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				Introduction

				Each person who creates a blog is unique, and therefore, each blog is unique. There are almost no boundaries to entering the blogosphere (the online blogging community made up of bloggers from around the world, creating user-generated content as part of the social web), and everyone is welcome to the party. Blogging is an amazing way to connect with people, promote a business, establish yourself as an expert in your chosen field, make money, or simply share content with friends and family. The choice is yours!

				The blogosphere might be open to anyone, but many people are still confused and intimidated by the terminology, technology, and rules of the blogosphere. Truth be told, most bloggers dive in and learn as they go, but if you prefer to have a guide on hand to walk you through the theories, tools, and processes to create, publish, and maintain a blog, Blogging All-in-One For Dummies offers exactly that — a complete guide to blogging, all in one place.

				About Blogging All-in-One For Dummies

				Blogging All-in-One For Dummies provides a clear and concise introduction to all the terms, theories, and processes you need to understand to not only join the blogosphere but also meet your individual goals for your blog. The following list highlights some of the information you can better understand and apply to your blogging experience as you read this book — you find out how to

				[image: check]Find blogs to read.

				[image: check]Choose a topic and write blog posts.

				[image: check]Pick a domain name and identify the parts of a blog.

				[image: check]Follow the rules of the blogosphere.

				[image: check]Create a niche blog.

				[image: check]Develop a business blog.

				[image: check]Select a blogging application, using detailed descriptions of the most popular blogging applications — WordPress, Blogger, TypePad, and Tumblr.

				[image: check]Write with search engine optimization in mind.

				[image: check]Analyze your blog’s performance.

				[image: check]Find and edit images for your blog.

				[image: check]Create a blog feed.

				[image: check]Blog on the go using a mobile device.

				[image: check]Create a podcast or vlog.

				[image: check]Promote and grow your blog.

				[image: check]Make money from your blogging efforts.

				[image: check]Microblog with Twitter.

				Blogging can be fun. It can also be lucrative and help you meet a wide variety of goals, from growing a business to building relationships with a global audience. The choice is yours, and Blogging All-in-One For Dummies can help you get started on the path to blogging success, regardless of your personal or professional goals.

				Foolish Assumptions

				Blogging All-in-One For Dummies is written primarily for a beginner audience — people who have never blogged. However, I’m assuming that you know a few things before you start reading this book:

				[image: check]You know how to access and surf the Internet using a web browser on your computer.

				[image: check]You have a general understanding of what a blog is, or you’ve seen a blog online.

				[image: check]You want to start your own blog, or you want to find out more about blogging to enhance your existing blog.

				Understand that if you’re a skilled blogger with a deep understanding of the tools and theories of the blogosphere, many of the topics discussed in this book are likely to be rudimentary for you. However, even the most seasoned bloggers admit they don’t know everything about blogging and the social web, or at the very least, they haven’t thought of something in a certain way. For example, you may have been blogging for years, but now you want to learn more about a different tool or niche. In other words, even skilled bloggers can find plenty of tips and techniques in this book that could come in handy or make their lives easier.

				Conventions Used in This Book

				It’s time to review the technical aspects of how this book is laid out. Watch for bold text included within step-by-step instructions. This text directs you to enter specific text on your computer screen. Terms or words specific to blogging are italicized when they’re first introduced, and I give you definitions for them. Also, note that website addresses (URLs) and e-mail addresses are in monofont so that they stand out from regular text.

				What You Don’t Have to Read

				Blogging All-in-One For Dummies is divided into eight minibooks. Each minibook (and each chapter within a minibook) is capable of standing on its own. Therefore, you can pick and choose to read specific minibooks or specific chapters to meet your needs and skip those minibooks and chapters that don’t apply.

				It’s important to point out that reading the book from start to finish gives you a complete introduction to blogging and positions you to start your blog successfully and with fewer problems in the future. However, it’s entirely up to you to decide how you want to use this book. Just as there really is no wrong way to blog, there’s no wrong way to read this book.

				How This Book Is Organized

				Blogging All-in-One For Dummies is divided into eight minibooks. Each minibook tackles a broad topic related to blogging. From discovering what a blog is to monetizing a blog — and everything in between — this book has a section on nearly every blogging subject. Here’s a description of each minibook so that you can identify the ones that are likely to be most helpful to you.

				Book I: Joining the Blogosphere

				Book I starts from the beginning with an introduction to the fundamental principles of blogging. You find out what blogs are and why people blog. You also get guidance on finding blogs to read and making the decision to start your own blog.

				After the introduction, you start to get your hands dirty. This minibook explains how to pick a blog topic, write blog content, choose a domain name, and understand the bits and pieces that make up a blog. Importantly, you also find out the written and unwritten rules and ethics of the blogosphere. If you want to be a welcome member of the blogosphere, make sure you know and follow the rules discussed in this minibook.

				Book II: Niche Blogging

				Niche blogging has become more and more popular in recent years as the blogosphere gets more crowded. Book II explains what niche blogs are, how to choose a niche, and how to start your own niche blog. You also find out how to write content for a niche blog. Although many of the guidelines of writing a blog discussed in Book I apply to niche blogs, niche bloggers need to think about even more considerations when they write blog posts. This minibook tells you how to set up your niche blog for success.

				Book III: Corporate and Business Blogging

				Blogging for business is becoming a strategic imperative for large organizations and a competitive differentiator for small companies. No matter what business you’re in, a blog can help you with both tangible and intangible benefits. This minibook teaches you how starting a business blog can benefit your company. You also find out about companies that are effectively using business blogs so that you can benchmark them for your own efforts. Furthermore, you find out how to create your own business blog marketing plan, choose business bloggers, and write your business blog. Finally, you discover how to blog safely to keep yourself and your company out of trouble.

				Book IV: Choosing a Blogging Application

				With so many blogging applications and tools to choose from, it can be hard for beginner bloggers to know where to begin. This minibook explains what blogging applications and blog hosts are and helps you select the best choices for you to meet your goals. You also get a more detailed introduction to four of the most popular blogging applications — WordPress, Blogger, TypePad, and Tumblr.

				Book V: Blogging Tools

				You can use a never-ending list of blogging tools to extend and enhance your blog. This minibook introduces you to some of the most commonly used tools to help you with handling search engine optimization, analyzing your blog’s performance, editing and finding images, and understanding and creating blog feeds. You also find out about how to create an audio blog post (called a podcast) or a video blog post (called a vlog) as well as how to blog on the go using a mobile device.

				Book VI: Promoting and Growing Your Blog

				Many bloggers have goals to develop a popular and well-trafficked blog. If you’re one of those bloggers, Book VI is a chapter you need to read. You find out the secrets of blogging success and how to build a community and market your blog through social networking, social bookmarking, guest blogging, blog contests, and blog carnivals.

				Book VII: Making Money from Your Blog

				If you want to make money from your blog, Book VII is for you! This chapter tells you all about blog advertising, including contextual ads, text link ads, impression ads, affiliate ads, feed ads, and direct ads. This minibook explains publishing ads on your blog as a monetization tactic as well as publishing sponsored reviews and paid posts, selling merchandise, and a variety of indirect monetization opportunities.

				Book VIII: Microblogging with Twitter

				Microblogging has exploded in popularity, and Twitter is the most commonly used microblogging tool. Book VIII introduces you to microblogging and Twitter. You find out how to create your Twitter profile, follow other users, write and publish tweets, and more. This minibook also covers Twitter terminology so that you can speak the language, too. Finally, you find out about some of the most popular third-party Twitter applications, which you can use to enhance your Twitter experience.

				Glossary

				Not sure what a word used in this book means? Check the glossary for layman’s definitions to many of the terms used by members of the blogosphere.

				Icons Used in This Book

				All For Dummies books include helpful icons that highlight valuable information, tips, tricks, and warnings:

				[image: tip.eps]	Points out helpful information that’s likely to save you time and effort.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Alerts you to lurking danger. This icon tells you to pay attention and proceed with caution.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	Highlights techie-type information nearby. If you’re not feeling highly technical, you can skip this information; if you’re brave, the information next to the Technical Stuff icons throughout this book can be very helpful.

				[image: remember.eps]	Marks a point that’s interesting and useful, which you probably want to remember for future use.

				Where to Go from Here

				It’s up to you! You can read this book in any order you choose. Because each chapter is modular, each chapter can stand on its own. Of course, reading the book from start to finish provides you with a complete and thorough introduction to blogging, but, depending on your goals and experience, the number of chapters you read and the order in which you read them will vary.

				Bottom line: Blogging is fun, and each blogger’s goals are completely different. Just because someone else is doing XYZ on his blog doesn’t mean that XYZ is right for your blog. Use this book as a guide to help you understand the theories, tactics, strategies, and tools of the blogosphere, and then apply them to your blog in the best way to meet your needs.

				Now it’s time to start blogging!

				Please note that some special symbols used in this eBook may not display properly on all eReader devices. If you have trouble determining any symbol, please call Wiley Product Technical Support at 800-762-2974. Outside of the United States, please call 317-572-3993.  You can also contact Wiley Product Technical Support at www.wiley.com/techsupport.
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				Chapter 1: Joining the Blogosphere

				In This Chapter

				[image: check.png] Discovering what makes a blog a blog

				[image: check.png] Following the history of blogging

				[image: check.png] Uncovering the reasons why people blog

				[image: check.png] Understanding why you should read blogs

				[image: check.png] Finding blogs to read

				[image: check.png] Deciding to start a blog

				The term blog has become part of common vernacular. What was once thought a fad has become an integral part of the social, media, and business worlds. It seems like everyone knows someone who writes or reads a blog. In fact, many people read blogs and don’t even realize it! Today, blogs can look just like traditional websites. Some of the most popular online destinations are blogs, which shows just how far the fad has actually come.

				At the end of 2011, Technorati.com (a popular blog search tool) was tracking over 120 million active blogs. That number continues to grow each day with hundreds of millions of more active blogs written in numerous languages around the world.

				Why? It’s simple. There are virtually no barriers to entry. Just about anyone can create a blog, for free and with very limited technical abilities, and have a place on the web to publish anything he or she wants. (Of course, there are unwritten rules of the blogging community, called the blogosphere, which you can find out about in Chapter 4 of this minibook.)

				The inherent draw of blogging is the opportunity it provides for anyone with access to a computer and the Internet to publish content online. The content can be made available to a global audience or to a select few, and the choices regarding who sees a blogger’s content are made by each individual blogger. Again, when you start a blog, you become the leader of your own mini media outlet.

				As you read, keep in mind that different people have different goals for their blogs, and for that reason, no two blogs are alike. You find out more about why people blog later in this chapter. For now, just remember not to judge a blog by its cover. A blog is what the author makes of it, and that’s where this book comes into action. There are few rights and wrongs to blogging, but you can’t begin to understand why that’s true until you dive in and join the blogosphere!

				Welcome to the Blogosphere

				Blogs have been around for well over a decade, but they’ve come a long way since their inception. In the early days of the Internet, websites were fairly static destinations for information. As new ways evolved for people without extensive technical knowledge to develop their own web presences, blogging was born.

				The term blog is a fusion of the words web and log and is sometimes referred to as weblog. Originally, blogs were simple online diaries where people posted the daily events of their lives. Typically, people wrote blogs to keep friends and family connected. For example, a woman might update her online diary with information about her journey through pregnancy to share the events with her family and friends across long distances. Just as the telephone brought people closer than ever a century earlier, blogs brought people from around the world together at the end of the 20th century.

				In the beginning

				Blogs began as very rudimentary web pages that looked like little more than a lengthy narrative of text (and possibly some pictures), sometimes with entry dates acting as content separators, just as the pages of a hard copy diary or journal might look. Early blogs didn’t include the social element that today’s blogs offer through the commenting feature, which allows two-way conversation to take place. In this sense, early blogs were still a one-sided conversation and evolved during the transitional period of the growth of the World Wide Web.

				Not only was the layout of the content simple, but the overall design was as well. A higher level of technical knowledge was required to create a blog in 1994, such as HTML coding skills and access to expensive software that would allow people to create their own web pages. Therefore, some folks might argue that blogging, as we know it today, didn’t actually begin until 1999, when hosted blogging applications — such as LiveJournal.com and Blogger.com — debuted and made blogging accessible, easy, and free to the masses.

