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That’s the Idea

Writers Workshop

ETCWC and CCWC 2010

(copy of these notes on website)

www.beccathewriter.com/WriterSources.htm
I want to give you tools to help you tap into ideas for articles (or even books) on common topics with a different twist to them so you’ll catch the eye of editors.

My background:

· Graduated with a degree in journalism from Northern Illinois University

· Went to work for a Christian publishing house in the production department as a typesetter – seemed like a dead-end, but was really the best possible experience.

· Ran the publisher’s Christian Writing correspondence school for a year.

· Worked for advertising and public relations firms for a few years.

· Spent 13 years working for a family-owned grocery chain in Arizona in the public relations department, most of those as PR Director.

· Left the cozy corporate job to go freelance in 2000. Have now spent almost 10 years making a living as a freelancer.

· I had my first novel published in 2006 by Cook Communications, and am writing a non-fiction book on the same topic – Christians who fall into cults – with a woman who contacted me after reading my novel. 

· Currently am Assistant Editor of Fabricare Canada magazine, editor of The Light of Grace and Truth Christian newspaper, have various freelance clients, do editing of books for people, and just finished editing a book for a publisher that needed a freelance editor to help out.

Specifics about ExactTarget

· An online email newsletter system like iContact, but YEARS before anybody else was doing it.

· One of the two founders was a former drycleaner, so his original idea was to help drycleaners use this “new” medium effectively. Quickly realized drycleaners could not write their way out of a paper bag, so hired me to write weekly content. Drycleaners would then log in, access the content, put their own logo on the top and name on the bottom, and send it to their customers.

· Subjects covered had to be interesting

· Subjects had to loop back to drycleaning somehow.

· I’ll be illustrating the concepts of slanting articles and targeting audiences by using examples from that treasure trove of hundreds of newsletters I wrote.

If we have time at the end, we’ll try a brainstorming exercise together to put the principles I’m going to outline for you into practice and generate some ideas.

Principles of targeting topics/audiences:
1. Know the audience

· This is essential! How can you hope to interest an editor in your material if you clearly do not know the audience she is reaching?

· ET EXAMPLE

i. Drycleaning customers are generally more affluent

ii. Often work in professional positions

iii. Generally better educated

iv. Internet savvy

How to get to know an audience

· Ask for writers guidelines from publications (often available online if you put “writers guidelines” into whatever site search they have. Not generally easy to find, but once you find them, you can print them out.

· READ the publications you’d like to target. As an editor, I can assure you I get submissions from writers who have no clue what our publication is about and have never even picked up a copy.

· Especially read the ADVERTISEMENTS in the publications. Advertisers and agencies are masters at understanding audiences and pitching their message to those audiences. They will have the best idea of who reads the magazine. Look at the ads and decide who each one is aimed at. That will help you peg the audience.

· Write a description of the people you are targeting and post it on your desk. After you’ve done your research, write a kind of character description of such a person. Give the person a name. Describe his or her wants, likes, dislikes, needs, etc. It will help you focus your article if you keep “Cassandra” on your mind when putting the words on the page.

2. Write to the audience’s level and in its language.

· Teens are different from seniors. They are interested in different things, use different words, have different needs. You wouldn’t send an article on skateboarding techniques to AARP magazine and expect an acceptance.

· ET EXAMPLE

i. Because of the general education level of the customers, I could use bigger words, but had to keep it lively – they have no patience for rambling or stuff they can’t “use” or be entertained by.

ii. Had to be organized, not chaotic. These are not teenagers used to quick-paced video games. They are people in business who get their information in an orderly manner.

iii. They like to be surprised – so I tried to give them tidbits they could share around the water cooler or drop in conversation to make themselves look smart.

3. Look for new angles for old topics.

· No need to reinvent the wheel and try to come up with topics nobody has ever thought of before. For one thing, that’s hard to do. For another, people come back to the same topics over and over for a reason – you just need to freshen up the approach.

· Holidays are always topics that are a challenge – so accept the challenge, go at them from a new angle, and you’ll have sales. Editors LOVE to be surprised (in a good way).

