
    
      
        [image: cover]
      

    

  
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
    
      THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO MAGAZINE WRITING

      From writing irresistible queries to landing your first assignment — all you need to build a successful career

      Kim Kavin

      
        [image: logo]
      

    

  
    
Copyright ©2007, F+W Publications, Inc. All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

An Everything® Series Book.

Everything® and everything.com® are registered trademarks of F+W Publications, Inc.

Published by Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc. 57 Littlefield Street, Avon, MA 02322 U.S.A. www.adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-59869-241-0

ISBN 13: 978-1-59869-241-9 (paperback)

ISBN 13: 978-1-60550-277-9 (EPUB)

Printed in the United States of America.

J I H G F E D C B A

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available from the publisher.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

— From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases. For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.

The  Series
Editorial






	Publisher
	Gary M. Krebs



	Director of Product Development
	Paula Munier



	Managing Editor
	Laura M. Daly



	Associate Copy Chief
	Sheila Zwiebel



	Acquisitions Editor
	Lisa Laing



	Development Editor
	Katie McDonough



	Associate Production Editor
	Casey Ebert




Production






	Director of Manufacturing
	Susan Beale



	Associate Director of Production
	Michelle Roy Kelly



	Prepress
	Erick DaCosta Matt LeBlanc



	Design and Layout
	Heather Barrett Brewster Brownville Colleen Cunningham Jennifer Oliveira



	Series Cover Artist
	Barry Littmann





Visit the entire Everything® Series at www.everything.com

The  Guide to Magazine Writing

Dear Reader,

I love writing for magazines. The work offers chances to create short, funny blurbs as well as long, hard-hitting features. Magazines focus on everything from celebrity gossip to do-it-yourself bathroom remodeling. They are staffed by some of the most creative, intelligent, and inquisitive people on the planet.

On the flip side, magazine writing today offers increasing challenges for writers. Contracts are so complicated that you sometimes need a lawyer just to sign them. Accounting snafus make it tough to get paychecks on time. Demands for total copyright ownership can force writers to work longer hours just to earn the same amount of money.

In my years as a magazine writer and editor, I've learned a lot of things that can ease the nitty-gritty of getting the job done — and that can help to bring extra jobs your way. I hope this book gives you all the insights you need to build a successful magazine-writing career, whether you want to see your byline in print a few times or plan to launch a full-time freelance magazine-writing business.

May your nut grafs be strong, your quotes meaty, and your query letters accepted. I look forward to seeing your work on newsstands everywhere!

Kim Kavin



  
    
      

      
        For my sister, Michelle Kavin, one of the truly great writers
      

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Important sound bytes of information

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.
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      Quick handy tips

      You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.
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      Urgent warnings

      We now have well over 300 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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      Solutions to common problems
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      Top Ten Magazine-Writing Mistakes to Avoid

      
        	Missing deadlines: Always make your deadlines, and beat them when you can.

        	Existing in the shadows: Half of being a successful magazine writer is marketing yourself through contests and writers' groups.

        	Failing to recycle your notes: Most assignments can be spun into several stories for various magazines, with minimal effort by you.

        	Giving away your rights: Magazine-writing contracts want more and more from writers, including indemnity from lawsuits. Protect yourself legally.

        	Settling for low pay: Getting an assignment is exciting, but it's also a business proposition. Don't just accept the offered paycheck. Negotiate for more.

        	Reporting inaccurately: You may be the finest wordsmith since Longfellow, but if you can't keep the facts straight, you'll be out of business in a flash.

        	Keeping messy files: Being an editor's writer of choice means having all your notes and previous articles at the ready for answering questions quickly.

        	Working for free: Magazine editors on tight budgets may try to get extra work from you without extra pay. Insist on compensation.

        	Being a squeaky wheel: There's nothing wrong with befriending an editor, but nobody likes a writer who calls daily with complaints.

        	Writing badly: If you can't keep readers' attention, editors will stop calling. Develop a voice, know your subject matter, and tell your stories well.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      [image: illustration] READERS BUY ABOUT 360 million copies of magazines in the United States each year. Considering that there are just shy of 300 million people living in the country, that's an awful lot of reported newsstand and subscription sales.