				It wasn’t until 2002-2003 that blogging became popular among broad audiences. According to Technorati’s State of the Blogosphere 2008 report, the number of active blogs grew from under 200,000 in 2003 to over 184 million in 2008. Suddenly, what was originally viewed as a tool for personal communication turned into an alternative media channel: Journalists, politicians, businesses, and experts in a wide variety of industries and fields started their own blogs and gained notoriety and popularity because of those blogs.

				Blogs today

				What was once an ancillary or fun way to get online has turned into an essential tool to many. Today, blogs are competing with mainstream media in delivering news and information faster and more accurately than ever before.

				For example, the news of Michael Jackson’s death first appeared on a celebrity gossip blog, TMZ.com. (Figure 1-1 shows the article on TMZ.com.) Traditional news media organizations, such as CNN.com, were hours behind the blog in verifying the accuracy of the TMZ.com report.

				Similarly, news of rebellion in Iran that followed the 2009 presidential election in that country spread through individuals updating the world from inside Iran via Twitter (the most popular microblogging tool), not from traditional news media. A scheduled shutdown of Twitter.com for routine maintenance was cancelled so as not to interrupt the spread of information through the site about the fallout from the Iranian election. Today, blogs and Twitter have become valuable sources of real-time news and information, from earthquakes in Haiti to political uprisings in Egypt.

				Blogs have come a long way in terms of design and use. No longer are they simple online diaries. Today, blogs are used for a myriad of reasons, from sharing information with friends and families, to spreading political news, to promoting a business, to making money, and everything in between. The opportunities are endless.

					

				
					Figure 1-1: The news of Michael Jackson’s death was first reported by the TMZ blog.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010101.eps]

				In fact, many business websites are built using a blogging application, such as WordPress.org, rather than traditional web design techniques because business owners can update and modify blogs easily without incurring huge investments in redesigns. Blogging applications are so easy to use and customize that users can create just about any kind of website they want with them — not just online diaries.

				What is a blog?

				Today’s blogs can have many different forms, but the following elements make up the traditional model of a blog:

				[image: check]Posts: A blog is a website that consists of entries (called posts) that appear in reverse chronological order, so the most recent appears at the top of the page.

				[image: check]A commenting feature: A blog includes a comment feature that allows readers to publish their own comments on the posts they read. Comments provide interactivity, discussions, and relationship-building opportunities between the blogger and his community of readers.

				[image: check]Links: The links in a blog allow readers to find more information either within the blog or on other blogs and websites. Links provide another interactive tool and allow the blogger to build relationships with other bloggers and website owners by sending traffic to their sites.

				[image: check]Archives: A blog includes an archive of all posts published on that blog since its inception, making it very easy to find older posts.

				Blogs are highly social tools designed to build relationships and network. With a blog, you can connect with people around the world from the comfort of your own home.

				Blogs have evolved to come in several forms. For example, blogs can include written entries, which is the most common form of blogging. However, blogs can also consist of photo entries (called photo blogs), videos (called vlogs), or audio content (called podcasts). In fact, blogs could include a combination of each of those types of entries.

				The uniqueness of blogs comes from the voices of the writers. Additionally, how creators use the blogging application’s functionality and tools can help a blog stand out from the crowd. Nonetheless, a blogger’s creativity typically stems from why he blogs in the first place.

				Finding Out Why People Blog

				The best part about blogging is anyone can do it! Young or old, male or female, it doesn’t matter. If you have a desire to get your voice heard online, whatever the reason, you can do it with a blog. You are your own boss when it comes to your blog.

				There are many types of blogs as well. For example, some common types of blogs are

				[image: check]Personal: These blogs are written by individuals about topics of a personal nature such as their likes and dislikes, hobbies, opinions, and so on.

				[image: check]Business: These blogs are written for a business to grow the business, connect with consumers, network, and so on.

				[image: check]Corporate: Corporate blogs are a form of business blogs that are owned by large corporate entities.

				[image: check]Nonprofit: Many nonprofit organizations publish blogs to share information about causes, gain support, and solicit donations.

				[image: check]News and information: These blogs share information, news, current events, and so on about topics such as popular culture, entertainment, sports, and so on.

				[image: check]Expert: These blogs are written by people who are experts in their fields and share their knowledge through their posts.

				[image: check]Entertainment and fan: These blogs are written by individuals or organizations about celebrities, sports, music, and so on.

				[image: check]Niche: Niche blogs are written about very specific topics of the blogger’s choosing.

				Blogs can be written on just about any subject. They can be written in a multitude of languages, and they can be updated as often as you want. Of course, if you have goals to make money, build your business, increase web traffic, and so on with your blog, you ought to know some tricks of the trade that can help you be a successful blogger (some are mentioned at the end of this chapter), but for now, it’s important to understand the open nature of the blogosphere.

				Some of the most popular topics being blogged about are related to entertainment, technology, and business, but you can write on any topic that you’re passionate about. You’d be surprised how many people around the world are interested in the same things that you love!

				Blogging for fun

				Millions of blogs are written by people who have few goals for their blogs other than to have fun. They might just be connecting with family and friends or using the blogosphere as a place to share their opinions simply because they love to write those thoughts down somewhere. Interestingly, many blogs that people write just for fun become incredibly popular, turning the bloggers behind them into web stars.

				Bloggers like Heather Armstrong, of Dooce.com (shown in Figure 1-2); Mario Lavandeira, of PerezHilton.com; and Gary Vaynerchuk, of Wine Library TV (http://tv.winelibrary.com) all started their blogs for fun, because they loved the topics they wrote about or simply wanted to document a part of their lives or opinions. Today, all three are minor celebrities both online and offline.

					

				
					Figure 1-2: Heather Armstrong’s blog gained popularity after she was fired from her job based on something she wrote on her personal blog.
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				Blogs written for fun are typically very personal in nature, but as with all aspects of blogging, a few set rules apply. People often write about the following ten topics on personal blogs, but remember, the topic you blog about is up to you. With that in mind, this list isn’t exhaustive:

				[image: check]Entertainment: Celebrity gossip, fan clubs, movie reviews, book club discussions, music, personal writing, personal videos, personal photos, and so on

				[image: check]Sports: Favorite teams, local sports, children’s sports, exercise, and so on

				[image: check]Parenting: Pregnancy, home schooling, humor, and raising babies, preschoolers, teens, and so on

				[image: check]Photography: Travel, people, landscape, and so on

				[image: check]Personal health: Dieting, medical battles, pain management, nutrition, and so on

				[image: check]Creativity: Your own writing, art, music, and so on

				[image: check]Travel: Documenting your vacations and other travels locally and around the world

				[image: check]Current events: Your views on current events of any kind

				[image: check]Hobbies: Cooking, crafts, auto maintenance, home repairs, and so on

				[image: check]Pets: Your own pets, breeding, competitions, grooming, and so on

				[image: remember.eps]	The list of blog topics could go on and on, but the takeaway is this: Any blog topic is okay as long as you’re passionate enough about the subject to want to keep writing about it. Of course, it also helps if you have at least a basic knowledge of your blog’s topic.

				Check out Chapter 2 in this minibook to find out more about choosing a blog topic.

				Blogging for networking

				Many people decide to start a blog simply to meet other people with similar interests. This type of networking can be for personal or professional reasons. People who blog to network with others define their success by the communities that develop around their blogs through comments, links, and even e-mails.

				WomenOnBusiness.com, shown in Figure 1-3, is an example of a blog written for networking purposes. The community of businesswomen who frequent the Women on Business blog do so for common reasons: to meet, communicate, and build relationships with their peers around the world.

					

				
					Figure 1-3: Women on Business is a blog for business-women to network and learn from each other.
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				The following are three more examples of very different networking blogs that you can look at to see how they compare. The blogs differ depending on the blogger’s goals:

				[image: check]The Leaky Cauldron (www.the-leaky-cauldron.org): This blog began as a simple fan blog but has turned into one of the biggest and most vibrant online communities of Harry Potter fans. Users comment on posts, submit content, and more.

				[image: check]SEOmoz (www.seomoz.org): This blog is one of the most vocal communities of search engine optimization experts who share their knowledge with each other and the wider audience of readers.

				[image: check]MacRumors.com (www.macrumors.com): This blog has become a vocal community of Apple product enthusiasts.

				Blogging for exposure

				Many celebrities, authors, and businesspeople blog to increase their online exposure. In other words, the primary goal of these bloggers is to get their names in front of wider audiences than they could achieve with static websites (or no web presence at all). These blogs often include updates about each blogger’s career or business, with some promotional content peppered in between knowledge-based or opinion posts.

				A unique example of a blogger who writes for exposure is celebrity blogger Wil Wheaton, who was actually an early adopter of blogging. His blog, WWdN: In Exile, is a mix of great writing and information about his career, as shown in Figure 1-4, and can be found at http://wilwheaton.typepad.com.

					

				
					Figure 1-4: The popular celebrity blogger Wil Wheaton writes for increased exposure and for fun.
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				Blogging for business

				You can find many types of business-related blogs on the web. Whether a blogger is trying to share his knowledge of business, boost sales, or indirectly promote his business, a blog is a great way to reach those goals. I discuss business blogging in detail in Book III.

				The KeySplash Creative Conversations blog (http://keysplashcreative. com/category/blog; see Figure 1-5), owned by KeySplash Creative, Inc., is an example of a small business blog used as a tool to share knowledge and indirectly promote that business to a wider audience.

					

				
					Figure 1-5: KeySplash Creative Conver-sations is the business blog of KeySplash Creative, Inc.
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				Finding and Reading Blogs

				One of the best ways to determine whether you should join the blogosphere and whether you can be successful as a blogger is to find and read other blogs. Paramount to being a good blogger is understanding what other people are saying and doing across the blogosphere, particularly within the topic you ultimately choose to blog about.

				Why read other blogs?

				If you didn’t know how to swim, would you jump into a pool of water before trying to learn how to swim? If your answer is “no,” you’re very smart. The same concept holds true for blogging: Just because anyone can do it, that doesn’t mean anyone should do it.

				First, you should find out how it (swimming or blogging) works and take a look at what else is going on around you (in the pool or blogosphere). You need to check out your surroundings. If you see the person next to you flailing her arms barely keeping her head above water, it’s unlikely you would want to copy her technique when you get in the pool. Again, the same holds true in blogging. Take some time to look around, read blogs, see what you like and what you don’t like, and then apply those techniques to your own blog.

				As with anything else in life, a book and proper instruction can take you only so far until you finally do have to jump in and get started. Just make sure you’re prepared first. Think of this book as your life preserver.

				Finding blogs

				Fortunately, several search tools are available to help you find blogs and specific blog posts about the topics of your choice, and I cover three such tools in the following sections. However, it’s very important to understand that no search tool is perfect. In fact, more people complain about the relevancy of search results than applaud it, but based on the massive scale of the web (Google indexes 1 trillion pages as of the company’s report in June 2008), it’s not surprising that search results leave something to be desired overall.

				[image: tip.eps]	Blog search tools are imperfect at best, but they’re better than nothing. You can also ask your friends and colleagues about their recommendations for blogs they enjoy.

				The more time you spend reading other blogs, the more cool blogs you’ll stumble upon accidentally, and that’s where the power of links and networking across the blogosphere becomes apparent. You need someplace to start though, and blog search tools are the best starting point to find blogs.

				Technorati

				Technorati has long been considered the best blog search site. The reason why might just be that Technorati was the first site to index blog posts and pages fairly well. Today, it’s debatable whether Technorati is as valuable as it once was, but until the debate concludes, the site is still considered a go-to place for blog searches.

				One of the unique things about Technorati is that blog owners can claim their blogs on Technorati and provide additional information about those blogs. Doing so makes it easier for Technorati to include entire blogs within its search results as opposed to simply searching individual blog posts as other blog search tools do.

				Follow these steps to find blogs about specific topics using Technorati.com:

					1.	Visit Technorati’s search page at www.technorati.com/search.

					2.	Enter your search term in the Refine Search text box, as shown in Figure 1-6.

						You can narrow your search results using the options beneath the text box.

					3.	In the Return section beneath the Refine Search text box, select either the Sites or Posts radio button.

						Selecting the Sites radio button returns blogs related to your search term, and selecting the Posts radio button returns blog posts related to your search term.

					4.	From the Search In section, select either the Blogs, News, or All radio button.

						You can choose to see only blog results, only news item results, or all results by selecting the applicable radio button.

					5.	Choose a category and authority level from the Filter By drop-down menus.

						You can choose to see results from specific categories or results from blogs with a certain level of authority or both. Typically, popular blogs with a lot of incoming links have more authority than smaller, less popular blogs.

