn more about you.

Over the past ten years, I’ve spent a lot of time advising various types of leaders on social media strategy for their professional lives. Many of these leaders have public lives as elected officials or advocates. I don’t ask them what they want their Twitter account to say or how often they want to post on their blog. I ask them what their vision is and what their goals are. We all have goals in our personal and professional lives, and we all have ideas of the images we wish to show our friends and colleagues.

Through this work, I’ve learned that often it takes time to teach people why showing themselves online is worthwhile. I’ve encountered a great deal of fear—some of it warranted, some of it not—and the common theme is to worry too much about what other people think and expect and to shut down thoughts of self-expression online because of the impression that criticism is much harsher in this environment. I’d like to dispel this notion and take several steps back before we get to the subject of engaging with other people. First and foremost: It’s your life, and you can control your image online. That includes any content created by you or written about you, photos of you, audio files of your voice, and videos.

Introducing .YOU

The minute you step into the digital domain—whether you call it the Internet, the Web, or some other name—you begin leaving footprints. I don’t mean this to sound eerie; it’s more like stepping off a plane onto a new continent. It’s exciting to visit, and you can’t wait to see places, meet people, explore new sights and sounds. Because of the architecture of this new continent, your footprints are tracked, measured, logged, and analyzed instantly by computers. Most websites, applications, and networks automatically keep records of what you do there in order to be the most useful to you and in order to build better future applications and to personalize your experience on their sites.

Robert Scoble and Shel Israel, authors of The Age of Context, refer to the “five forces . . . mobile, social media, data, sensors, and location.” These can be viewed as five senses through which you can be identified. Physical devices that you use matter too—your computer, smartphone, or any other devices you use that connect to the Internet (your car radio, health monitoring bracelet, whatever)—are all included in the equation, as part of what’s known as the Internet of Things. Each thing connected to the Internet, whether it’s a Kindle or a kid, produces activity online that’s categorized and computed, producing a bigger picture of who’s doing what in the digital world.

Once you reach your online destination—for example, a travel blog—you can read and comment on the content on that site. Your comment becomes a lasting record of your digital journey, a part of what the Web knows as .YOU. You have a choice: Do you want the Internet’s records, data collected by applications and used by search engines, to create a picture of you that is comprised only of fragments of content that you leave here and there, like footprints and candy wrappers? Or do you want to build a digital identity that suits your persona, created, curated and controlled primarily by you?
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At any point in your digital life, you can actively choose to create new content, planting a flag on this new continent. You can move the flag around until you decide where to build a home, or you can use social networks to build one for you. If you’re like most people, you already have an e-mail address and at least one social media account, like Facebook. You’ve surfed the Web, you’ve liked some posts, you’ve shared some articles. That’s what the digital world can show others about you. Some people don’t see the need to go beyond that point, and that’s fine, but I suspect you want to do more, and it’s likely you have already.

Building a digital identity takes time. I started out so early online that I didn’t consciously ponder the concept for several years, until websites became mainstream. By then, I had my own website, domain, and several e-mail addresses. A few years later, blogs came along, followed by social networks. Ever the digital connoisseur, I tried them all. Now if you search for me online, you’ll find thousands of entries, in addition to plenty of content about other Sarah Grangers (such as a 19th century LDS/Mormon women’s rights leader, a novelist in the gay romance genre, and a parenting columnist). But since I’ve taken the time to craft the right kinds of digital content, the first entry that comes up for me is my website—the first room I want people to see when they visit my digital home. Anyone who wants to learn about me can go there; it’s the seat of my digital identity.

Owning Your Digital Identity

There are a few important things you should consider doing if you want to carve out a space for yourself online. Centering around your name usually makes this process easier. When I was trying to decide on domain names and business names a long time ago, a good friend of mine, Laz Potter, who runs a web design and development business, gave me a great piece of advice. He said: “Your name is how people remember all that you do. It is always attached to you, no matter where you work. Put your energies there.” So I did.

I was lucky enough to be online at an early point in the life of the Internet because I was able to purchase three domains that relate to my name: sarahgranger.com, grangers.com, and sairy.com. If I had been quicker about it, I could have probably bought sarah.com when I was in high school, but the idea didn’t occur to me. One of my high school friends was quicker—he bought dan.com, scoring major geek cred, and you can bet he’ll keep that domain for the rest of his life. So if you can get a domain with some version of your name or nickname followed by .com or even .net or .org, go for it. Even if you just reserve it and point it to another website or Facebook page later, it will make finding you much easier for people. And it’s fun to have!