      You know a lot of the titles well, from Fortune to Entertainment Weekly and Woman's Day. Studies show that nearly 85 percent of people above the age of eighteen read magazines, with celebrity news, fashion, and home furnishings among their favorite subjects. What you may not know, though, is that consumer magazines make up just one-third of the total magazine market. There are more than 18,000 magazines being published in the United States as of this printing, and only about 6,300 of them are titles you might find in your local supermarket or bookstore. The rest are trade, academic, technical, and online titles, publications such as Human Resources Magazine, Professional BoatBuilder, and Diabetes Forecast.

      If you're an aspiring writer, this information could not be more encouraging. There are countless opportunities to get your words into print, and reader demand has never been stronger for your insights on everything from politics to needlepoint. Even better, while it may be challenging to break into the best-known magazines, fully two-thirds of the titles out there have circulations of less than 500,000 readers. That means there are literally thousands of editors seeking to grow their circulations by publishing interesting articles. Offer these editors well-thought-out ideas, and you're likely to win assignment after assignment.

      What prevents many talented wordsmiths from making the most of this situation is a failure to recognize that magazine writing is a business. Make no mistake about this fact: Magazine advertising brought in an estimated $23 billion in 2005, the last year for which statistics are available. Publishers produce magazines to earn a profit, plain and simple.

      You, the writer, fit into this equation by filling the magazine's pages with compelling content, which in turn draws a readership base that gets advertisers excited. You may be called a freelancer, a stringer, or a contributing editor, but at the end of the day you are an independent contractor hired as part of the magazine's overall economic plan. Every assignment you agree to write is, at its core, a business deal between you and your editor.

      To be a successful magazine writer, then, you need to know as much about your business as you do about your craft. There are contracts to be vetted, pay rates to be negotiated, and copyright issues to be debated. Every magazine's mission statement, style, and competition are different, and you need to know how your writing fits into the mix. Editors have unique personalities, and you must get the attention of those who control the best assignments. When all of that is done, you need to actually produce the stories. And you'd better do so eloquently, accurately, and on time.

      Indeed, a lot more goes into being a magazine writer than knowing how to turn a catchy phrase. By reading this book, you will learn about the realities that combine the craft and the business of getting words into print. You will discover not just how to be a better writer, but also how to be a financially successful one.

      Remember: Readers buy about 360 million magazines in the United States every year. Here's hoping your sentences are among those they find most memorable in the issues to come.

    

  
    
      1

      
      The Magazine Writer's Role

      You may want to be a magazine writer because you're good at writing stories. That's a fine place to start, but more and more magazines are demanding that writers do far more than just write stories. As the companies that own magazines diversify into Internet, television, and other forms of media, they are insisting that magazine writers diversify, too. There are a lot of writers out there who can do so, and they are your competition.

      
You're a Content Provider

      The job of a magazine writer used to be fairly straightforward: Find an interesting topic, interview people about it, and then put everything you learn into a compelling feature that will keep readers turning the magazine's pages. The work required a solid foundation in journalism, summed up as the ability to report and write. End of story.

      Those reporting and writing skills are still a huge part of the magazine writer's role today, but they have become more of a foundation than a total job description for the most successful writers in the business. Increasingly, magazine publishers are referring to writers as “content providers.” They see the magazine writer as more of an information collector, someone whose work they can use in multiple ways.

      What a Content Provider Does

      Consider the role of a writer for a magazine like In Style, which covers celebrity news and fashion. Say the writer gets a scoop about a hot celebrity's new boyfriend. The writer may still land an assignment to write an article that runs in the monthly magazine on newsstands everywhere, but that same writer may also be asked to create a “teaser article” that will run on the magazine's Web site as a promotion before the article appears in print. And, since we're talking about a celebrity, the writer may also be asked to discuss her article on one of the many television shows that feature movie-star news, such as Entertainment Tonight. The magazine may even ask the writer to attend a star-studded movie-premiere cocktail party and mingle among the guests, promoting the upcoming feature in the process.
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          Why do more and more magazine publishers think of writers as content providers?
        

        Because huge media corporations own and control more magazines than ever. These same corporations also own television shows and Internet companies, and they want writers to put their stories to work not just for the magazine, but for all of the corporation's media outlets.

      

      At this point, the magazine writer is not only tasked with crafting a full-length feature article, but also with writing an advertorial-style, Web-friendly snippet; with being able to speak articulately and look fashionable on camera; and with being able to socialize as a human advertisement for the upcoming feature. These are not exactly the skills most journalists possess or even have in mind when they set out to write for magazines, nor are they the kinds of things you're likely to learn in a typical journalism school.