					6.	In the Sort Results By section, choose the appropriate radio button to sort your results by Relevance or Date.

						You can choose to see the closest matching results first or the most recent matching results first.

					

				
					Figure 1-6: Enter your blog search term in the text box provided on the Technorati search page.
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					7.	Click the Search button.

						Your results display. Figure 1-7 shows blog posts that include the term twitter, not entire blogs about that term.

					

				
					Figure 1-7: Technorati provides results based on the criteria you select.
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				Remember that Technorati’s search results leave a lot to be desired, but they do provide a starting point for your trip across the blogosphere.

				[image: tip.eps]	Follow the links for several of the top results from your Technorati search (particularly those with high authority rankings). If those sites appear to be relevant when you review them, dig deeper within those blogs for more information and follow the links you find to other sites. You’ll be surprised at where the links might take you and the wealth of information and great blogs you’ll find.

				IceRocket

				IceRocket is a popular blog search tool, but unlike Technorati, you can use it to search only for blog posts, not entire blogs about specific topics. The advanced search tools are useful if you know specifically what you’re looking for, but when you’re first joining the blogosphere and looking for blogs dedicated to specific topics, the IceRocket advanced search tools aren’t particularly helpful.

				IceRocket does offer an advantage in that you can narrow your search by date ranges. For example, instead of simply searching for all blog posts that mentioned your search term anytime, you can search for blog posts that mentioned the search term in the last month, week, or day.

				To find content on IceRocket, follow these steps:

					1.	Visit www.icerocket.com (shown in Figure 1-8) and enter your search term into the search box in the center of the page.

						Notice the tabs above the Search box. The Blogs tab is the default setting, meaning IceRocket searches blog content for your search term unless you select a different tab.

					

				
					Figure 1-8: Enter your search term into the IceRocket search box.
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					2.	Click the Search button.

						Your results display, as shown in Figure 1-9.

					3.	In the left sidebar, click the Past Week link to narrow your search.

						Narrowing your search to the past week ensures that only blogs that are actively talking about your search term are included in your list of results. You can try different date links (your options are Today, Past Week, Past Month, and Anytime) or enter your own date range to see how the results change.

						To enter your own date range, follow these steps:

					a.	Click the Choose Dates link in the left sidebar.

						Text boxes appear beneath the Choose Dates link.

					b.	Enter your desired start and end dates and then click the Proceed button beneath the text boxes to narrow your search.

						Note that when you narrow your search using the links and functions in the left sidebar, your search results are updated immediately to fit those criteria.

					

				
					Figure 1-9: IceRocket displays your search results.
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					4.	Select your language from the drop-down list in the left sidebar.

						Your search results update automatically.

				Google Blogs search

				Google’s Blogs search tool is becoming the go-to place for blog searches, but it still isn’t perfect. You can’t search for entire blogs related to a search term. Instead, only specific blog posts that use that search term are provided in the search results. However, at the top of the page for most search results, you can find a small list of blogs about the search term, and this neat feature makes Google a best of both worlds between Technorati and IceRocket.

				Like IceRocket, Google Blogs search has a number of useful advanced search tools, but until you know specifically what you’re looking for, they won’t help you much. Also, Google Blogs search offers the same advantage as IceRocket in that you can narrow your search using date ranges, which is useful for finding current results.

				To find blog content using Google Blogs search, here’s what you do:

					1.	Visit http://blogsearch.google.com, shown in Figure 1-10, and enter your search term into the search box.	

					

				
					Figure 1-10: Enter your search term in the search box.
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					2.	Click the magnifying glass search button to the right of the search box.

						Google searches its index for pages that mention your search term. Your search results display, as shown in Figure 1-11. A small list of blogs related to your search term appears at the top of the search results, followed by a list of blog posts that mention your search term.

					

				
					Figure 1-11: Google first displays all search results published anytime for your search term.
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					3.	Click the Homepages link in the left sidebar to view home page results.

						Google Blogs search results default to show matching posts, but you can click the Homepages link to see matching blog home pages instead.

					4.	Click the Posts link in the left sidebar to return to the list of blog posts matching your search query, and then click a time period link in the left sidebar to narrow your search results.

						Doing so enables you to view posts for only the timeframe you want. You can also enter a custom date range.

					5.	Click the Sorted by Date link in the left sidebar to show the most recent matching results first.

						Results sort automatically by relevance, but you can click the Sorted by Date link to view results by publishing date instead.

				Deciding to Start a Blog

				To many people, the decision of whether to start a blog is a difficult one because it seems like a daunting task and a big commitment. Truth be told, starting a blog is one of the easiest things you can do. Don’t think of the larger picture. Instead, start small, and you’ll be surprised how quickly you get up to speed, grow your blog, connect with new people, and start enjoying yourself.

				The key is to define the reasons you want to start a blog so you can then determine the best path to meet your goals. Read on to find out about the pros and cons of blogging before you decide to become a blogger.

				Blogging benefits

				Ask any two bloggers what they think are the benefits to publishing their blogs, and it’s highly likely that you’ll get two very different answers. That’s because all bloggers have their own reasons for blogging and derive their own benefits from it.

				The following are ten ways blogging can benefit you, depending on your goals:

				[image: check]Have fun and express yourself. If you have something that you want to say, blogging is an enjoyable way to do it.

				[image: check]Connect with people. Whether you want to communicate with family, friends, colleagues, or strangers, a blog can make it happen.

				[image: check]Find people like you. Maybe you just want to find people who share your views on life or a specific subject. You’d be surprised how many other people are traveling across the blogosphere waiting to be found.

				[image: check]Have a creative outlet. If you love painting, photography, architecture, or any other creative activity, a blog is a great place to share your work and ideas.

				[image: check]Learn. A big part of blogging is reading other blogs, communicating with people, and publishing updated content. What better way is there to make the learning process fun and ongoing?

				[image: check]Make a difference. If you feel strongly about a particular issue, then a blog is a great place to talk about it and gather people to rally around it with you.

				[image: check]Help people. If you have specific knowledge on a topic, why not share it and help other people learn and grow?

				[image: check]Promote yourself or your business. If you have a product, service, or business, a blog is a perfect place to talk about it directly or indirectly.

				[image: check]Establish yourself as an expert. Blogging is a great way to share your knowledge in a field or industry in which you want to be known as an expert. Whether you’re looking for a career boost or trying to pick up speaking engagements, a blog offers a destination to share your expertise with the world.

				[image: check]Make money. Many people blog simply to make some extra money through advertising, reviews, and more.

				Blogging repercussions

				Blogging isn’t all fun and love. There are negatives to joining the blogosphere, and you should consider them before you start a blog. Check out the following list of blogging cons:

				[image: check]Privacy issues: Blogs are visible to everyone with access to the Internet.

				[image: tip.eps]		It’s highly probable that anyone can find out your address, phone number, and more by doing a simple Google search. Therefore, as long as you’re not publishing anything too personal or slanderous to another person or entity on your blog, it’s unlikely that you have to worry about privacy issues simply because you write a blog. However, it’s important to remember that public blogs are visible to anyone. You might not want to publish those pictures of you and your friends partying on a blog that your boss can find. Remember what happened to Heather Armstrong, of Dooce.com, mentioned earlier in this chapter. The content on her personal blog caused her to get fired from her job. With that in mind, publish content with the knowledge that a wider audience than you can imagine might stumble upon your blog.

				[image: check]Time commitment: Successful blogging can require a major time commitment. You have to find subjects to write about, update your blog regularly, respond to comments, read other blogs and contribute your own comments, and more. Of course, your success is dependent on that time commitment, so you need to determine how much time is enough to invest toward reaching your blogging goals.

				[image: check]Technological demands: The blogosphere, the Internet, and technology are constantly changing. Although blogging doesn’t require a degree in computer science, you’ll find greater success if you continue to learn and adopt new tools.

				[image: check]Writing requirements: Blogging requires writing, so if you don’t like to write, blogging will undoubtedly be a grueling chore for you. Furthermore, people don’t like to read blogs that are poorly written. You don’t need to be Shakespeare, but you should be able to put together a coherent, grammatically correct sentence. If you can’t, brush up on your writing skills before you start blogging.

				[image: check]Patience concerns: Blogging success doesn’t happen overnight. You need to be prepared to make a long-term commitment to your blog. Without patience, you’re likely to abandon your blog too soon.

				[image: check]Social pressures: Blogging is a two-way street. If you don’t interact with your audience members, they’ll leave and find someone who values their input. It’s not much fun to blog alone.

				[image: check]Some people won’t like you: The online world is filled with all kinds of people, and they won’t all like you. Unfortunately, many of those people never learned the old adage, “if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” To make matters worse, some people, often called trolls, enjoy visiting blogs and making nasty comments for no reason other than to stir up trouble. As a blogger, you need to be prepared to read negative things said about you on your blog and on other sites without getting overly concerned about them.

				Blogging success secrets

				The preceding section tells you about the repercussions and negatives of blogging, but how can those very same things be turned around into the secrets of successful blogging? It’s simple! Take a look at the following list to see what I mean.

				Successful bloggers . . .

				[image: check]Write a lot: The best blogs are updated frequently with fresh, relevant, and interesting content.

				[image: check]Are passionate: That passion and their unique personalities shine through in their writing styles.

				[image: check]Love to read: The best bloggers spend a lot of time surfing the web and reading (and commenting) about their blog topics.

				[image: check]Are very social: The best bloggers care about their audience and take time to interact with them and show them that their opinions are truly valued.

				[image: check]Are thick-skinned: Insults roll off the best bloggers’ backs and are forgotten quickly.

				[image: check]Like to take risks: New technology means new opportunities, and the best bloggers dive right in.

				[image: check]Love to learn: The best bloggers realize they don’t know it all.

				[image: check]Are comfortable speaking their minds: The best blogs are written by people who aren’t afraid to express their opinions to the online audience and then discuss those opinions in an open and professional manner with both proponents and opponents.

				Setting your goals

				Now that you know the good, the bad, and the ugly about blogging, it’s time to think about what you want to get out of your blogging experience. Consider both the short- and long-term objectives for your blog because they can have a significant effect on the path you take in joining the blogosphere.

				Start by creating a plan to get your blog up and running, but don’t try to do everything at once. Take your time, learn as you go, and in no time at all, you’ll be an active and welcome member of the blogosphere!

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2: Preparing to Start  and Write a Blog

				In This Chapter

				[image: check.png] Picking your blog topic

				[image: check.png] Writing in your own voice

				[image: check.png] Knowing what to write about

				[image: check.png] Writing blog posts that readers will enjoy

				[image: check.png] Finding topics to write about

				[image: check.png] Understanding blogging frequency

				After you make the decision to start a blog, you need to take some time to do some planning. What do you want to blog about? How often should you publish posts? What writing style should you use? These are all questions that every blogger needs to consider. This chapter walks you through the basics, so you can start with a confident plan of action in mind.

				Of course, if you’re simply blogging for fun, your planning process doesn’t have to be as detailed as it would be if you intend to blog to build your business, make money, or establish yourself as an expert in your field or industry. However, if you have greater goals than simply blogging for personal enjoyment, investing time into understanding the process of blogging before you get started can save both time and frustration later.

				Choosing a Topic

				The first step to starting a blog is choosing your blog’s topic. Most blogs are dedicated to a particular subject. For example, you can find blogs about entertainment, crafts, sports, business, and many other topics. Chapter 1 of this minibook provides a variety of blog topic ideas, some of which I discuss later in this chapter as well.

				Take some time to surf the blogosphere and find out what kind of blogs are already out there. Does it matter to you, based on your long-term blogging goals, if there are already a lot of popular blogs written about your topic of choice? Does competition for traffic affect your objectives? You need to ask yourself these questions before you finalize your blog topic selection.

				For example, technology and gadgets are extremely popular blog topics. Several of the most popular blogs online are about technology and gadgets, such as TechCrunch (www.techcrunch.com), Gizmodo (www.gizmodo.com), and Engadget (www.engadget.com), which is shown in Figure 2-1. If you’re considering technology and gadgets as the topic of your blog, you need to decide whether that kind of heavy-hitting competition is a problem for you before you start your blog.

