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Brendan O’Brien
Hello everybody. I’m delighted to be here, and very grateful to the Editors’ Association of Canada for inviting me to Editing Goes Global. This is by far the most exciting moment of my 26 years in publishing.

I know that my colleagues on the panel are covering a lot of ground regarding the ways in which editors can use social media. I’m going to try to avoid covering too much of the same ground, and will instead present myself as a kind of case study of social media’s potential benefits. I hope people will forgive me if I’m telling them some things that they already know, or preaching to the converted.

I feel like this could be the opening scene of a movie, with me speaking at the Editing Goes Global conference. And the next scene could be captioned, say ‘three years earlier’, so that the story could then unfold of how I came to be here. It’s not a particularly dramatic or cinematic story, but for me at least it’s an interesting one and an important one.

Just over three years ago I was extremely isolated as an editor. I was operating in a vacuum, alone at my desk in a rural part of Ireland. I had little or no online contact with other editors. I had zero contact with editors in real life, except for one man who lives fairly close to me, whom I used to meet for coffee or lunch once or twice a year, and who has since given up editing to become a celebrant of humanist weddings: a booming sector in Ireland these days. So, overall, I had virtually no contact with other editors, no way of comparing my experiences with theirs, of learning from them, of sharing my work-related joys and sorrows with them.

Then: along came Facebook. Essentially there is only one reason why I am here today, and that reason is Facebook. This is what social media can do. Social media has taken me outside Europe for the first time in my life, at the age of 54, and given me the opportunity to meet many international colleagues face to face. Social media has helped to improve my position as a freelancer both emotionally and financially, and has made it more secure. It has enhanced my career as an editor and a writer. Social media makes things happen in the real world. In fact, social media is the real world, or a large part of it. It’s a resource that editors can most certainly use for their benefit.

My first experience of social media was on the readers’ blogsite of a UK national newspaper, which I started to use in 2007. It was a great interface and at times a great site, but in the long term all I gained from it was a particularly virulent stalker who later sent hundreds of hate-mail messages to my personal blog. As an aside, I think anonymity as on online paradigm has some serious flaws, and one of the good things about Facebook and some other platforms is that people use their real names and give something of themselves. It’s very difficult for real communities to be built anonymously, in my opinion.

I set up my blog in May 2010, but didn’t use it for work-related purposes. It was a compendium of things that interested me and of my opinions, poems, etc. At this time my wife and teenage children were using Facebook. I thought of it as being mainly geared to young people and relatively trivial concerns, and had no interest in joining.

I finally stopped resisting in May 2012, and joined Facebook. It was good timing on my part. One of my Irish editor colleagues soon introduced me and others to some Canadian editors she knew online, and shortly afterwards the Editors’ Association of Earth Facebook group was born. For me, the rest is history. So, I’m very grateful to Averill and Greg for the idea and the implementation of Editors’ Association of Earth. I became an admin of the group – simply because I happened to be there when Greg was looking for admins.

I have made a lot of friends through Editors’ Association of Earth – people I see as genuine friends like any others, even though I’m meeting many of them physically for the first time this weekend. I made friends through trying to be helpful at some times and to be amusing at others, and through not taking myself too seriously. These are good rules of thumb on social media, I think: be helpful; try to be amusing if that suits your temperament – any word-based jokes or puns tend to be popular among editors – and don’t take yourself too seriously. I think it’s good to have a light touch and to be able to let things that annoy you flow by: otherwise you could spend all your time having arguments. This is possibly a lesson that it took me some time to learn on social media. I do sometimes need to curb a tendency to be argumentative and to want to have the last word.

The atmosphere in Editors’ Association of Earth and related groups is pleasant and welcoming, with an occasional minor squabble, perhaps when editors are stressed and overworked. The mindless abuse that one often sees in other corners of the Internet is entirely absent. Newcomers are made to feel at home. The ethos is collegial and supportive, and this helps the community to grow.