      Adapting to This New Approach

      Indeed, if you are like most would-be magazine writers, you simply enjoy the job of writing. You probably have a few favorite magazines that you like to read more than any others, and you believe that you can contribute to the ongoing conversation that those magazines have, in print, with their readers.

      Sometimes you can do just that, and nothing else. Not every magazine writer, after all, becomes a darling of the publisher and is asked to speak on camera and attend glitzy events. (Or even less celebrity-studded parties, if you're talking about a publication like Fine Woodworking Magazine that doesn't typically have movie-star red carpets at its gatherings.) And not all magazines have gone this path of pushing writers into ever-expanding roles. In some cases, you can be a writer and nothing else.

      The day is coming, though, when you may no longer have that choice — and as you enter the magazine-writing business, you need to understand that probability. Many, many magazines have found financial success by following the business model that turns writers into content providers, which means that ever more magazines are likely to follow the same path. Most magazines will no longer be standalone entities that have readers. Magazines are becoming components in multimedia packages that have users — users who want to receive the content that writers provide in new and different ways, be it online, in a cellular phone text message, or in an iPod download.
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        Time Warner is one corporation changing the way magazines do business. It owns magazines plus Warner Brothers Entertainment, Home Box Office, and America Online. The company wants to use stories in other media — say, by creating a Sports Illustrated special that premieres on HBO and is promoted on America Online.

      

      You may not feel these multimedia pressures when you start out as a magazine writer, but the legal and financial implications they create will absolutely be a part of your life. Even if a magazine you write for has no intention of putting your words on the Internet any time soon, the magazine's parent company will want to reserve the right to do so in the future. Even if a magazine you write for has no intention of putting you on television any time soon, the magazine's parent company will want to reserve the right to use your image on television later. Even if a magazine you write for has no intention of running your story anywhere but in its own pages, the magazine's parent company will want to reserve the right to reprint your story in its other magazines and multimedia outlets whenever it so chooses. Legally and financially speaking, all of these things make the job of being a magazine writer more demanding than ever — and they require you to know not only what you are writing, but also how you are selling it.

      
More Demands Every Day

      Many of the older editors still working in the magazine business today can remember a time when they gave out story assignments through friendly conversations. A writer would call the editor on the telephone, or the two would meet for a drink in a local bar. The story idea would be discussed, the editor would offer a fee and a deadline, and the writer would accept with a smile. The story would appear in the magazine's pages, and then all rights to the reported material would go back to the writer, who might try to sell the exact same story, or a revised version, to another editor at another magazine.

      It was all very gentlemanly, and the system allowed writers to earn a decent living by re-selling their reporting and writing several times over. The magazine got what it wanted, too, and the writers and editors often felt they were on the same side, both working toward the common goal of making a great story for the magazine's readers.

      Today, the multimedia pressures bearing down on magazine editors make it harder and harder for these gentlemanly types of agreements to exist. Editors are often tasked not just with helping a writer make a terrific story for readers, but also with getting the writer to sign contracts that demand increasingly more rights for the same amount of pay — and that, as a result, make it harder for the writer to earn a living or even control what happens to her writing.
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        Some magazines now force writers to sign contracts that not only give the magazine the right to do whatever it wants with an article, but that also insist on the writer handing over all of her notes and research to the magazine — so that she can never use them again, in any form, for any other publication or media company.

      

      Of course, the magazine writer-editor relationship remains strong at many magazines, mostly because many editors dislike having to make these stronger contractual demands on the writers they have known for many years. For new magazine writers, though, there is often little leeway. While a longtime contributor to a magazine may be allowed to amend contracts, retain more rights, and receive appropriate compensation for extra services, new writers are often given an ultimatum along the lines of “sign it and do it, or we'll find another writer who will.” In other words, if you want to work for some magazines nowadays, you often have no choice but to go along with their contractual demands — no matter how difficult they might make it for you to succeed as a magazine writer overall.

      
Contract Issues

      You will learn more about legal considerations in Chapters 7 and 8, but for now, consider this list of things that a magazine may demand of you in exchange for a $500 or $1,000 story assignment:

      
        	The right to use your image or likeness however it wants, whenever it wants, without so much as notifying you

        	The right to sell your article to other parties, including advertisers, without giving you a percentage of the sale income

        	The right to make you pay all of the magazine's legal expenses should someone file a lawsuit regarding your article

        	The right to reprint your article, or parts of it, in other media outlets the magazine's parent company owns without compensating you for the additional use of your work

      

      These demands appear in magazine writers' contracts every day. They are insulting at best and terrifying at worst.