					

				
					Figure 2-1: Engadget is one of the most popular blogs about gadgets and consumer electronics.
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				Reviewing popular blog topics

				Technorati, one of the most popular blog search tools, keeps a continually updated list of the top 100 blogs (see Figure 2-2), according to its ranking system. You can find the list at http://technorati.com/blogs/top100. This list is a great place to begin your analysis of popular blog topics because not only are these blogs getting a lot of traffic, but a lot of other blogs and websites are linking to them as well, making it safe to assume that people like the content they find on these blogs.

				[image: tip.eps]	Don’t waste time reinventing the wheel. Instead, start reading popular blogs to find out what draws people to them. Then emulate those techniques on your own blog as appropriate.

				Looking through Technorati’s list of the top 100 blogs, you can see that several topics are represented, with entertainment, technology, and politics making up a large percentage. It’s very true that those are some of the most popular blog topics, but you have many other topics to choose from as well.

					

				
					Figure 2-2: Technorati maintains a Top 100 blogs list.
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				Take a look at this list for other popular blog topics:

				[image: check]Celebrities: Some of the most popular blogs are about celebrity gossip and information for fans.

				[image: check]Movies: Many bloggers write movie reviews and discuss news that’s related to the production of upcoming movies.

				[image: check]Television: You can find many fan blogs dedicated to favorite television programs.

				[image: check]Sports: Many sports fans have blogs dedicated to their favorite sport, team, player, and so on. People even write blogs about local sports, their children’s teams, or teams they play on recreationally.

				[image: check]Business: People blog about every business-related topic you can imagine — from marketing to taxes, small business to the corporate world, and everything else in between.

				[image: check]Politics: Almost every political topic is discussable in the blogosphere.

				[image: check]Hobbies: Many people are very passionate about their hobbies. Whether they surf, cook, skydive, or knit, they can find a place to share their ideas and opinions in the blogosphere.

				[image: check]Current events and news: Breaking news and current events are popular blog topics for people who like to be the first to spread the word or simply lead conversations about what’s happening around their towns, their countries, or even the world.

				[image: check]Personal opinion: Anything goes (within reason, of course) on a personal opinion blog. Use your imagination!

				[image: check]Travel: Whether people travel professionally or just for fun, or even if they simply wish they could travel, the blogosphere provides them with a place to talk about it.

				At the time of this book’s writing, the top blog according to Technorati is The Huffington Post (www.huffingtonpost.com), shown in Figure 2-3, which is now owned by AOL and focuses on breaking news and opinions about a wide variety of topics.

					

				
					Figure 2-3: The news and opinion blog The Huffington Post made it to the top of Technorati’s Top 100 Blogs list.
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				Determining the best topic for your blog

				Considering all the topics you could write about on your blog can be overwhelming. Take a deep breath. There are ways to pick the best topic for you to write about on your blog.

				Blog about a topic you love

				First, you need to think about the subjects that you feel passionately about. When you blog, you need to be able to write about that topic a lot. That means you shouldn’t pick a topic that you’re likely to get bored with quickly. There’s not much point in starting a blog that you’re going to abandon in three months because you’re already tired of the subject matter. Instead, pick a topic that you know you’ll be able to write about for many, many months (and possibly years) to come.

				Blogging takes a lot of effort and a major time commitment if you want to become a successful blogger. With that in mind, you need to be certain that you really, really love your chosen topic before you get started.

				Blog about a topic you like to talk about with other people

				An inherent and powerful feature of blogs is the commenting feature, which invites readers to provide their own thoughts related to the posts you publish. To be a successful blogger, you need to engage your readers by showing them you value their opinions. Whether or not they agree with you, you need to actively join the conversation by responding to their comments and creating an ongoing dialogue.

				In simplest terms, if you don’t want to debate anyone about your blog topic and don’t want to hear anyone else’s opinions but your own, you should probably look for another topic. A blog is only as successful as the community that develops around it, and that community grows through the conversations that take place on the blog.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Unfortunately, the commenting feature inherent to blogs opens up your blog to spam and rude comments. You should delete these comments in order to ensure the user experience on your blog is a positive one. (For more about handling comments, see Chapter 2 of Book VI.)

				Blog about a topic you like researching and reading about

				An important part of being a successful blogger is staying abreast of what’s happening with your blog topic. You need to be willing to keep reading and discovering new things about your topic. Doing so will give you ideas for blog posts, keep your blog fresh, help you network with other bloggers, and help you build relationships with your readers and other bloggers.

				The best bloggers don’t claim to know all there is to know about their blog topics. That’s why they embrace the social aspect blogging provides by actively engaging in conversations with their readers and other bloggers through the commenting and linking features that blogs offer.

				Going broad or staying focused

				As the blogosphere gets more crowded, it’s important to determine whether you want to blog about a broad topic, which could mean your blog will have a lot of competition from similar sites, or whether you want to blog about a more specific subject, which could mean a smaller potential audience. Only you can choose which option will better help you meet your blogging goals.

				WP Mods (www.wpmods.com), shown in Figure 2-4, is an example of a blog with a focused topic: how to use the features and functionality of the WordPress blogging application. On the other hand, the About.com: Blogging site (http://weblogs.about.com) is about a broad topic: blogging, of course. This blog and the corresponding articles are devoted to all things blog-related, from writing to technological tools, promoting to making money, and every other blogging topic you can think of.

					

				
					Figure 2-4: WP Mods is an example of a blog focused on a narrow topic.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010204.tif]

				You can find out more about blog specificity (called niche blogging) and the pros and cons of focused versus broad blogging in Book II.

				Choosing Your Voice

				One reason that people enjoy writing and reading blogs is the personality behind them. Each blogger has a unique writing style and personality — often called the blogger’s voice — that shines through his or her blog posts. Your voice is something you need to consider before you begin writing your own blog.

				Do you want the tone of your blog to be professional or humorous? Do you want a journalistic tone or a personal diary tone? The answers to these questions determine the writing style you should use on your blog. For example, you can write in a highly professional manner, as if you’re writing business communications. Alternatively, you might write in a personal manner, exactly the way that you speak. You may even decide to combine both extremes and find a happy medium. The choice is yours, but your style should stay consistent in every post and match your blog’s topic and content.

				The next step is to inject your personality into that style. That’s what makes your blog stand out from the crowd. Of course, you could fabricate the persona you take on in your blog completely, and that’s just fine. Daniel Lyons, author of the retired The Secret Diary of Steve Jobs blog (www.fakesteve.net), shown in Figure 2-5, did exactly that. He wrote his blog as if he were Steve Jobs, and readers loved it for its satirical humor.

					

				
					Figure 2-5: The Secret Diary of Steve Jobs blog had a unique and humorous voice.
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				Together, writing style and personality define your blog’s unique voice, and it’s that voice, coupled with great content, that keeps readers coming back for more.

				[image: remember.eps]	A specific personality should shine through your writing, connecting your readers to you and making them feel like they know you personally.

				Deciding What to Write About

				After you’ve chosen your blog’s topic, you need to decide what to write about in your blog posts. It’s your blog, so you can write about whatever you want. (Of course, keep it within reason; read the next section for cautionary information.) The key to success is choosing subjects that you’re passionate about (so your personality shines through) and that other people are likely to be interested in, too.

				Don’t be afraid to get creative, and don’t feel bound to your blog’s topic. Although relevant content should certainly dominate your blog posts, it’s acceptable to inject an unrelated post on occasion. Doing so lets your readers get to know you a little bit better by introducing them to another aspect of your life or another subject that interests you.

				Read “Understanding Types of Blog Posts” and “Avoiding Blogger’s Block and Finding Blog Post Ideas” later in this chapter for more information about what to write about on your blog.

				Knowing What Not to Write About

				Although the rules of the blogosphere are primarily unwritten, there are topics and content you might want to consider not writing about on your blog. For example, if you’re not up for debate and name-calling, you should avoid blog topics that invite that kind of behavior. (Highly political blogs often lead to passionate dialogue.)

				[image: remember.eps]	Manners count online, too. Just because you can hide behind your computer doesn’t mean you should forget to be courteous, polite, and professional on your blog and in related communications.

				Exercise some caution as you write your blog content. Avoid writing anything that might be considered libelous. Whether you mention another person, a product, or a company on your blog, keep in mind that the world can see what you publish. Providing your opinion is okay, but don’t cross the line into defaming anyone or anything.

				Also, think about sensitive topics before you write about them. Although you might not think much about religion, for example, millions of people around the world are very devoted to their religions. Think twice before you write about a subject that you don’t know much about but other people are passionate and vocal about.

				Writing Great Blog Posts

				An essential part of your blogging success is publishing great content, and this holds true no matter what type of blog you write or what goals you have for your blog. (You can find some specific tips for writing posts for niche blogs and business blogs in Chapter 4 of Book II and Chapter 4 of Book III, respectively.) That means your posts must be well written, interesting, and entertaining.

				The first step to writing great blog content is injecting your personality into your posts. (Read the earlier section, “Choosing Your Voice,” for details.) Your blog post should not only interest your readers, but also encourage them to talk more about it by leaving a comment, writing and linking to your post from their own blogs, and return to your blog to read more of your content in the future.

				Writing meaningful and interesting content

				Select blog post topics that are meaningful and interesting to your blog’s audience. If people aren’t interested in the posts you’re writing on your blog, they’re unlikely to keep reading or ever return. Before you write a new blog post, always consider your audience.

				Staying consistent

				Consistency matters in terms of your topic and your voice. People return to your blog because they want to hear more from you. They’re building a relationship with you because they like what you have to say and how you say it. Don’t confuse them by changing your subject matter or tone on the fly. Your blog content needs to meet the expectations that your audience creates for you and your blog over time.

				Being honest

				Be honest in your blog posts. People want to feel comfort in returning to your blog and relying on your content. They’re building trust with you, as people do in any relationship. Don’t destroy that trust by lying to your audience. You’ll probably get caught.

				Citing sources

				Cite your sources, link to them, and build relationships with them if possible. Doing so is not only the right thing to do ethically, but it also helps you network with peers and give your readers more sources for great content. The blogosphere has plenty of room for healthy competition. Sharing useful sources with your readers is a good thing. If you continue to write great, consistent content, you shouldn’t have to worry about losing readers to the sources you cite in your own blog posts.

				Using images

				Use images as appropriate, and cite their sources. Images make your posts visually appealing and can draw a reader in to read more. Just be sure to use images that are actually relevant to your content and that hold appropriate copyright licenses. (For more information about copyrights, see Chapter 4 in this minibook.)

				Writing for the web

				Write in a web-friendly style. That means writing in short paragraphs, using headings to separate text and provide visual relief, and using bulleted or numbered lists. Web pages with a lot of white space are far easier to read (or even skim) than text-heavy pages. Your goal is to get people to read your content (skimming is perfectly fine, too), not click away because they’re bombarded with more text than they can process.

				Understanding Types of Blog Posts

				Blog posts come in many flavors, some more popular than others. It’s your blog, so you can write any type of post you want. However, it’s good to understand what some of the most popular types of blog posts are, so you can meet readers’ expectations and give them a format they’re already familiar with and possibly looking for.

				Here’s my take on the types of blog posts:

				[image: check]Lists: This is one of the most popular types of blog posts. People love lists! For example, posts that promise Top 10 (or 20) Mistakes to Avoid are often too irresistible for readers to bypass.

				[image: check]Current events: Do some research and find out what’s going on in the world related to your blog topic and then publish a post about those events.

				[image: check]Tips: People love to get insider or expert tips. If you have a specialized knowledge, share it through a blog post where you provide that knowledge as a series of tips.

				[image: check]Reviews: Bloggers are considered online influencers and a powerful source of word-of-mouth marketing. The reason is simple. Research shows that people trust other people more than they trust traditional advertising. You can review anything related to your blog topic in your blog posts, and your readers are likely to be happy to read that content and possibly share it with other people.

				[image: check]Recommendations: Similar to reviews, recommendation posts allow you to share your favorites or preferred things related to your blog topic without providing complete reviews.

				[image: check]How-to: People love to learn how to do something, and how-to posts are very popular. How-to posts can even include images to demonstrate the steps provided in your blog post.

				[image: check]Polls: Get your readers involved by creating a poll and asking them to vote. People love polls! Use a tool like PollDaddy (www.polldaddy.com) or SurveyGizmo (www.surveygizmo.com) to create polls about anything you want.

				[image: check]Interviews: Interview someone related to your blog’s topic and publish another perspective. You can contact people via e-mail, telephone, and so on to request their participation in an interview to be published on your blog. You’d be surprised how many people will welcome the exposure your interview can bring them.