This approach also translates to naming conventions with social networks. I have facebook.com/sarahgranger and Twitter.com/sarahgranger and Linkedin.com/in/sarahgranger. I still have a five-letter domain, sairy.com, and the username @sairy on Twitter, but for professional use, I knew that I wanted search engines to find my articles and projects via my name. Now everything is at sarahgranger.com or @sarahgranger or some sort of /sarahgranger on social networks, if they were available when I signed up. I wish I had them all matching, but I link them all on the home page of my website, so anyone who wants to find me on those social networks can easily do so. Be as consistent as you can so your friends can find you more easily.

Creating your online presence is like building a house—your front door and entry area should be whatever primary digital destination you choose, like your website, Tumblr page, About.me page or Facebook page. Each social network you join is akin to adding a room to your house, connected to that main entry. Your Instagram room could be a photo gallery including your favorite family memories; your Twitter room could be a collection of interesting books and articles you share with your followers. All of these different “rooms” in your house will fit together as a colorful mosaic of your online life.

Think about Oprah. She’s often used as an example of a successful woman for a variety of reasons. Everyone knows who she is and what she stands for, and she has worked hard to make that happen. So if you search for “Oprah” online, you’ll find that the first search results that come up are all owned and controlled by her—they are all rooms in her online house. You’ll see oprah.com, The Oprah Show, and the Oprah Winfrey Network, OWN. On the day I searched for her, the next entry was her Twitter page—more content controlled by her. After that was her Wikipedia page and her Internet Movie Database (IMDB) page, both edited by others.

Now, you may think that this is meaningless because you don’t have the resources that Oprah has to create a website, but that’s not completely true. Search engines are configured to look for content you create, websites can be built for free, most social networks are free to join, and they look for original content linked to names, so it is possible to become the first name listed when someone searches for you online.

Most of us have become so accustomed to searching the Internet, we don’t think about how search engines actually work, but they are pretty incredible tools. One of my college friends figured out early (around 1994) that Internet search would become increasingly more important, so he went on to study the topic in graduate school. I remember him describing the challenge of search to me: It took immense amounts of space and computing power to store enough information to search the entire Internet, so he wanted to figure out how to do it more efficiently. The result of his research: Google. His name was Larry Page, and along with Sergey Brin, he revolutionized how we search the Web.
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Search engines seem to contain a great deal of digital mystique, but the truth is that search engines are just computer programs. They work based on highly defined algorithms orchestrated to find the best content for each search. As a result, the practice of Search Engine Optimization (SEO) evolved to hone your digital content so that it accurately attracts search engines. SEO has changed over time and will continue to change as search engines are refined and search technology advances. The following is advice from Jaelithe Judy, an SEO expert and blogger whom I’ve worked with in the past:

To boost search traffic, you should focus on making your content current, relevant, and authoritative.

Current means frequently updated. Search engines do not want to provide outdated information to their users.

Relevant means your content should be highly relevant to the specific topics you expect your potential readers or customers to search for. If you were searching for the subject matter that you wanted people to see, what would you type into a search engine? Make sure that those words appear somewhere, clearly, in your writing, preferably in an important and visible place, like the title or the URL of a blog post.

Authoritative means you should position yourself as a voice of authority on your subject of choice. Search engines want to send their users to good, reliable sources of information. So ask yourself two questions: 1. How long has the provider of this information been around? 2. How many other people already consider this provider to be an authority?

It’s also helpful to link to your own content from other sites or social media accounts you control. For example, if as a blogger you write a guest post on another blog, include a link back to your own blog.






Have you ever “googled” (searched for) yourself online? What did you find? It’s useful to do this every so often so you know what other people can see about you. This is often called a “vanity search,” but I think of it more as a reflective search, a necessary process to maintain your awareness of what your online footprint has become.

Entering the Realm of Social Networks

Of course web search isn’t everything, but it’s a good place to start the conversation. You don’t need to have an actual website—say, janeelizabethdoe.com—with photos of you and information, but you do need to think about where you want your primary home to be. Where’s the first place people will look for information about you? Do you want them to find you first on Facebook? LinkedIn? Do you want a blog? Of U.S. adults who are online, more than 67 percent are now on social networks. Some 71 percent of women online use social networks, and 62 percent of men use them. Social networks now come in a variety of forms, but each has a different style and type of audience.