      Imagine signing away the right for a magazine to use your image in exchange for writing an article about mental-health institutions. Then imagine that a major mental-health news story breaks a few months after your article appears. You just may find your words, and your photograph, on the nightly news under the headline “Schizophrenia Stabbing” — only because you happen to tune in to that channel. The magazine would not even have to alert you to the fact that it was going to use your image, and your words, to gain publicity. And you certainly won't be receiving any royalty checks for the additional income the magazine generates through this extra publicity.
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        It is imperative that when you sign a contract with a magazine, you understand not only what you are agreeing to write, but also what rights you are giving away to the magazine's parent company.

      

      If that's not enough to get your attention, imagine that you sign a contract stating that your work will not violate the rights or agreements of your sources or anyone else with whom they have third-party agreements. Say your story is about the fancy new home of a professional athlete. You visit the home at a marketing director's invitation, take a tour with the marketing director, and write an article about the work the interior designer has done. It all seems very routine until a few weeks after your story appears, when you are served with a subpoena — because the interior designer claims the marketing director had no right to show you the home. Now you have to hire a $300-an-hour attorney (and perhaps pay for the magazine's legal expenses, too) because your story — spoon-fed to you by a legitimate marketing director — may have violated a third-party agreement the director had with the interior designer. An agreement you had no way of knowing, or even suspecting, existed.

      It's easy to see how the new structure and contractual demands of magazine parent companies make scenarios like this not only possible, but probable. And it's therefore easy to see why you, the magazine writer, need to understand the business of writing as well as the craft. You also need to understand that you are part of a greater universe of magazine writers, one that includes a good bit of congeniality but also a great deal of competition.

      
Your Competition

      Countless people want to write for magazines. Some never get much farther than sitting back in their easy chair, reading their favorite magazine, and thinking to themselves, “I could write one of these articles.” Yet for every few dreamers out there, there's at least one dedicated writer who will make the real effort it takes to get published. This is your competition, and there's plenty of it.

      Networking Is Essential

      Becoming a magazine writer means entering into a loose network of writers all over the country and, in many cases, the world. Even if your goal is to publish a single article in a magazine you have read for years, your story idea and writing samples will be compared with those sent in by professional, full-time freelance magazine writers, like the hundreds upon hundreds of writers who are members of the American Society of Journalists and Authors (ASJA). ASJA members earn their livings by researching magazines and pitching story ideas, sending query letter after query letter to editors of all kinds. Your ideas and query letters will fall onto the same magazine editors' desks, which means that even if you don't aspire to be a full-time freelancer, you need to understand just how stiff the competition for magazine-writing assignments can be.
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        There are 1,100 members of the American Society of Journalists and Authors, the leading professional organization for nonfiction writers in the United States. The standards for gaining membership are high, including submitting multiple articles you have published in various magazines within a strict, recent timeframe. Thousands of people who write for magazines never make it into this elite group.

      

      Most professional writers work for the same magazines again and again, getting to know their editors the way you might know a sister or brother. They speak with their editors several times a month; they know what ideas the editors already have versus what they are seeking for upcoming issues; and they know the style and tone the editors prefer when it comes to actually writing articles. In many cases, these writers and their editors become personal friends, meeting for lunches on weekends and even attending each other's weddings. They exchange quick e-mails during the day about industry gossip, and they trade printed cards and sometimes even gifts during the holidays.

      The Value of Research

      All of this, of course, gives the professional writers a huge advantage over first-time magazine writers — but the relationships can also work in your favor if you are new to a magazine. Yes, a magazine's editor is going to give plum assignments to the writers she knows, but she also is going to grow accustomed to the way her regular writers sound in print. Their tone, voice, and word choices will become second nature to her ears, the way comfortable slippers feel ready-made for her feet. Your ideas and words can offer a refreshing change of pace if you've done your homework and suggested a story that's a good fit for the magazine.
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        Never, ever send a story idea to a magazine without first asking for the magazine's writer's guidelines, also known as submission guidelines. You should research not just the appropriate editor to contact, but also the sections of the magazine that accept freelance queries and the format in which editors want those queries to be sent.

      

      You'll have to do the same kind of pre-query research the pros do, such as going online and researching the magazine's content and target audience. Many magazines post their writer's guidelines on their Web sites, with clear explanations of sections that are open to freelancers and the topics those sections cover. Many magazines also have online archives of previous issues, which will let you search through stories that have already run — so that you don't duplicate another writer's idea and, in the process, show that you don't read the magazine for which you hope to write.