				[image: check]Contests: Hold a contest and offer a small prize. People love to win things. You can find out more about blog contests in Chapter 6 of Book VI.

				[image: check]Videos: Make a video and publish it in a blog post. Online video is getting more popular every day. You can find out more about video blogging (vlogging) in Chapter 7 of Book V.

				[image: check]Podcasts: If you’re not comfortable appearing in a video, why not try audio? Podcasts add another dimension of interactivity to your blog. You can find out more about creating podcasts in Chapter 6 of Book V.

				[image: check]Guest posts: Approach another blogger or expert in your topic and ask that person to write a guest post for your blog. You can find out more about guest blogging in Chapter 5 of Book VI.

				Avoiding Blogger’s Block and Finding Blog Post Ideas

				Blogger’s block occurs when a blogger can’t think of anything to write about on his blog. It’s very common, and every blogger experiences it at one time or another. Some days, you just feel less inspired than others. Don’t despair; see the nearby sidebar for tips to get past blogger’s block.

				Tricks to cure blogger’s block

				It’s inevitable. One day you’ll sit down at your computer to write a blog post, and you won’t be able to think of anything to write about. Try the following tricks to cure blogger’s block:

				[image: check.png] Walk away from your computer. Do something else. When you return to your computer later, you might be in a completely different frame of mind, and blog post ideas might be easier to come by.

				[image: check.png] If a break doesn’t help, turn on some music or surf the blogosphere to read about your blog topic simply for pleasure. A blog post idea might strike you when you’re not trying so hard to think of one.

				[image: check.png] Chat with friends. You can contact your peers or friends who enjoy talking  about your blog topic and start a conversation. You never know what kinds of  blog post ideas might come from a casual conversation.

				[image: check.png] Work out. Many bloggers swear by deep-breathing exercises or physical exercise (such as yoga) to regain focus and get the mind flowing freely again.

				[image: check.png] If all else fails, grab a candy bar, a beer, or whatever your favorite indulgence is and enjoy. I know I always think more clearly after some chocolate!



				If you have trouble moving beyond blogger’s block, you need to invest more time into finding post ideas. Fortunately, there are many sources available to bloggers to help them find blog post fodder.

				The following list suggests some popular ways to find blog post ideas:

				[image: check]Read your favorite blogs. No doubt, there’s hot material to be found on the blogs that you enjoy reading. It’s not okay to copy, but it is okay to get inspiration from other blogs. The trick is to write about the topic in your own way, with your own voice, and share your own opinions.

				[image: check]Visit social bookmarking sites. Sites such as Digg (http://digg.com), StumbleUpon (www.stumbleupon.com), and Reddit (www.reddit.com) provide people with places to save web pages they enjoy online rather than locally on their computer hard drives. Social bookmarking also makes it easy to share web pages with other people. (That’s what makes them social.) For example, conduct a search on one of these social bookmarking sites using a term related to your blog’s topic and see what comes up. You can find out more about social bookmarking in Chapter 4 of Book VI.

				[image: check]Look at Google Trends. Google Trends (www.google.com/trends) provides a continually updated list of the most-searched-for search terms, as shown in Figure 2-6. If people are searching for a term, it’s safe to assume they’re interested in the topic, which could make a great blog post idea!

					

				
					Figure 2-6: Google Trends provides a snapshot of the most-searched-for terms on Google.
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				[image: check]Read news sites. Review news sites (local, regional, national, or global), which may have breaking stories related to your blog topic that you could write about on your blog.

				[image: check]Search Twitter. Conduct a keyword search on Twitter or using a Twitter app like Monitter to see what people are talking about right now related to your blog’s topic.

				[image: check]Conduct a blog search. Using blog search sites, such as Technorati (www.technorati.com), IceRocket (www.icerocket.com), or Google Blogs search (www.google.com/blogsearch), search blog posts for the past day using a search term related to your blog topic. The results of your search show you what other bloggers, who you might not know, are writing about. You just might find a blog post idea and a great blog to start following! You can find out how to conduct blog searches in more detail in Chapter 1 of this minibook.

				Determining How Often to Publish Blog Posts

				The frequency with which you publish posts on your blog depends on your goals for your blog. If you’re blogging for fun and don’t care how many people are reading your blog, you can publish as frequently or infrequently as you want. However, if you want to grow your blog and become a successful blogger, you need to publish with greater frequency.

				Of course, the quality of your content is critical to your blog’s success, but without fresh content, people won’t have much incentive to return to your blog or tell other people about it. One great post just doesn’t get the job done if you want to grow your blog. What’s the point in returning to your blog if the content never changes? The more frequently you publish good blog posts, the more reason there is for people to return again and again.

				Frequent blog updates can also help with search engine optimization (which I discuss in Chapter 1 of Book V) because each new blog post is a new entry point for search engines to find your blog. More entry points give people more chances to find your blog through a Google search, for example.

				When you know how much you want your blog to grow and how quickly, you can determine how often you need to publish new blog posts. For maximum growth, you should publish multiple blog posts per day (at least three to five posts per day). For steady growth, publish at least one new blog post per day. If growth isn’t that important to you, but you don’t want to be the only person reading your blog, try to publish a new blog post every few days so you have fresh content up two to three times per week. Finally, if growth means absolutely nothing to you, you can publish new blog posts whenever you want and as infrequently as you want.

				[image: remember.eps]	Blogging success is directly tied to your goals for your blog and your commitment to investing time into your blog. Write great content in your own voice, be social, and make sure your content is fresh. In time, your blog will grow organically.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3: Blogging Basics

				In This Chapter

				[image: check.png] Understanding domain names

				[image: check.png] Selecting a domain name

				[image: check.png] Buying a domain name

				[image: check.png] Getting to know the parts of a blog

				After you select your topic and commit to starting a blog, you need to choose a domain name for your blog and get a clear understanding of the various parts of a blog. Starting a successful blog on the right foot takes a bit of prep work.

				This chapter teaches you everything you need to know about domains and the parts of a blog so that you’re completely educated and ready to get into the nitty-gritty technical part of creating your blog.

				Choosing a Domain Name

				Your blog’s domain name is the unique part of your blog’s Uniform Resource Locator (URL), which is connected to your blog only. Your URL is your blog’s complete web address that people type into their browser search bars to find your site. Take a look at the format of the following URL:

				http://www.google.com

				The parts of the URL are as follows:

					1.	Access protocol: The http:// represents the access protocol, Hypertext Transfer Protocol, in the above URL example used to send and retrieve information across the web.

					2.	Domain name: www.google.com represents the domain name in the URL example — a unique identifier and extension. In the example, www. stands for World Wide Web, google is the unique identifier, and .com is the domain name extension.

				In the early days of the Internet, .com was one of the only domain name extension options, representing commercial websites. Additional extensions such as .gov, .org, and .edu came along to help distinguish between different types of websites that debuted online: government, nonprofit, and education/schools, respectively.

				Before you can start your blog, you need to choose a domain name for it. The type of domain and the process you follow to get it depends on the blogging application you choose. However you go about getting a domain name for your blog, you need to think of one. In fact, you should come up with a list of options, because it’s highly likely your first choice is already taken. The web is a crowded place, and many people purchase domains for the sole purpose of selling them for a profit in the future. Finding an available domain name that you like can be a challenging task.

				Understanding the types of domain  names and extensions

				If you decide to use a blogging application that provides hosting for your blog (meaning you don’t have to purchase a hosting account through a separate company to store your blog data), choosing a domain name is a simple process. However, if you host your blog content through a third-party web host, you need to purchase your own domain and associate it with your hosting account and blog. Book IV discusses domain names as they relate to specific blogging applications in detail.

				For now, take a look at the following list of popular domain name extensions in the United States because choosing the unique identifier for your domain name is only half of the struggle.

				[image: tip.eps]	Bloggers outside of the United States have different domain extensions available to them, typically identified by a letter combination that represents their country.

				[image: check].com: This is the most common and most well-known domain extension. As such, it’s typically the first extension people add to domains when they type them into their browser search bars. However, this habit is breaking as more and more popular blogs and websites launch using alternative extensions. It can be very difficult to find an available domain name that you like with the .com extension, but it’s not impossible if you get creative.

				[image: check].net: This domain extension is getting more and more popular as the second choice behind .com. Many of the most popular blogs and websites use the .net extension, such as the highly popular blog about blogging by Darren Rowse, ProBlogger (www.problogger.net), shown in Figure 3-1.

					

				
					Figure 3-1: Darren Rowse’s popular blog about blogging, ProBlogger, uses the .net domain extension.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010301.tif]

				[image: check].org: Although this extension was once restricted to nonprofit organizations, today, anyone can register a domain using .org.

				[image: check].info: This is a newer domain extension, but it’s growing in popularity. Unfortunately, spammers have a tendency to target blogs using this extension, so you might want to check the availability of your chosen domain using other extensions before you settle on .info.

				[image: check].me: This domain extension is very new and can be used by anyone for any type of site.

				[image: check].name: This domain extension is restricted to people who want to register their own names only. If you register a name with the .name extension that doesn’t belong to you, you might be required to give up that domain in the future.

				[image: check].tv: This domain is typically used by websites and blogs that publish video content.

				[image: check].biz: This domain extension is restricted to businesses.

				[image: check].edu: Only schools are allowed to use a .edu domain.

				[image: check].gov: This domain can be used only by government agencies.

				[image: check].jobs: Only companies actively publishing open job listings (no third-party job listings allowed) can use this domain.

				[image: check].mil: This domain is reserved for United States military use.

				[image: check].mobi: This domain is for websites that are compatible with mobile devices.

				[image: check].pro: Only licensed or certified lawyers, accountants, and engineers in the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, or France can use this domain.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Some domain extensions require you to pay an additional fee for registration. Read the fine print before you make your final purchase.

				The domain extension you choose depends greatly on the domain name you want to use and the availability of that name.

				Creating a domain name and  making sure it’s available

				When it comes to naming your blog, you have to balance two factors: the creative factor of coming up with a great name and the practical factor of making sure the domain name is available for you to use.

				As you do your setup, you’re going to go one of two ways:

				[image: check]Hosted account domain name: If you blog with WordPress.com, Blogger, TypePad, or another provider that hosts your blog content online for you, you aren’t required to purchase your own domain name. Instead, a free domain name is available to you, which uses the provider’s extension by default (for example, domainname.word press.com, domainname.blogspot.com, or domainname.type pad.com). You do get to choose the unique name that appears before the domain extension.

				[image: check]Purchased domain name: If you aren’t blogging with a provider that also hosts your content, you need to purchase your own domain name through a third-party domain registrar.

				[image: tip.eps]		Keep in mind that you can give your blog a boost in credibility by demonstrating that you’re committed enough to your blog to spend money and effort on obtaining your own unique web address for it.

				If you need to or want to purchase your own domain name for your blog, you need to start by creating a list of domain names you’d like to use.  After you make your list of first choices, consider the alternative extensions you’d accept if your first weren’t available. Also, think of ways you can creatively enhance your chosen domain name to make it unique and thus more likely to be available. Most domain name registrars offer a search tool that delivers both the availability of your chosen domain as well as alternative domain options. I discuss several domain name registrars in detail later in this chapter.

				Following are suggestions to enhance your domain name to broaden your search and increase the odds of the name being available for use with a common extension such as .com or .net. People are comfortable with those extensions and likely to use them when searching for your blog if they aren’t already aware that your domain uses a less common extension.

				[image: check]Get creative. If the domain name you want is intuitive and obvious, consider using something more creative.

				[image: check]Add an article. Such words as the or a can do the trick when it comes to making an unavailable domain available.

				[image: check]Add prefixes or suffixes. Sites such as Engadget (www.engadget.com) and Friendster (www.friendster.com) are examples of domains that include prefixes and suffixes to make them unique.

				[image: check]Use a superlative. Try using such words as best or fastest in your domain name.

				[image: check]Add an adjective. Just as you can try using superlatives, try adding descriptive words into your domain name.

				[image: check]Add a hyphen. If your desired domain is more than one word, try adding a hyphen between those words.

				[image: check]Use plurals. Is there a word in your domain that you can change from singular to plural? Give it a try!

				[image: check]Make up a word. Many blogs and websites use words that aren’t in the dictionary, such as Squidoo (www.squidoo.com), which is shown in Figure 3-2. If you find yourself at a dead end, make up your own word and use it in your domain and as your blog’s title. If nothing else, your blog will have instant branding!