Facebook users tend to be used more by women, generally over age twenty-five, emphasizing personal relationships; Google Plus users are primarily men sharing information and images (although this is changing); MySpace tends to be more for artists and musicians; Twitter lends itself to a wide range of people but focuses mostly on news and media and the sharing of real-time events; LinkedIn targets specifically professional connections and leans more male; Path is ostensibly for “close friends” and has a variety of sharing mechanisms including sharing whatever music you’re listening to at the moment; Foursquare shares location-based information—where you ate for lunch, or what gallery you visited while traveling. These social networks started out with basic information sharing or answering the simple question: “What are you doing?”

Choosing the right online home for you stems from what your goals are, and you have to keep in mind that the roles of these types of sites change over time. But I don’t want you to get hung up on that right now. For most people, I’d suggest either a website, a blog, or a Facebook page. If it helps for you to keep visuals in your mind while pondering these concepts, pick one of those as your image for your online home.

Putting the Personal in Your User Profile

Now think about what you want to have in your online home that reflects the parts of you as an individual. What images do you see? Put together photos of you, your family, you with friends, your physical home, your pets, your work, your hobbies, your activities, and your favorite things. Gather those images into one place. You don’t necessarily ever need to post them online, but it will help you put together a picture of what best represents you. And if you already have a website or a Facebook profile, take a look at what you have there. What’s missing that might show a more well-rounded picture of you to your friends and colleagues?

The next step is to draft a basic written profile. You may not need this for every social network, but it helps you clarify what you’re showing to the rest of the world. According to a University of Texas study, “self-reported personality traits are accurately reflected in online social networks such as Facebook.” In other words, the pervasive culture online is to be authentic about who you are offline when you’re online. Remember that when working on any profile summary or blurb online.

If you prefer short and sweet, you can aim for 140 to 160 characters, like something that would be on Twitter. If you prefer longer, you can write a 2 to 4 paragraph bio about yourself. The point here is to put together some of the primary pieces of information you would like to share. You can make it just the facts, or you can have fun with it. Remember: It should reflect your personality and your goals for being online. I usually start by making a list of terms or phrases I want to include. Here is an example of what I could use if I were selecting keywords for a draft profile:

SARAH GRANGER

Author, speaker, social media pioneer, blogger, entrepreneur, techie, connector

Wife, mother, figure skater, arts lover

World traveler, lives in Silicon Valley, originally from Kansas City

Now you can see how this easily translates into a social media profile. I typically tweak these terms and create a profile that is current, relevant, and authoritative, stemming from SEO best practices. I choose what I include based on the number of characters or words allowed in the profile summary and what the average length of profiles tends to be. For Facebook and Google Plus, it’s longer. For LinkedIn, it’s more of a professional summary, and, for Instagram and Twitter, it’s more succinct.

Here’s another example that I like to share. Katie Stanton is a friend of mine who I admire for many reasons, not the least of which is her ability to create short and (literally) sweet profile summaries. Here’s her Twitter bio:

Twitter Globetrotter. Mom of 3. Macaron connoisseur.

Katie (@katies) is the International VP at Twitter, and she’s currently living in Paris. She travels the world on behalf of the company and focuses on expanding Twitter’s reach. She’s brilliant, she’s an actively engaged parent, and she’s a lot of fun. So rather than just creating a bland profile that says her title is Vice President, that she worked at the White House, and that she’s got kids, etc., she had some fun with her profile, picking a favorite dessert that reflects where she’s living. When she was in California, her profile read “cupcake connoisseur.” Now it’s macarons (not to be confused with macaroons). She uses three short descriptive phrases to illustrate the various aspects of her life. And although there’s much more to her than what she selected to showcase, you can learn that by reading her tweets.

Another friend of mine, Cynthia Liu, has a more detailed but still creative and informative profile summary. She’s a parent, an education advocate, a blogger, and a filmmaker. Her profile reflects each of these things, without being overbearing.

Eat. Mother. Write. Read. Re-write. Film. Repeat.

Project Involve Fellow, 2010. Writer/dir, ALIEN ABDUCTION

(about our fear of the Other).

Writing a good profile summary about you can take time, so don’t expect it to be perfect the first time you write it, and don’t expect it to stay the same forever. Change is part of life, so our online profiles will evolve to reflect those changes. The keys to writing a good summary or bio are: 1) be authentic, 2) be clear and concise, 3) allow a little flavor. That flavor can be a nickname, a hobby, the place where you live, an organization you work with, a favorite food, or whatever else you think will help others remember you—but it should be something unique. And always remember that you know your story best. You can tell that story online in whatever form you feel most befits who you are and what you want to achieve with your time online.