      All of this background work isn't likely to land you a regular columnist's slot, even at the smallest of magazines, but it will offer you a chance of getting hired for that all-important first assignment.

      Remember: This is how even the best-known regular writers at any given magazine started out in their careers, and there's no reason that you can't follow the same path. If you can fulfill the editor's demands after you get your first query letter accepted, you will have a chance of becoming one of the magazine's regular writers. The editor will be more likely to look at your future queries, or even to bring story ideas to you. Stay on the editor's good side and continue to do your best work, and you may even get the nod when a coveted columnist's position opens up.
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        Writers who work regularly for the same magazine are often treated, in some ways, like staff members. They are invited to pitch ideas alongside staff members at meetings or on conference calls, and they are sometimes even invited to annual staff retreats where publishers offer insights into the future direction of the magazine.

      

      So you see, while the competition is definitely tough in the magazine-writing business, there are openings for newcomers who have good ideas, strong writing skills, and the business sense to see where they fit into a magazine's big-picture business plan. If you're a good writer who is willing to look beyond the basics of stringing words into sentences, then you, too, can make a career out of working for magazines. In every sense, writers who understand that their true role encompasses more than just writing are the most likely to be successful at landing assignments. In fact, you can learn a lot about how to become a successful magazine writer by understanding how the best of the best do their jobs every day.

      
The Best of the Best

      If you were to take a look at a brochure for a writers' conference, you might find that only one-third of the seminars had to do with the actual craft of writing. Another third of the seminars are likely to focus on networking and building writer-editor relationships, while another third are about the business of dealing with contracts and pay negotiations.

      These are the kinds of conferences the best magazine writers attend year after year, always keeping abreast of the newest developments and opportunities. All the while, they nurture the contacts they already have at their favorite magazines, and they continue to submit queries for future work even when they are fully booked with assignments for the next few months.

      Why do the professionals devote so much time to worrying about their magazine-writing futures if they are successful in the present? Because they know that to truly be among the best of the best — to continually land assignments — they must always stay at least a few steps ahead of newcomers like you.

      
Tricks of the Trade

      One trick of the trade is getting hold of a magazine's editorial calendar, a list typically sent to advertisers describing the topics that will be covered in each issue. A monthly dog magazine's editorial calendar, for instance, may start out something like this:

      
        	January: Training Tricks

        	February: Leashes and Harnesses

        	March: Best National Parks for Dog Walking

        	April: Grooming

        	May: Toys and Treats

      

      And so on, filling out a year's worth of issues with general topics that advertisers can count on. A company that makes leashes, for instance, would probably be most interested in advertising in the February and March issues, where leashes are likely to be discussed. A company that makes dog treats, by contrast, will probably want to advertise in the January and May issues.
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          How can you get a copy of a magazine's editorial calendar?
        

        Sometimes, magazines post their editorial calendars online. If not, you can call the magazine's main number and ask for a copy. If the assistant can't help you, ask for someone in the marketing or sales department. They rely on editorial calendars to sell ads daily and always have them at hand.

      

      The editor's job then becomes finding actual articles that fit within these topics, and the best magazine writers are ready to answer the call for queries. In fact, many top-notch magazine writers pitch story ideas with these specific topical guidelines in mind, sometimes sending their queries more than a year in advance. Their note to the editor may read something like this: “Hi Diane. I know you just finished shipping the March issue to the printer, but I recently found out about this great park for dog walking, and I'd be happy to keep the idea for you until next year's issue on the same topic. Please let me know if you think it might be worth a feature.”

      If the idea is good, the editor will make a note in her files — and when it comes time to assign stories a year later, that writer will be first to get the call.

      The best freelancers also pay attention to which magazines their chosen editors are competing with, and they look to submit story ideas that will help those editors look good in meetings about beating competing titles. For instance, if you were submitting a query about a new four-wheel-drive vehicle to a car magazine, it would help your chances greatly to know that the magazine's main competitor just ran a twenty-page spread about four-wheel-drive vehicles — and left out the important model that your story would discuss. Your note to the editor could read something like this: “Dear John. In reading the most recent issue of Horrible Car Magazine, I couldn't help but notice that the recent spread on four-wheel-drive vehicles overlooked a major new model. I propose writing about that new model for your Awesome Car Magazine, so your readers will have the information first.”