· ET EXAMPLES:

i. End of each year I’d sit down with a calendar and a blank spreadsheet in Excel. I’d first put in a weekly date into a few boxes and then drag down to the end of the year letting Excel fill that in for me – I LOVE Excel for that!!! 

ii. I went through the calendar (or more than one, usually) looking for subjects I could fill in. I had 52 blanks to fill in – I wanted all the help I could get. Though you may think there are about 5 holidays a year, you’d be surprised. I could fill in a whole lot of those slots very fast:

1. New Year’s

2. Martin Luther King Day

3. President’s Day

4. Valentine’s Day

5. Groundhog Day

6. St. Patrick’s Day

7. April Fool’s Day

8. Earth Day

9. Administrative Professional Day

10. Easter/Passover

11. Mother’s Day

12. Memorial Day

13. Father’s Day

14. Wedding season

15. Flag Day

16. 4th of July

17. Back to School

18. Labor Day

19. Columbus Day

20. Veteran’s Day

21. Halloween

22. Election Day

23. Thanksgiving

24. Christmas/Hanukkah/Kwanzaa

Suddenly I’ve filled in almost half the year! Of course, now I’ve got to come up with fresh ways to tackle all those.

Let’s look at some examples of fresh approaches to these constant topics. AD LIB

Obviously, since I only came up with 24 holidays, I still had to fill in the rest of the chart with topics for newsletters. I categorize these into types of topics:

1. Lifestyle related – these are topics that are directly keyed from the audience we’re addressing. This is why the audience analysis is so critical. I needed to figure out what was important to the readers.

· Generally more affluent, working, professionals, educated.

· So these are people who travel (either on business or for fun), they have a home and all that entails, frequently have families, spend a good bit on their clothes, have some leisure time and disposable income for hobbies or other interests, curious about the world, like to feel they are “in” on the latest information, etc.

· Although I rarely use a drycleaner (except just prior to going on a business trip, since most of my business clients are related to that field and they notice what I wear!) I fit most of the rest of that description. That meant I could keep my eyes and ears open, and pay attention to what was going on in my own life at any given time and dig topics out of that.

i. I noticed discoloration on a garment I’d worn outside on a hot day, so I did research into sweat and its impact on fabrics, dyes, etc.

ii. I was boxing up one season’s garments to make space in the closet for another season’s stuff, so I did newsletters on storage tips, etc.

iii. We were having a party, so I did one on party planning tips.

iv. It was time for spring cleaning and I hate to clean, so I did research on the new toys on the market to make cleaning more fun.

v. I watch shows like “What Not to Wear” and try to adopt their tips to my own wardrobe. So I did several newsletters on topics related to that – like how to determine your body shape and dress it appropriately, how to camouflage problem areas, etc.

vi. I have cats, so I have cat fur. (Love me, love my cat fur!) I’ve done newsletters on how to remove pet fur and reduce it, etc.

vii. I was helping a friend get some clothes, and she has mobility problems. So I did one on special needs clothing, etc.

viii. Lots of people go on cruises (though I’ve not been on one) and I did one on what to wear on a cruise, etc.

ix. Because I do travel – usually internationally – I deal with jet lag. I know the readers do, too. I did a couple of newsletters on minimizing jet lag, how to head it off, why it happens, etc.

x. Each spring and fall I’d comb the internet to see what was hot in new fashions and colors and do a newsletter on that. People like to know what’s coming up and get ahead of the curve.

xi. Because I’m a homeowner, every time something broke down or I had to do routine maintenance, I’d look for story ideas in that. Pre-winter checklist, where to go online for tips on fixing things, etc.

xii. Again on the travel theme, I covered things like how to pack for a trip to minimize wrinkles, how to care for garments when you’re on the road, etc.

xiii. I do a lot of my Christmas shopping online, so I did regular newsletters about great shopping sites, tips on how to do it safely, interesting gifts, etc.

2.  Drycleaning/Garment Information related

· Obviously, since I was writing for drycleaners, I looked for topics I could sprinkle in that gave information about drycleaning, fabrics, care labels, etc.