					

				
					Figure 3-2: Squidoo is an example of a website with a name and corre-sponding domain name that isn’t in the dictionary.
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				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	After you choose your domain name, changing it can cause a lot of problems. Old links to your blog won’t work, your Google search rankings will drop, and more. Pick your domain name with great care and be sure it’s one you can live with for the life of your blog in order to avoid problems later.

				Finding a domain name that you like can be challenging. Even if you use a blogging application that doesn’t require you to purchase your own domain name, finding an available domain through those sites is still a challenge. For example, millions and millions of blogs are hosted on Blogger, which means millions and millions of domain names with the provided .blogspot.com extension are already taken. Be patient, don’t get frustrated, and be prepared to not get the first, second, or even the tenth domain name of your choice. Eventually though, you’ll find a domain name that’s available and suitable for your blog.

				Buying a domain name

				A domain name registrar is a website that enables you to purchase your own, unique domain name. Many sites allow you to purchase a domain name, but not all domain name registrars are alike. For example, they charge different fees that can vary based on the length of your contract or the domain name extension you choose. Be sure to read all the fine print before you make your final purchase, and do some comparison shopping before you commit to a vendor.

				When you do find an available domain name that you’re happy with, be prepared to purchase it immediately. It’s not uncommon to find an available domain name one minute and then find it’s gone a few minutes later. With that in mind, do your research on current pricing plans and discounts before you actually search for available domain names, or you could waste a lot of time. Select the domain registrar you want to make your purchase through and then conduct your search on that site.

				Following is a brief list of popular websites where you can search for and purchase domain names. This list is not exhaustive, and companies and offers change all the time. Do your research when you’re ready to find your domain, so you’re certain to get the best deal from the best company at that time.

				[image: check]Bluehost (www.bluehost.com): A popular blog host. You can also purchase domain names from Bluehost.

				[image: check]Go Daddy (www.godaddy.com): A service that’s been around for a long time and a popular site for hosting and domain name registration. Take a look at Figure 3-3 to see how easy it is to search for a domain name from the Go Daddy home page.

					

				
					Figure 3-3: Go Daddy makes it easy to search for domains directly from the site’s home page.
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				[image: check]HostGator (www.hostgator.com): Another commonly used site for purchasing both blog hosting and domain names.

				[image: remember.eps]	Check all the pricing and check it again before you commit to purchasing a domain name. Compare pricing from several providers to ensure you’re getting the best deal.

				Identifying the Basic Elements of a Blog

				Although the content of every blog is unique, most blogs have specific elements in common. Of course, as with most aspects of blogging, there are exceptions to every rule: Even though most blogs include elements such as sidebars, footers, and archives, those elements aren’t mandatory. It’s up to individual bloggers to choose and include the blog elements that provide the user experiences they want to deliver.

				Furthermore, blogs vary in the way they’re laid out. In other words, the design of the blog can affect where elements appear on your screen. The flexible layout is one of the best parts about blogging. So, even though there are commonly accepted locations to place specific elements of a blog, there are no rules set in stone. The look and feel of your blog is entirely up to you.

				Home page

				Your blog’s home page is the primary landing page that people arrive at when they visit your blog’s top-level domain. In other words, it’s the most popular starting point for a readers’ journey through your blog’s content. Figure 3-4 shows an example of a well-designed blog home page, JustJared.com (http://justjared.buzznet.com), where it’s easy to find a lot of information that the target audience would likely be interested in without feeling intimidated.

					

				
					Figure 3-4: Just Jared offers a useful home page for visitors.
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				Your most recent blog posts typically appear first, in reverse chronological order, as the main focal point of your home page. Blogs are usually divided into columns of content (two- and three-column blog formats are most common) with your blog posts appearing in the widest column. Additional content on the home page can include links and the various elements described throughout the remainder of this chapter.

				However, in recent years, there has been an explosion in blog design options. Today’s blogs can use home pages that replicate popular news sites’ layouts (sometimes referred to as magazine layouts), or specific layouts for portfolios or photography. For example, in the Just Jared example shown in Figure 3-4, four blog posts are highlighted as image links near the top of the page to draw attention to them. Bloggers have more choices than ever, so don’t be surprised if a blog you visit doesn’t have a simple home page layout or looks more like a website than a blog.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	As a beginner blogger, you should strongly consider keeping things simple in terms of your blog’s home page layout. More complicated blog layouts often require more work in terms of formatting, updating, and so on. Unless you’re prepared for those technological challenges, stick with more traditional two- or three-column blog layouts.

				The important point to remember when creating your blog is that your home page is your blog’s welcome page. Think of it like the exterior of a home. It can either have curb appeal or turn visitors off. Make sure your blog’s home page has curb appeal.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Don’t try to fit every piece of information you want to share with your visitors on your home page or it will get cluttered and become difficult for your audience to read. Instead, try to create a clean home page with useful information and easy-to-follow links.

				About or profile page

				The About page of your blog is simply a biography or description of who you are and why you’re writing your blog. Readers like to know more about the person behind the blog, particularly if your blog offers advice or professional opinion. Your audience needs to believe that you’re qualified to write your blog.

				Remember that an essential part of becoming a successful blogger is developing relationships with your readers. The strength of a blog comes from the community that evolves around it. Don’t cheat your audience. Instead, take the time to write a thorough profile page that shares information about your experience, credentials, and reasons for taking the time to write your blog.

				Some bloggers’ profile pages are very long with professional and personal information included in rich detail. Others are short and to the point. Either approach can work depending on your goals for your blog. Figure 3-5 offers an example of a succinct yet effective About page for Randa Clay’s blog (http://randaclay.com).

				It’s also important that your profile page is easily accessible. Don’t make your readers try to hunt down information about you. Reach out to them and make it easy for them to get to know you by making your profile page a prominent part of your blog.

				[image: tip.eps]	Keep in mind that some blogs have two About pages. One talks about the blog itself, and the other talks about the blogger. It’s up to you to decide whether you want two About pages or one, but most blogs use the single-About-page approach.

					

				
					Figure 3-5: Randa Clay uses a simple, effective About page on her blog.
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				Posts

				All blogs include posts. The exception occurs when someone uses a blogging application to create a more traditional website, but then it could be argued that those sites aren’t really blogs at all. The essential element that makes a website a blog is the post feature, where entries appear in reverse chronological order. Therefore, it’s safe to say that all blogs, in the traditional sense, include posts.

				Each entry that you write and publish on your blog is called a post. Those posts are typically displayed on your blog’s home page in the order that you published them with the most recent appearing at the top of the page. A certain number of posts appear on the home page, depending on the settings you choose within your blogging application. You can find older posts by clicking a link that appears at the bottom of the posts on the home page and each subsequent page. (The link is usually labeled Previous Posts, Previous Entries, or something similar.) You can also find older entries by using the archive and category features of your blog, as described later in this chapter.

				Your blog posts typically include a few common elements, including an author byline, date, title, the post content, links, images, and comments. A sample blog post is shown in Figure 3-6, so you can see the various elements in detail.

					

				
					Figure 3-6: A typical blog post.
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				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	The blog post column typically takes up about 75 percent of the width of your blog’s screen space.

				Comments

				Comments are what make blogs interactive. If your blog posts are the heart of your blog, comments are the veins and arteries pumping blood to and from your blog’s heart. Blogging is meant to be a social tool. If it were intended to be one-sided, it wouldn’t be much different from a traditional website aside from frequent updates being published. A regular website could publish frequent updates, too, but it doesn’t offer the interactivity and conversation that blogs do, thanks to commenting.

				Comments appear at the end of a blog post. Most bloggers allow anyone to leave a comment, using the comment moderation tool in their blogging applications to filter inappropriate and spam comments before they’re actually published. You can read more about comment moderation in Chapter 2 of Book VI.

				People like to offer their own opinions, and blog commenting allows them to do exactly that. Commenting helps them feel involved and part of the community on your blog. That’s a powerful thing when it comes to growing your blog. However, it’s important to acknowledge the people who leave comments on your blog and show them you value them by responding to those comments and engaging the people who leave them. That’s how you build relationships with your readers.

				As your blog grows, so too will the number of comments your posts receive. Figure 3-7 shows an example of a blog post with comments. Don’t be discouraged if your blog doesn’t get a lot of comments. If you stay committed, keep writing, and continue interacting with the people who do leave comments on your posts, eventually more comments should come. Patience is key to your blog’s success and growing your blog’s community.

					

				
					Figure 3-7: A blog post with comments.
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				Categories or labels

				Depending on the blogging application that you use, you might be able to categorize your blog posts (as WordPress lets you do) or attach labels to them in an informal categorization system (as with Blogger). Regardless of the specific functionality available to you, the end result is similar. Categories (or labels) create an easy way for readers to find old content related to specific topics.

				Most bloggers include a list of categories (or labels) in their blog’s sidebar, making it extremely easy for readers to find additional content of interest. For example, Women on Business (www.womenonbusiness.com) is a blog for women working in the field of business. The sidebar shown in Figure 3-8 shows a partial view of categories used for posts on that blog, which makes finding additional information and older posts quick and easy for readers.

				Make sure you take the time to categorize or label your blog posts well, so readers have no trouble finding older blog posts.

					

				
					Figure 3-8: The list of categories for Women on Business.
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				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	Use labels and categories that are intuitive. Consider what term you would search for in order to find the type of content in your blog posts and then label or categorize your content to match.

				Sidebar

				Sidebars give your blog flexibility. Although you can have a blog with just one column that includes your blog posts, it’s not common. More often, people use a two- or three-column format where sidebars appear to the left and/or right of the blog post column. It’s easy to fall into the trap of filling your sidebars with as many elements as you can possibly squeeze into them, such as ads, links, and so on. However, your sidebars should offer information and links that are truly useful to your readers. If an element doesn’t add value to the user experience, leave it out of your sidebar.

				[image: tip.eps]	Just because you have space that can be filled in your blog’s sidebar, that doesn’t mean you have to fill it. Less is more.

				Perhaps the biggest trap bloggers fall into when creating their blogs’ sidebars is related to advertising. If you decide to include ads in your blog’s sidebar to make money, then it’s easy to clutter your sidebar with every kind of ad you can get access to. That’s a huge mistake though. Blogs that are covered in ads create a negative user experience. Instead, try testing just a few ads in your sidebars. Analyze the results and then choose the advertising opportunities that make the most sense for your blog, your audience, and your revenue goals. You can learn all about blog monetization, including advertising, in Book VII.

				To get you started in building your blog’s sidebar, following is a list of some of the most common sidebar elements that bloggers use, which you might want to include in your own sidebar:

				[image: check]A link to your About (or profile) page

				[image: check]Your picture

				[image: check]Your contact information

				[image: check]Links to your Twitter, Facebook, or LinkedIn profiles

				[image: check]Your blog’s subscription information

				[image: check]A list of categories or labels

				[image: check]Links to your blog archives by date

				[image: check]Ads

				[image: check]A blogroll (essentially, a list of links to other blogs you like)

				[image: check]A list of links to recent comments on your blog

				[image: check]A list of links to your recent blog posts

				[image: check]A list of links to your popular blog posts

				You see a partial sidebar sample from Women on Business (www.womenon business.com) in Figures 3-8 and 3-9.

				Archives

				It’s easy for readers to find your recent posts by looking at your blog’s home page or clicking through to the first few pages of content, but what if they want to see what you were talking about a month ago or a year ago? That would take a lot of clicking. That’s where the archive feature in blogging applications comes in handy.

				The blog archive feature makes it simple for readers to find and read your older posts by date. Most archives are divided by year, month, or week. You can display your archive links in your blog’s sidebar, as shown in Figure 3-9.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	Archives are useful for search engine optimization because all the blog posts you’ve ever written on your blog live online through your blog archives. That means that every post is an entry point to your blog for search engines to find your content. Frequently updated blogs that have been around for years can have thousands of entry points!

					

				
					Figure 3-9: This blog’s archives appear in the sidebar.
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				Header

				Your blog’s header can be loosely compared to a newspaper masthead. The area stretches across the top of every page of your blog and typically includes your blog’s name, an image, and possibly a slogan or short description of your blog. Your blog’s header is what brands your blog and tells people where they are when they arrive on your site. Think about it: Would you know you were on the New York Times website if the header at the top of the page didn’t tell you so? Most people wouldn’t know. The same principle holds true for your blog.