      In those first two sentences of your query letter, then, you will have established not just that you can put sentences together, but also that you have expert knowledge of the topic, that you understand the magazine's market, and that you are eager to help the magazine editor defeat his competition on the newsstand.

      These are the kinds of things the best of the best magazine writers do: They go beyond the craft of actually writing the story to ensure their pitches get noticed. Of course, being able to report accurately and write well are key parts of the job, too, and you'll learn more about those things later in this book. You can know everything there is to know about the business of writing, but if you fill your copy with clichés and rely on weak verbs surrounded by flowery adjectives, you're not likely to land any assignments at all.
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        Spend as much time as possible researching a magazine's competition before sending a query letter. You can often learn exactly how a magazine tries to differentiate itself simply by leafing through similar titles at your local newsstand.

      

      Still, the most important thing to remember when you consider becoming a magazine writer is that the ability to write is just the beginning of the job. Knowing that your role is part of a bigger enterprise can only add to your chances of landing assignments. You need not be afraid of being called a content provider instead of a writer. Simply be aware that the probability of this happening exists, and know what you need to do to keep yourself worry-free and well paid as you get the job done.

      You can start by making sure you have the right skills, personality, and financial standing to do the job in the first place. Magazine writers come in all shapes and sizes, of course, but in general they have a few similar traits that help them to succeed. Chapter 2 will help you figure out whether you share these common traits of successful writers and then allow you to answer the all-important question, “Is magazine writing for you?”

    

  
    
      2

      
      Is Magazine Writing for You?

      Writers get published in a variety of ways, from pamphlets to screenplays to books. Being a magazine writer requires a certain set of journalistic skills, plus the ability to handle the financial and psychological demands of the job. You may be a gifted writer, but that doesn't necessarily mean you will be a good magazine writer. You need to fully understand your personal and professional strengths (and weaknesses) before leaping into the magazine-writing business.

      
Assessing Your Skills

      The odds are that if you're considering becoming a magazine writer, somewhere, somebody in your life told you that you have a way with words. It may have been all the way back in grammar school when you wrote an essay about Dr. Seuss that left your first-grade teacher teary-eyed, or it may have been in college when you published an op-ed piece in the campus newspaper that led to real change in the community.

      Either way, you believe that you can write — in a way that makes other people want to read your words. This is one of the key skills of the magazine writer. It's one that many people think they possess but that relatively few writers actually do.
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        A lot of people are good writers, but far fewer people are writers whose work other people actually want to read. Unless you plan to write for educational magazines that are required reading among students, you need to be able to write in a way that grabs people's attention and keeps it.

      

      In reality, successful magazine writers tend to be skilled at two different things: reporting and writing. The best writers have the ability to ferret out information, spot trends, and arrange facts in unique ways, all so that when it comes time to write the actual story, they are including the most interesting information and insights possible. This is what editors want to publish and readers want to buy on the newsstand: stories they cannot find anywhere else. Good reporting is often the key to making those kinds of stories. After all, building an article is just like building anything else. If you start with good materials, your finished product is likely to turn out better.

      Being a Good Reporter

      So reporting, then, is a key skill for any magazine writer. This includes the ability to conduct interviews by telephone or in person, not just getting the information you need from a source, but also getting the source to speak in interesting sentences that you can quote. You need to know how to ask open-ended questions, the kinds that sources cannot answer by simply saying “yes” or “no,” the kinds that keep sources talking until they feel comfortable giving you the information they won't give to anybody else. You need to know how to get the best story out of the source, as opposed to making the source's information fit into your preconceived notion of the story.

      Reporting also involves the ability to do research. Many beginning magazine writers think doing good research means typing a few words into Google and seeing what turns up. On the contrary, the best magazine writers do research in myriad ways:

      
        	By reading the minutes of city council meetings and asking for copies of any legislation that is discussed

        	By reading dense, technical books that help them better understand their article's subject matter or their interviewee's work

        	By reading police reports and court documents from pending lawsuits and trials

        	By researching their subject's history in library microfilms and other historical documents

        	By reading other magazines and newspapers on a daily basis, not just for fun, but to spot trends and new information

      

      As with good reporting, solid research can often turn a so-so article into a must-read feature. Even if your writing is mediocre at best, having great material that nobody else possesses is a surefire way to elevate your articles to the publishable level.