Profile summaries generally come in handy for social networks like Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, Pinterest, and Instagram, as well as personal websites and blogs, where you’ll generally want to have a longer bio. Another place you can create a mini-profile is in your e-mail signature, if you so choose. Most people just use signatures for professional communications, but sometimes people will put a favorite quote along with their name, e-mail address, and phone number at the bottom of e-mail messages to add flavor and to clearly display basic contact information.

Strike a Pose—Profile Photos

Here are a few quick tips about selecting profile photos. First: Only post photos that you would be comfortable having published in the local or national newspaper. If you are featured in a newspaper, that’s where they’ll go to find images of you. And really, don’t you want to show only your best face to people who know you anyway?

Second: Please do me (and everyone else) a favor, and don’t use a photo of you that has half of someone else’s head cropped out of it. Take a little more time and find a good photo that doesn’t have you physically attached to another person. If you don’t have one, find someone to take one. You’ll feel better about it later. (In some cases, I think it’s fine to have a photo of you and your husband, for example, as your Facebook profile photo, but I generally advise against including another person in your photo unless that person is directly associated with you by most anyone who knows you.)

Third: If you have children, think very carefully about whether you want photos of them posted publicly with you. This is an area where some parents have differing opinions and make various choices, but remember that once those photos are public, they can be archived online, and, even if you remove them, people may be able to find them. We will go into this more in Chapter Four: The Kids Are Online, but realize that these are important personal choices that you make when you are creating your online persona.

Some other tips about photos of yourself online: Think about how much skin you’re showing. This we’ll cover a bit in the chapter about engaging with professional colleagues online, but just remember that these days, prospective employers (and customers) will look you up online. If they see a photo of too much cleavage or belly, or, if you’re a man and you happen to have a photo without a shirt, just remember that, even if it was no big deal at the time and the photo was at a friend’s pool or on vacation or whatever, these photos can be seen by anyone. Make sure profile photos are tasteful, and, when you do share more casual photos with friends, think twice before publishing the ones with too much skin. There are private areas online where you can get away with that, but, as a general rule, just don’t do it.

The Key Ingredient—Authenticity

Authenticity is the key to a successful digital life. In my twelve years of blogging, this is the most important lesson I have learned. The more you are willing to show who you are as a person, the more fulfilling your online experiences will become. But this doesn’t mean you have to start out by blurting everything about yourself to the world online. Pick and choose the parts you want others to see. This is one of the best things about our lives online—we do have control over a great deal of what is shown about us. Take a moment and think about what words your closest friends would use to describe you. Those are some of the aspects of the authentic you.

Studies are now finding that people tend to show their true selves on Facebook. I think this is a good thing. Sometimes this takes a little bit of courage, but I’ll show more examples throughout the book as to why this is helpful. I like to think about it in terms of reciprocity. If you show others more of yourself, they will in turn do the same for you. Then relationships deepen and everyone gets more out of their interactions and time invested online. Remember, you control your life online. What you put out there about yourself is inevitably your choice.

The Sharing Culture

The people who first built the Internet worked in government and universities and did it in the spirit of information sharing. That’s why it’s easy to connect new devices to the Internet. We all want to find information, learn, and explore, and most of us also want to share. Sharing is a part of life, whether it’s sharing where you went to dinner with a friend, your favorite recipe, or your opinion on an important issue. All of these things require putting a part of yourself out there and being actively engaged, even if just a little bit. Sharing is a term that’s used a lot when describing what people do online, but it should not be discounted. It is one of the most important concepts behind the world online, just as it is offline.

Like kindergarteners standing up and sharing during show-and-tell for the first time, adults learning to share in the digital world can find it scary at first, and it’s okay to be cautious, taking it slowly. The communities you find on the Internet—on websites, blogs, and social networks—are just like offline communities in that you might want to take some time to observe and get to know them first before sharing too much. When you do begin sharing your own thoughts, images, and ideas online, keep in mind the concept of getting out of it what you put into it. I learned this concept as a volunteer in various organizations and later as a blogger. For me, social media has been the gift that keeps on giving, in a real way, because the sharing economy reaps many benefits for all who participate. Just remember to start slowly and build up your content gradually over time.

I’m naturally an introvert, and I sometimes have difficulties talking to new people in person. When I first started frequenting BBSes online (much like today’s blogs), I was terribly nervous about how to talk to people, so sometimes I just read what others had to say before chiming in and sharing my thoughts on whatever topics were being discussed. I highly encourage this. Unfortunately, many people continue this behavior for so long that it becomes a type of crutch—particularly on networks like Facebook. These people are called “lurkers.” Lurkers go online only to see what everybody else is doing and only rarely share what’s going on in their own lives. And as a result, lurking can sometimes get them in trouble.
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