				That’s why taking the time to create a great header is important. Try to make your header distinct. Use a font that’s easy to read and an image that you own or are allowed to use based on its copyright license, described in more detail in Chapter 4 of this minibook.

				Depending on the template that you use to create your blog or if you hire a designer to help you create your blog, you may be able to include additional elements in your blog’s header. Some people include a search bar, subscription area, or ads in their blog’s header. Figure 3-10 shows the header for Women on Business (www.womenonbusiness.com), which includes a title and graphic above the navigation bar at the top of the page.

				[image: remember.eps]	Your blog’s header appears at the top of every page on your blog and is the primary element people notice first anytime they visit your blog. Make it unique so people remember it and grow to recognize it.

					

				
					Figure 3-10: A sample blog header.
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				Footer

				A blog footer typically spans across the bottom of the screen on all pages of your blog. Although it’s not essential to include a footer in your blog’s design, it’s a great place to put copyright information. In fact, some people use the space in their footer for far more than just disclaimers and legalese.

				Following are some suggestions of elements to include in your blog’s footer:

				[image: check]Copyright and disclaimer statements

				[image: check]Links to terms and conditions of use and privacy statements

				[image: check]Link to your e-mail address

				[image: check]Your contact information, such as your phone number or address  (primarily useful for business blogs)

				[image: check]Ads

				[image: check]Links to other resources within or outside of your blog

				[image: check]Links to your social networking, bookmarking, and Twitter profiles

				[image: check]Feeds from other blogs you write or enjoy

				As always, it’s important to keep in mind that there are no set rules related to formatting a blog footer. Use that space to help you meet your blogging goals and create a better user experience. Check out the blog footer for Small Business Trends (www.smallbiztrends.com) in Figure 3-11 for some creative ways to fill a blog footer.

					

				
					Figure 3-11: An example of a blog footer.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010311.eps]

				[image: tip.eps]	Not all of your blog readers are going to scroll through to the bottom of your blog pages to find and read your footer information. In fact, very few of them probably will do so. Therefore, don’t put critical information that you really want your readers to see in your blog’s footer. Save that space for ancillary information you want to share that isn’t essential to meeting your goals.

				Blogroll or links

				Depending on what blogging application you choose, you have the option to include a blogroll or list of links in your blog’s sidebar (or footer, depending on your blog’s template layout). A blogroll (or link list) is a list of links to other blogs that you like and recommend to your readers.

				In the early days of blogging, blogrolls were powerful tools that directly led to increased traffic. There were a few reasons for this phenomenon. First, getting your blog’s link listed on other blogs meant that other people who read those blogs might notice the link, follow it, and start reading your blog, too. If the blogger linking to you in his blogroll has a popular, well-trafficked blog, the number of click-throughs to your blog could be quite high. Second, each incoming link to your blog is weighted as a positive in Google’s search algorithm. In other words, having more incoming links (particularly from popular websites and blogs) means your blog is ranked higher by Google, driving your pages up higher in related keyword searches. Higher rankings provide the potential for more search traffic.

				Today, the power of blogrolls isn’t what it once was. For example, there are companies that pay for links in blogrolls, which diminishes the value of them to readers. Many blogrolls are created and forgotten — making the links in them less than useful to people as time passes — and links break or the content on blogs becomes outdated. Also, originally, adding links to a blogroll was considered a reciprocal practice. If you added someone’s blog to your blogroll, you could contact her to let her know, and she would almost always link back to you. It was an unwritten rule of blog etiquette. That rule doesn’t necessarily apply today. In fact, many blogs don’t even include blogrolls anymore.

				However, blogrolls can still be a good networking tool, and if you’re truly sharing links to blogs that you think your readers can benefit from and enjoy, it’s an element you can provide as an added benefit. In other words, a useful blogroll certainly can’t hurt your blog, and it may even help it.

				Many bloggers call their blogrolls by an entirely different name these days. For example, you might see a list of links referred to as a blogroll a few years ago now labeled Resources or Helpful Links. Figure 3-12 shows the Small Business CEO blog (www.smbceo.com) with a blogroll (labeled Helpful Websites) in the sidebar.

					

				
					Figure 3-12: This blogroll includes plenty of links.
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				Trackbacks or backlinks

				Depending on the blogging application you choose, you might be able to include trackback (WordPress or TypePad, for example) or backlink (Blogger) functionality in your blog posts. In simplest terms, a trackback is a virtual shoulder tap telling another blogger that you linked to one of his posts in one of your own posts. Backlinks from blogs hosted by Blogger work only on other Blogger-hosted blogs. Backlinks appear as a Links list below the blog post comments.

				If you want your blog to grow and be successful, it’s important that you take the time to turn on the trackback or backlink functionality within your blog settings and then actively use it. Doing so lets other bloggers know you like their content enough to link to it, thereby promoting it on your blog, too. By linking to another blogger’s content, you can help to boost his traffic and yours because the process of trackbacks and backlinks automatically leaves a reciprocal link on the blog post you linked to (assuming the other blogger has the functionality activated on his blog as well). Figure 3-13 shows trackback links on a post from Seth Godin’s TypePad blog (www.sethgodin.typepad.com), which appear grouped together below the post but before the comments section.

				You can find out more about trackbacks and backlinks as they relate to specific blogging applications in Book IV.

					

				
					Figure 3-13: A trackback link on a TypePad blog post.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010313.eps]

				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	Trackbacks typically appear chronologically and mixed with other comments on WordPress blog posts.

				Pings

				A ping is a signal sent from one website to another to ensure that the other site exists. Pings are also used to notify sites that receive information from ping servers of updates to a blog or website. When you create your blog, you have the opportunity to enable pings within your blog settings.

				Each time you publish a new blog post, sites such as Google, Technorati, and other search indexers are pinged, letting them know your new post exists. Pings are meant to speed up the process of getting your new posts indexed by major search engines, so your content is available to display within keyword search results as soon as possible.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Many services claim to be able to help you with setting up pings with a long list of sites. Also, you might hear that it’s necessary to visit a long list of sites individually to manually set up your blog’s ping service. Don’t be fooled. Configuring the ping functionality within your blog’s settings is enough to notify all the major sites when you publish new content.

				Tags

				In WordPress, tags are used for search engine optimization purposes. In simplest terms, when you write a new blog post using WordPress, you can input keywords as tags, which sites such as Technorati use to index your content. Additionally, because tags appear as links on your blog post, Google includes them in its indexing process. Either way you look at it, tags can only help your blog posts get found — as long as you don’t overstuff keywords in your blog post tags that is. Figure 3-14 shows what tags look like on a WordPress blog post.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps]	Depending on the blog template design, tags can appear in different locations, such as at the top or bottom of a blog post. Some bloggers choose not to display them with posts.

				Template or theme

				Every blog is built on a template, which designers and bloggers customize to create their own blogs’ unique looks. Depending on the blogging application you use, your blog’s layout could be called a template (Blogger) or a theme (WordPress), but either way, the concept is the same.

				Many free templates are available to bloggers, which anyone can use. You can also find premium templates that are offered for a fee, making them rarer than the scores of free templates available online and, typically, more customizable and better coded. Some bloggers invest in having a custom template created so their blogs look completely original.

					

				
					Figure 3-14: You can find the tags at the bottom of this WordPress blog post.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010314.eps]

				Templates usually include one, two, or three columns, with the blog posts taking up the majority of the space (approximately 75 percent). There are also unique templates for magazine-style sites, portfolios, and more. Long story short, you have tons and tons of choices when it comes to blog design. The template you ultimately use depends on your technical skills for updating and your budget. Figure 3-15 shows the popular, premium Thesis theme for WordPress from DIYthemes (www.diythemes.com).

				Remember, the type of template you decide to use on your blog is entirely up to you. Choose a template that provides the basic look and feel you want your blog to communicate to readers. You can find out more about finding and choosing a template for your blog based on your chosen blogging application in Book IV.

					

				
					Figure 3-15: The premium Thesis theme live demo for self-hosted WordPress blogs.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010315.tif]

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4: Blogging Rules  and Ethics

				In This Chapter

				[image: check.png] Avoiding trouble

				[image: check.png] Attributing sources

				[image: check.png] Finding out about copyrights and fair use

				[image: check.png] Understanding Creative Commons licenses

				[image: check.png] Creating comment and privacy policies

				[image: check.png] Writing legal language and disclaimers

				Although you won’t find any formal rules and regulations related specifically to blogging, there are laws that extend to your blog’s content and widely accepted practices that you should be aware of and adhere to throughout your life as a blogger. Those guidelines can extend from common courtesy and avoiding doing things that can be perceived as spam all the way to acts punishable by law, such as plagiarism.

				This chapter points you in the right direction by highlighting some of the biggest things you should avoid doing on and off your blog as well as offering tips for how to do things the right way (or at least the way that other bloggers and blog readers prefer). If you want to be a welcomed member of the blogosphere, you need to fully understand the topics in this chapter.

				Avoiding Blogging Don’ts

				The safest path to follow as a blogger is to remember your manners. Just as if you were a magazine or newspaper publisher, the information you publish online through your blog must follow similar ethical and legal codes of conduct. Those codes relate to plagiarism, libel, and more.

				Many bloggers, particularly in the United States, argue that laws related to free speech give them the right to write and publish anything they want on their blogs. However, don’t use freedom of speech as an excuse to publish content that could be hurtful to another person or entity. That’s where bloggers need to dance the fine line between staying within the law and within ethical limitations while still freely publishing their thoughts and opinions. Remember your manners, and you should be okay.

				With that in mind, the blogging don’ts that I discuss in the following sections are some of the biggest. Violate them at your own risk!

				Don’t plagiarize (Get permissions!)

				Just as your teacher told you in your high school English class, plagiarism is wrong and punishable by law. Don’t copy content from any other source and simply republish it on your blog. If you find another blog post or article online or offline that you want to write about on your blog, write your own original content about that subject.

				[image: tip.eps]	If you believe someone has copied content from your blog, you can test your suspicions by using a site like Copyscape (www.copyscape.com), shown in Figure 4-1, which allows you to enter the URL of a page on your blog and do a search to determine whether the text on that page appears anywhere else online.

					

				
					Figure 4-1: Copyscape allows you to determine whether your blog content has been copied elsewhere on the web.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010401.eps]

				If you decide to copy a portion of another blog post or article on your blog or use an image that you find elsewhere on the web within one of your blog posts, it’s likely that you’ll need to obtain permission to do so based on the type of copyright license attached to that content or image. (I discuss copyrights later in this chapter in detail, in the section “Understanding Copyright and Fair Use.”) The safest route to take if you’re not certain whether you’re allowed to republish content or an image on your blog is to contact the owner and request permission to do so. If you can’t obtain written permission, don’t use the content or image.

				Don’t commit libel against someone or something

				Publishing libelous statements about another person or entity is illegal. In simplest terms, libel is written words that are intended to destroy or negatively impact a person or entity’s reputation in front of a broad audience. Although your blog is your own place in the online world and it’s permissible to publish your opinions on your blog, it’s not okay to publish hateful or highly disparaging content, which could be considered libelous.

				Most blogging applications include rules of conduct within their terms of use agreements notifying bloggers that blogs including libelous, hateful, or similar content will be deleted (if they’re found or someone reports them). Similarly, search engines try to find and eliminate from indexing processes those sites with this kind of content on them. Long story short, a blog with content that could be construed as libelous might not have a long life and could lose all search traffic — not to mention the fact that the blogger could get in trouble with the law. The best course of action is to keep your more extreme opinions to yourself.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]	Many bloggers have been fired from their jobs because of negative content published on their personal blogs about their employers. Be careful what you write about on your blog! You never know who might be looking.

				Don’t spam through comments

				Many people publish comments on blogs for no reason but to drive traffic to their own blogs and websites through the links included in their comments. When you leave a comment on a blog post, there is a field in the comment form where you can include a link back to your own blog. Doing so is perfectly acceptable and even expected.

				Comment spam comes in two flavors:

				[image: check]Irrelevant comments: Comment spam can come from people who leave useless or completely irrelevant comments on a blog post for the sole purpose of getting their link to show up in the comment section of the post.

				[image: check]Comments stuffed with links: Comment spam can come from people who leave a useful comment but also include several links, which could be relevant or irrelevant. Leaving an additional useful link within a comment is perfectly acceptable, but stuffing comments with a list of links isn’t, whether or not those links are related to the topic of the corresponding post. Some comments stuffed with links are quite obviously spam, such as the one shown in Figure 4-2.