      You shouldn't aspire to be a mediocre writer, of course. As with anything, it's not just what you say but also how you say it. Even if you have the best reporting and researching skills in your field, your job as a magazine writer is to put that information into a form that makes other people want to pick it up off the newsstand and read it.

      Being a Good Writer

      This means that you need to know the mechanics of crafting good articles, such as writing compelling leads, strong nut grafs (a nut graf is your thesis paragraph — the point of your article), meaty middles, and memorable endings.

      More and more often, it also means that you need to know how to write eye-catching headlines and cover blurbs, informative captions, and relevant sidebars. Your skills as a magazine writer include making your research and reporting fit into the format that any given editor requests. This may mean short, snappy blurbs in one magazine and long, meandering paragraphs in another.

      Being a Good Colleague

      All of which leads to another skill that every successful magazine writer possesses: the ability to work well with editors. You can't expect to get along with every editor you encounter — some personalities and working styles simply don't mix — but to survive in the magazine-writing business, you do need to be adaptable. You must have a flexible style of working that allows you to fit into several different magazines' molds at once, not to mention a personality that will allow you to bend to whatever demands your various editors impose.
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        Some editors like to be extremely involved with their writers' work, going so far as to question specific word choices, while other editors take a more hands-off approach, letting the writer's own voice come across on the page. Know how much editing you can tolerate, and try to work with editors who have complementary personalities.

      

      So, then, the main skills you need to have as a magazine writer are reporting, researching, writing, and working with editors. These are all things you can learn. You may have natural instincts for doing some of these things better than others, but in most cases you can find instruction should you need to improve in any particular area. There are other considerations you need to keep in mind, though, when deciding whether magazine writing is for you — and they have more to do with your personal life and psychological makeup than with anything you might learn from a teacher.

      
Financial Considerations

      Whether you're just getting out of school and entering the workforce or considering a transition from a full-time position into magazine writing, you need to understand the financial considerations that go along with the job. Many people enjoy having full-time staff positions because the jobs make them feel financially secure. Receiving a paycheck that's the same amount on a weekly basis makes it easy to pay bills, prioritize spending, and anticipate income. Plus, many full-time staff positions come with benefits, including health insurance and retirement-savings plans like 401(k)s, all of which add to the sense of comfort that makes people work for one employer in the first place.

      Full-time magazine writers lead a different financial lifestyle, and you may or may not have the type of personality and money-management skills that lifestyle requires. For starters, work often comes in spurts. You may receive three paychecks totaling $5,000 one month, but only one paycheck worth $500 the following month — none of which has had taxes withheld.
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        Full-time freelance magazine writers are responsible for paying income taxes on a quarterly basis, in January, April, June, and September. Taxes are not taken out of your paycheck the way they are for staff members. It is your responsibility to ensure you are squared away with the Internal Revenue Service.

      

      Acquiring Health Insurance

      You also are responsible for finding and financing your own health insurance as a full-time writer. This is a major challenge, especially if you are single or cannot buy into a spouse's existing health-insurance plan. Some writers' groups, including the online site  www.mediabistro.com , offer access to health insurance companies with group discounts, but for the most part, your choices for health insurance will be more expensive and less plentiful than they would otherwise be in a full-time staff position.

      In fact, many writers are moving into whole new arenas of health care, such as health savings accounts. In this scenario, you agree to accept a high annual deductible — say, $2,500 or $5,000 — in exchange for bringing your monthly premium payments down to $100 or $200 (far less than you would pay with many “regular” plans). There are no co-pays with many health savings accounts, which means that if you get a $700 blood test, you will have to pay that $700 out of your own pocket, unless you have met that high annual deductible. Of course, this affects your income and savings, and you need to be the kind of person who can plan and prepare for rainy-day needs.

      Saving for Retirement

      An additional financial consideration that full-time writers must weigh is saving for retirement. There are no “matching funds” coming your way when you are a freelance writer the way there are for staff members, and you are ineligible for staff-only 401(k) plans. You need to be the kind of person who can take responsibility for your own retirement savings through IRAs or other investment vehicles, lest you end up spending every penny you earn and having to work literally until the day you die.
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          Do magazine writers need an accountant to ensure their finances are in order?
        

        Many writers do employ accountants, simply because writers are creative people by nature and thus not necessarily good at numbers and money management. Plus, being a magazine writer who works from home also means you are entitled to write-offs of which you may not be aware.