· How and why fibers shrink over time

· Wrinkle-free cotton

· Sugar stains and why they magically appear over time

· Importance of regular cleaning

· Whites that turn yellow

· How to care for suede, cashmere, wool, linen, etc.

· Promoting the repair department

· Tips for storage, etc.

· For each of these topics I had to come up with a creative way to approach it. Frankly, drycleaning customers don’t care how you do it, as long as you get the spots out and have it ready on time. So, to intrigue them with information and then slip in some education was an interesting challenge. But when it was done right, it positioned the drycleaner as an expert and boosted his value to the customer.

· SEE LIST OF TOPICS, HIGHLIGHTED ONES, FOR EXAMPLES.

4. Where to get ideas

· It’s not so much WHERE to get them, as how to weed out the good from the bad. IDEAS ARE EVERYWHERE!

· Keep your eyes and ears open all the time. Be thinking in terms of writing. It’s a mindset.

· When you hit on an interesting idea, WRITE IT DOWN. Don’t assume you’ll remember. And write more than a word or two. I have a lot of post-it notes on my desk with a phone number or a two word idea... and I have NO idea what they mean or whose they are. Keep a little spiral notebook in your pocket, car, purse, by the bed, in the bathroom, where you watch TV. They’re cheap and you can sprinkle them around the house. Write down ideas with some details.

· When you read something and you think it’s going to say XYZ, but it says ABC, it was a missed opportunity by that writer. YOU write the XYZ one and send it out. It’s OK to read something and take a different slant to the same information. Do your own research, and you’re fine to write it. (Obviously, send it to a different publication than published the first one.)

· Do online searches by keyword. Sometimes when I’m stumped for an idea, I’ll sit there with Google up on the screen and just look around my office, or close my eyes and think of everything I’ve done that day. A keyword will pop up (like Tulips, if I just came in from picking some). Put the keyword in, and start roaming through sites. Ideas should start going off in your head. Then you go find a publication and audience and get to work.

· Clip Art. Do you have a good clip-art program on your computer? Because I do a lot of graphic design as well as writing, I have more clip art than is decent. My favorite program is called Big Box of Art (comes in various versions with different amounts of art. Mine is BBoA 1,000,000.) The thing I love about this one is that it comes with a search engine. I put in a key word or phrase, it comes up with a thumbnail sized version of all the art that pertains, and tells me which disk each piece is on. It has about 20 disks, so there’s a lot of stuff! Some of my best newsletters have come about because I just started scrolling through clip art, saw an image that captured my imagination, and I built the newsletter off it. (EXAMPLES.)

· The audience that is easiest for you to write for is... just like YOU. What magazines do you read regularly? If they are favorites of yours, you are the target audience. Analyze yourself, and then watch your own life for ideas for articles. If you have to learn something, get through something, fix something, deal with something – why should every reader of your favorite magazines have to reinvent that same wheel? Share what you learned and some tips. 

· Look for fun ways to communicate information. I use a lot of lists of interesting trivia about subjects. Also quizzes to test their IQ on something (SEE EXAMPLES). People like to feel like they know things. They like to feel smug. Give them an opportunity to do so, and teach them some things at the same time.

· Checklists are great. Editors love those because they are reader-friendly and useful. They also lend themselves to sidebars easily. If you find yourself making a checklist for some reason, it’s fodder for an article or two or three.

Final thoughts: If you’re like me you get to Christmas and have a great idea for a Christmas article, but all the magazines are already out for that time of year. Don’t let that deter you. WRITE DOWN THE IDEA and put it in your next-year’s daytimer calendar at least 6 months ahead of the holiday. That way you can write the article and send it in with time to spare next year. You don’t have to do it all this year. Never dismiss an idea as “too late”. Jot it down and come back to it.

IF THERE’S TIME
Interactive exercise

Let’s try to brainstorm a couple of ideas to show you how this works.

· Someone name a magazine they read regularly

· How would we describe the audience of that magazine?

· Let’s pick a topic – say, 4th of July. What creative way could you find to do an article on 4th of July for this audience?