					

				
					Figure 4-2: An example of comment spam.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010402.eps]

				Be sure to avoid leaving comments on other blog posts that could be viewed as spam. Doing so can get you blacklisted within the minds of other bloggers who will think of you as little more than a spammer.

				It’s also important to reduce comment spam on your own blog to enhance the user experience by creating a comment policy, as discussed in the “Creating a comment policy” section later in this chapter. Also, you can reduce spam through comment moderation, which I discuss in Chapter 2 of Book VI.

				Don’t publish spammy posts

				Just as blog comments can be spam, so can blog posts or entire blogs. If your blog posts include nothing more than one promotional message after another or if your blog is covered in ads with little to no useful information, readers (and search engines) will identify it as spam. Readers have no reason to return to a blog that offers no meaningful content. Just as you wouldn’t want to sit in front of a television all day and watch nothing but commercials, no one wants to read a blog that includes nothing but ads or promotional posts.

				It’s absolutely fine to include ads and promotional posts on your blog, but they should be identified as such for full transparency and disclosure. They should also be limited in quantity. The part of your blog that will convince people to return again and again is the content that you write, not the ads that you publish.

				Don’t steal bandwidth

				Bandwidth is a measure of digital data consumption. Stealing bandwidth happens when you publish something on your blog, such as an image, without uploading that image to your own blog hosting account first. Instead, you simply publish the link code from the original blog or website where you found the image. Doing so allows the image to appear in your blog post, but that image still resides on the originating site’s hosting account. Anytime the image loads on your blog, the originating site serves it, meaning your blog is using the originating site’s bandwidth each time a visitor views the image on your blog.

				For every piece of content (written, image, audio, video, and so on) that you publish on your blog, a bit of space is used up from your hosting account. Most blogs and websites have a limited amount of hosting space that the blogger pays for each month (or uses up each month, in the case of some free blogging accounts). Bloggers and website owners can be charged more if the amount of times that their content is accessed increases dramatically (such as when other bloggers use images without saving them to their own hosting accounts first).

				Long story short, you wouldn’t like it if you had to pay extra because other people were stealing your bandwidth, so don’t do it to other bloggers and website owners. Instead, copy the picture you want to use (being certain you have permission to do so first), save it to your hosting account, and then insert it into your blog post. (See Book IV for details on how to make a blog post.)

				Providing Attribution

				When you find a great article or blog post and write about it on your blog, you should provide attribution to your source. Not only is it ethical to do so, but if you cite and provide a link to the original source, that other blog or website could get a trackback or backlink (as described in Chapter 3 of this minibook). The blog or website owner can also see traffic coming from your blog through his own research into his site statistics (discussed in Chapter 2 of Book V). Either way, providing attribution to sources within your blog posts could put your blog on another blogger’s radar screen and lead to additional traffic to your blog. You can provide attribution by simply linking text within your blog post to your source, or you can provide a more formal attribution at the end of your blog post.

				Furthermore, if you copy a specific quote from another source, it’s imperative that you identify the quote as such and attribute the original source to avoid being accused of plagiarism. The same holds true for using images that you find from other sources. You should obtain permission to use them (unless they have a copyright license attached to them that allows you to republish them without first obtaining permission) and provide appropriate attribution to the source within your blog post.

				Figure 4-3 shows an image used on a blog with permission and proper  attribution.

					

				
					Figure 4-3: Always provide attribution to your sources.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010403.eps]

				Understanding Copyright and Fair Use

				The rules of copyright are a bit blurred in the online world, but the safest path to follow is one that errs on the side of being more conservative. Copyrights protect an author, artist, photographer, musician, or creator from having his or her original work stolen or misused without permission. If you didn’t create a piece of content on your blog, someone else holds the copyright to it. Copyrights are enforceable by law, so before you use text, images, video, or audio on your blog, be certain a copyright license is attached to it that allows you to use it without asking formal permission to do so. If you’re uncertain, ask permission before you use it.

				The blurred lines of copyright come into play around the concept of fair use as it applies to copyright laws. If you’re republishing content on your blog that someone else owns for the purpose of providing criticism, commentary, education, reporting, training, or research, you may not be required to seek permission to reuse that material on your blog thanks to a legal loophole called fair use. However, the lines of fair use are highly debatable. The safest course of action is to ask permission if you’re unsure whether you can republish content on your blog within the bounds of copyright law, and of course, always provide attribution to your source, as described in the preceding section.

				Using Creative Commons Licenses

				Creative Commons licenses are designed to give the owners of original work a way to share that work more freely (and allow other people to build on that work) by protecting the owner of the original licensed work without applying a full and highly restrictive copyright to it. In other words, a Creative Commons license allows other people to use the owner’s work, but restrictions can be attached depending on the type of Creative Commons license the owner applies to that work. The licenses were created by the nonprofit organization Creative Commons (http://creativecommons.org).

				Six types of Creative Commons licenses exist, and each has different rules of use attached to it as well as attribution requirements. Following are brief descriptions of each license type:

				[image: check]Attribution: This is the most flexible Creative Commons license: It allows anyone to reuse, revise, and build on an original work both noncommercially and commercially. The only requirement is that the license owner is provided proper credit for the original work. Bloggers can do this by citing the source.

				[image: check]Attribution Noncommercial: This license works exactly the same as the Attribution license does with one restriction: The person who reuses  the original work must not do so for commercial purposes.

				[image: check]Attribution No Derivatives: This license works almost the same as the Attribution license except that the original work that is reused cannot be changed in any way. It must be used in its entirety.

				[image: check]Attribution No Derivatives Noncommercial: This license works the same as the Attribution No Derivatives license, but works cannot be reused for commercial purposes of any kind.

				[image: check]Attribution Share Alike: This license works the same as the Attribution license except that anyone who reuses an original work with the Attribution Share Alike license must license their new work with  an Attribution Share Alike license as well.

				[image: check]Attribution Share Alike Noncommercial: This is the most restrictive type of Creative Commons license. It works the same way that the Attribution Share Alike license does, but new creations that use the original licensed work may not be used for commercial purposes.

				In Figure 4-4, you can see the About Licenses page of the Creative Commons website (http://creativecommons.org/about/licenses) and the four icons that represent how the different licenses work.

					

				
					Figure 4-4: The About Licenses page of the Creative Commons website.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010404.tif]

				[image: tip.eps]	It’s a good idea to obtain a Creative Commons license for your blog content and then include information about that license in your blog’s footer.

				Creative Commons licenses are becoming more and more popular for images used online. There are websites set up so you can do searches specifically for images with Creative Commons licenses attached to them. When you’re ready to look for images that you can use on your blog without violating copyright laws or going through a lengthy process to obtain permissions, take a look at Chapter 3 of Book V. That chapter contains a list of sources for finding images with Creative Commons licenses.

				Disclosing Your Policies

				Creating some policies for your blog is a good way to set reader expectations and protect yourself from unlikely but possible legal entanglements. For example, if someone plagiarizes your content or accuses you of selling his or her e-mail address, having clear and published policies that show how you handle copyright and privacy issues would be very important. Following are three of the most common policies published on blogs:

				[image: check]Comment policy: Describes what comments are inappropriate and how they’re moderated.

				[image: check]Privacy policy: Describes what information is collected about visitors and how that information is used.

				[image: check]Terms and Conditions of Site Use page: Describes legal information about your blog, such as copyrights, availability, and warnings.

				Creating a comment policy

				What makes blogs interactive and social is the commenting feature, wherein readers can leave comments about the posts they read. However, some people in the world either have nothing nice to say or find the need to say hateful things. Try not to take offense at the rude comments left on your blog posts. The blogosphere has a special name for people who leave hateful and obnoxious comments on blogs for no reason other than to stir up trouble: trolls.

				It’s your blog, and you can delete any comment you want, but keep in mind that even if you don’t like what someone has to say, an alternative viewpoint (stated in a courteous manner) can add to the conversation on your blog. In time, your loyal readers might even step up to the plate and defend your statements from your opponents. The key to successfully balancing the process of publishing and deleting comments is to create a comment policy that states exactly what kind of comments will be deleted or edited before they’re published. By publishing a comment policy on your blog, you’re protecting yourself from accusations of controlling the conversation on your blog.

				You can write your blog comment policy in a friendly or professional tone as long as your rules are clear. You may want to cover the following points in your comment policy for any sort of blog:

				[image: check]Hateful or attacking language: You can include a rule that says comments that are hateful in nature or attack other visitors will be deleted.

				[image: check]Spam: Be sure to include a statement that says all comments that are considered to be potential spam will be deleted.

				[image: check]Editing and deleting: Include language that says you reserve the right to edit or delete all comments that are off-topic, offensive, or detract from the blog community discussion.

						Sometimes it’s hard to tell whether a comment is legitimate. If you prefer to err on the side of caution, delete comments that could be spam even if you’re not certain. By including a reference to how potential spam comments are handled on your blog, you’re protecting your right to delete those comments and warning readers to be sure to write useful comments that can’t be perceived as spam. To make your guidelines related to spam comments even clearer, you can include examples of the types of comments that you consider spam and could be deleted within your comment policy.

				The following are some other items you might want to cover in your comment policy, but these items depend more on the type of blog you have and want to maintain:

				[image: check]Profanity: You can include a statement saying comments that include profanity will be edited to remove potentially offensive language.

				[image: check]Links: You can include a statement warning visitors that comments containing more than a specific number of links (such as three links) will automatically be detected as spam and deleted. (Typically, you can configure this setting within your blogging application.)

				These lists are by no means complete. I recommend reading comment policies from different blogs to see whether you can find other points that you want to add to your own.

				Figure 4-5 shows a sample blog comment policy from About.com: Blogging (http://weblogs.about.com/od/partsofablog/qt/SampleBlog CommentPolicy.htm).

				Writing a privacy policy

				It’s a good idea to include a privacy policy on your blog, particularly if you display ads. A privacy policy is intended to communicate to blog readers how their behavior on your blog (paths taken, links clicked, and so on) will be tracked and how any personal information provided on your blog (such as e-mail addresses in comments or forms and so on) will be used. You can provide a link to your privacy policy in your blog’s footer. The policy can provide details about any information that’s collected about visitors and their behaviors on your blog, confirmation that you won’t sell any private information given on your blog, and acknowledgement that your site tracks visitors’ behavior through the use of an automated web tracking tool called cookies. (If you participate in ad programs or track your blog usage statistics as described in Chapter 2 of Book V, your blog probably uses cookies for tracking.)

					

				
					Figure 4-5: A sample blog comment policy.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010405.tif]

				Basically, you want readers of your blog to know that any personal information they provide won’t be sold to marketers who will start cluttering their e-mail inboxes with offers. You also want to warn them that their behavior on your blog (links they click, the amount of time they spend on your site, and so on) is recorded. Figure 4-6 shows a blog privacy policy example from About.com: Blogging (http://weblogs.about.com/od/partsofablog/qt/SampleBlogPrivacyPolicy.htm).

				[image: tip.eps]	Providing a privacy policy on your blog isn’t a requirement unless you participate in an ad program that does require it.

					

				
					Figure 4-6: A blog privacy policy example.

				

					[image: 9781118299449-fg010406.tif]

				Developing a Terms and Conditions  of Site Use page

				A Terms and Conditions of Site Use page is the right place to provide disclaimers and warnings about your blog. It’s a way to protect yourself and your blog’s content from potential problems such as copyright infringement. A Terms and Conditions of Site Use page isn’t a requirement, but if you do decide to use one, a common place to link to it is in your blog’s footer.

				Your blog’s Terms and Conditions of Site Use page can include the following elements:

				[image: check]Copyright information: Include both your blog’s copyrights as well as information on who to contact if a reader finds content on your blog that he believes violates copyright laws.

				[image: check]Site availability: Include information that protects you if, for some reason, your blog is unavailable at any given moment. For example, sometimes your blog hosting company could have a server problem, or you might need to disable your blog for maintenance.

				[image: check]Warnings: Include warnings as appropriate. For example, you might want to include a warning for visitors under 18 years of age if your blog uses profanity or material offensive to children.

				[image: check]Link responsibilities: Include language that tells readers you’re not responsible for the content on other sites that readers are led to through links on your blog, nor are you responsible for the availability of those sites.

				These are just a few examples of statements you can include in your Terms and Conditions of Site Use page for your blog. The idea is to present any and all information on this page that’s needed to protect you from potential negative accusations or legal entanglements.

			

			
		

	


End of sample
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