      

      
Being in Control

      If you group these financial considerations together, what you find is an overarching theme of self-reliance. That is the quality that magazine writers need to make their jobs work from an economic standpoint. If you're the kind of person who can be smart about savings, not spend every penny in your bank account, and keep good track of your incoming and outgoing cash flow on a monthly basis, then you should have little trouble with the financial realities of being a full-time freelance magazine writer.

      On the other hand, if you live hand-to-mouth and tend to spend every penny you are given, you are likely to run into trouble — because the pennies won't all come in the same amounts every week, and you may fall well short at tax time or when a large, unexpected medical bill comes your way.

      These are some of the practical realities of being a magazine writer, and they are considerations just as real as your abilities to report and write. You can sell 300 articles a year, make all your deadlines, and keep your editors coming back for more, but if you can't manage the money that you earn along the way — if you can't ensure your own health care and retirement savings — then you will end up learning the hard way that magazine writing simply is not the best career choice for you. This has nothing to do with your ability to put nouns and verbs in the right order. It's simply the way the world works, and you need to think hard about whether you have what it takes to survive.

      You also need to put serious thought into whether you will be happy with the professional realities of being a magazine writer. They are a world apart from the professional realities that go along with working as a full-time staff member at a magazine, and in fact are far different from the professional realities that come with almost every other full-time job out there.

      
Professional Recognition (Or Not)

      One of the reasons many people enjoy working full-time for companies and corporations is that they feel like they are part of a team. Yes, you may sometimes feel as though you are an island unto yourself in a sea of cubicles, but your cubicle is almost always attached to another cubicle, and it to another cubicle, and so on. The work you do is directly supported by other members of your immediate team, and that team is directly supported by other teams in your division, which in turn is supported by other divisions within the company.

      A Sense of Camaraderie

      Through these connections, you and your coworkers develop a sense of professional camaraderie that often finds rewards in the form of plaques, certificates, and even the occasional financial bonus. Many companies have internal awards ceremonies where they give annual recognition to the “Hardest-Working Employee” and the “Best-Performing Manager.” Even better, a lot of companies reserve entire tables at expensive industry awards ceremonies, inviting you and your colleagues to help represent your team even if you're not winning an award at all.
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        The American Society of Magazine Editors has presented the National Magazine Awards for the past forty years. It costs $400 for nonmembers to enter the contest, and that fee does not include a seat at the awards ceremony. If you're not on staff at a magazine, this is the type of expense you will have to shoulder yourself.

      

      In short, one of the perks of being a full-time company employee is the structured attention devoted to giving you professional recognition from time to time — little ego boosts, so to speak, that keep you moving forward in your career path. You usually have something to hang on your cubicle wall that makes you feel at least a little bit appreciated and recognized for your contribution to the whole. At the very least, there is always a promotion opportunity looming on the horizon.

      Being Out on Your Own

      That type of professional recognition is far harder to come by for magazine writers. There are occasional compliments from the editors you work with, and there are awards to be had from national writers' associations. However, if you are going to win one, you need to be much more proactive than an employee who simply responds to a company-wide e-mail soliciting entry forms.

      
The Challenge of Awards

      As a magazine writer, you need to handle all writers'-contest entry forms yourself. You need to know when they are due, make the photocopies of your articles to send in, and keep track of the submissions you've made. You also have to pay the contest entry fees along with extra costs to actually attend the awards ceremonies. If you decide to attend the ceremonies, you will no longer sit at a table full of your coworkers. Instead, you will find yourself at a table full of other magazine writers — many of whom are very collegial, but who are also your competitors for assignments at various magazines.

      All in all, instead of being on the receiving end of invitations to enter and attend awards competitions at your employer's expense, you have to generate your own professional recognition. This can be incredibly intimidating if you're a wallflower type, and it can be a debilitating reality if you rely on regular professional recognition to buoy your personal sense of self-worth.
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        Think carefully about just how much you need “professional pats on the back” to keep you excited about your work. Magazine writers who are not full-time staff members usually receive far less professional recognition than full-time company employees. Successful magazine writers are typically self-reliant self-starters.

      

      Considering the number of magazine articles written every year, only a small percentage of writers ever win awards at all. That's not to say there aren't opportunities; countless large and small groups offer writing awards for magazine content every year. Still, the big glory tends to go to “important” articles published in long-established titles such as Esquire, Time, and the New York Times Magazine. If you're new to magazine writing and your biggest feature so far is a holistic health-care article for Natural Horse Magazine, you're going to have a tough time going up against features about Iraq written by the well-known Sy Hirsch and published in The New Yorker.
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