The rationale of this session is that social media can be a great professional resource for editors, and this is particularly true of Editors’ Association of Earth. One can post a query at any time of the day or night and get a lot of high-quality – though probably not unanimous – feedback very quickly. Every possible angle on a topic is likely to be represented. Also, the group’s ‘back room’ serves as a venue where editors can ‘vent’ about irritating situations if they wish – some seem to find this therapeutic! (Including myself from time to time.)

I have learned a lot about editing and language from Facebook. In particular I have learned to be less prescriptive. Having originally entered the editing trade in in-house environments with strong house styles, and having had no particular reason to change in the meantime, this was not an easy transition for me. What I have learned could be summed up as ‘It ain’t necessarily so.’ Cogent arguments can often be advanced for ideas that you used to see as just plain wrong. I think this is very healthy.

I have got a lot of work through Facebook, via referrals from colleagues and sharing of leads. Some of this turned out of be of fairly low quality, but the acquisition of new clients is often a bit hit and miss. I have also got some very good work, at times when it was needed.

My main difficulty in the course of my freelance career has been not a lack of work but a periodic lack of well-paid work: settling for poorly paid work because I had no other offers at a given time. Now that my horizons are so much wider, this is unlikely to arise again.

And when someone emails me to say ‘Would you like to do a lot of work for very little money?’, I can feel more secure than ever before in saying ‘no’. This is what social media can do. For a freelancer it can change everything, for the better. If you use it wisely, it can help you to replace bad problems with good ones. It can increase your choices.

For example, last October I finished the last of several large jobs for a regular client and suddenly found myself without work, having been extremely busy for months. At such times I do tend to become a bit anxious and stressed, and to worry about money. But when I mentioned my situation in Editors’ Association of Earth I was immediately given a lead that yielded several months of good steady work from a German journal publisher.

Recently an Irish colleague asked me if it would be OK to post a notice on the Editors of Ireland Facebook page – this is a small group of which I am an admin. He was putting together a team of writers for a client, to produce scripts for short instructional videos. I said that it would be fine, and that I might be interested in applying. The upshot was that I did a test and was accepted, and now I have possibly a year and a half of well-paid writing work lined up: the best situation I have ever been in in 22 years of freelancing. If all goes well, my main problem will be in fitting in some work for other regular clients, or turning it down. This is my idea of a good problem. It’s a problem of having choices rather than of not having choices.

A couple of weeks ago I was doing some training for the video script-writing project that I just mentioned. I was in a room in Dublin with writers and instructional design experts from Ireland, Canada and the US. One of the Americans commented on a phrase that one of the Irish writers had put in the mouth of an American character: she said that an American would not say that. The writer was bewildered. I was able to say, ‘I know a resource where you can ask if a particular turn of phrase would be used in a particular country, and get almost instant feedback from editors in that country.’ Everyone was impressed. The resource, of course, is Editors’ Association of Earth.

Another of the good things about making contacts in social media is that they can create or foster contacts in real life that were available all along, but unknown or underdeveloped. For example, I have met more Irish editors in real life in the past three years than in the previous 12: people like Liz Hudson, Mary McCauley and Averill Buchanan had been only names I might see in emails circulated by our association; now they are people I have met several times in real life and feel that I know fairly well. I certainly know them better than I would do if I knew them solely through online contact – or solely through real-life contact, for that matter.

All in all, I probably know 100 times more editors than I did three years ago, and interact in some small way with 1000 times more editors (these are rough figures). So, at this point I feel that I can make some observations about editors.

Editors generally show a high degree of empathy: they love their friends, families and pets, and are sincere, well balanced, and eager to help and advise. Their niceness quotient, in my opinion, is much higher than that of other professions. I have always vaguely believed this, but previously my belief was based on an unscientifically small sample. Now it is based on my unscientific observation of a much larger sample. But it’s definitely true. Editors are lovely, friendly people, and that alone is reason enough to do more networking with them. Thank you.
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