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			PRAISE FOR RYAN HOLIDAY AND TRUST ME, I’M LYING

			“Holiday effectively maps the news media landscape. . . . Media students and bloggers would do well to heed Holiday’s informative, timely, and provocative advice.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			

			“This book will make online media giants very, very uncomfortable.”

			—Drew Curtis, founder, Fark.com

			

			“Ryan Holiday’s brilliant exposé of the unreality of the Internet should be required reading for every thinker in America.”

			—Edward Jay Epstein, author of How America Lost Its Secrets: Edward Snowden, the Man and the Theft

			

			“Ryan Holiday is the Machiavelli of the Internet age. Dismiss his message at your own peril: He speaks truths about the dark side of internet media which no one else dares mention.”

			—Michael Ellsberg, author of The Education of Millionaires

			

			“[Like] Upton Sinclair on the blogosphere.”

			—Tyler Cowen, MarginalRevolution.com, author of Average Is Over

			

			“Ryan Holiday is the internet’s sociopathic id.”

			—Dan Mitchell, SF Weekly

			

			“Ryan Holiday is a media genius who promotes, inflates, and hacks some of the biggest names and brands in the world.”

			—Chase Jarvis, founder and CEO, CreativeLive

			

			“Ryan has a truly unique perspective on the seedy underbelly of digital culture.”

			—Matt Mason, former director of marketing, BitTorrent

			

			“While the observation that the internet favors speed over accuracy is hardly new, Holiday lays out how easily it is to twist it toward any end. . . . Trust Me, I’m Lying provides valuable food for thought regarding how we receive—and perceive—information.”

			—New York Post
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			The very blood and semen of journalism, on the contrary, is a broad and successful form of lying. Remove that form of lying and you no longer have journalism.

			—JAMES AGEE, LET US NOW PRAISE FAMOUS MEN

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			PRAISE FOR RYAN HOLIDAY AND TRUST ME, I’M LYING

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			TITLE PAGE

			COPYRIGHT

			EPIGRAPH

			PREFACE

			INTRODUCTION

			[image: ] BOOK ONE [image: ]

			FEEDING THE MONSTER

			HOW BLOGS WORK

			I   BLOGS MAKE THE NEWS

			II   TRADING UP THE CHAIN: HOW TO TURN NOTHING INTO SOMETHING IN THREE WAY-TOO-EASY STEPS

			III   THE BLOG CON: HOW PUBLISHERS MAKE MONEY ONLINE

			IV   TACTIC #1: THE ART OF THE BRIBE

			V   TACTIC #2: TELL THEM WHAT THEY WANT TO HEAR

			VI   TACTIC #3: GIVE ’EM WHAT SPREADS

			VII   TACTIC #4: HELP THEM TRICK THEIR READERS

			VIII   TACTIC #5: SELL THEM SOMETHING THEY CAN SELL (TO BE IN THE NEWS, MAKE NEWS)

			IX   TACTIC #6: MAKE IT ALL ABOUT THE HEADLINE

			X   TACTIC #7: KILL ’EM WITH PAGEVIEW KINDNESS

			XI   TACTIC #8: USE THE TECHNOLOGY AGAINST ITSELF

			XII   TACTIC #9: JUST MAKE STUFF UP (EVERYONE ELSE IS DOING IT)

			[image: ] BOOK TWO [image: ]

			THE MONSTER ATTACKS

			WHAT BLOGS MEAN

			XIIIIRIN CARMON, THE DAILY SHOW, AND ME: THE PERFECT STORM OF HOW TOXIC BLOGGING CAN BE

			XIVTHERE ARE OTHERS: THE MANIPULATOR HALL OF FAME

			XVSLACKTIVISM IS NOT ACTIVISM: RESISTING 	THE TIME AND MIND SUCK OF ONLINE MEDIA

			XVIJUST PASSING THIS ALONG: WHEN NO ONE OWNS WHAT THEY SAY

			XVIICYBERWARFARE: BATTLING IT OUT ONLINE

			XVIII   THE MYTH OF CORRECTIONS

			XIX   THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY DEGRADATION CEREMONY: BLOGS AS MACHINES OF MOCKERY, SHAME, AND PUNISHMENT

			XX   WELCOME TO UNREALITY

			XXI   HOW TO READ A BLOG: AN UPDATE ON ACCOUNT OF ALL THE LIES

			CONCLUSION: SO . . . WHERE TO FROM HERE?

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			APPENDIX

			NOTES

			WORKS CITED

			FURTHER READING

			INDEX

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			A man much smarter than I am once described a “racket” as something that “is not what it seems to the majority of the people,” where only a small group of insiders know what’s really going on and they operate for the benefit of a few and at the expense of basically everyone else.1 I read this description after I wrote and published Trust Me, I’m Lying: Confessions of a Media Manipulator. I had used the word casually only once or twice in the book, but I understand now, based on the reaction the book generated, the extent of the racket I was exposing.

			There is no other definition for the modern media system. Its very business model rests on exploiting the difference between perception and reality—pretending that it produces the “quality” news we once classified as journalism without adhering to any of the standards or practices that define it. Online, outlets have to publish so much so quickly and at such razor-thin margins that no media outlet can afford to do good work. But of course, no one can admit any of this without the whole system collapsing.

			Starting to sound like a racket, no?

			In recent years, the evidence has piled up. The president of CBS said on the record that the election of Donald Trump “may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS.” White supremacist Richard Spencer has talked openly to reporters about how he “memed his movement into existence” (and they kept covering him after he admitted it). It was revealed that many of the “fake news” sites that dominate Facebook with preposterous left-wing and right-wing propaganda are owned by the same parent company. An editor at Gawker tweeted that if they resisted publishing those too-good-to-be-true viral stories, “traffic would crater.” For me the kicker was having another Gawker editor tell me after an inaccurate story that the whole game was “professional wrestling.”* These kinds of incidents make you realize it really is a brazen and corrupt system operated by a few at the expense of the rest of us. So there’s your question: I might be the one “confessing,” but who is the real media manipulator here?

			When I started talking to publishers about this book in late 2011, I told them that I didn’t want to put out a book of media criticism. No matter how smart or insightful those books can be, they’re usually written by academics or outsiders and can only scratch the surface of the problem. I believed I had a chance to do something different. I could be the first defector, in a position to expose the worst of the web’s marketing and publishing practices because I’d created and perfected many of them.

			I decided to administer a major shock to both the media system and the public with the same book. I wouldn’t just rip back the curtain—I wouldn’t let anyone look away from what they saw.

			This decision sent me and the book you’re about to read down a path that surprised and appalled me, a person I thought was plenty jaded. I was cynical and pessimistic in my predictions too—and more than five years after this book’s publication, things are so much worse than I ever could have thought they would be.

			I remember telling my publisher in an early meeting about Trust Me, I’m Lying that I thought it was interesting that Michael Lewis’s Liar’s Poker (a first-person memoir critical of the culture of Wall Street in the eighties) is regularly named as the book that encouraged people to want to get jobs on Wall Street. I always knew the book I would be writing—a memoir of my time in the world of media manipulation and an exposé of the media system—might have a similar arc. But I never expected to hear from people who used the book to trick the most prestigious media outlets in the world into covering their companies. I didn’t think I’d hear from start-ups and journalism professors and media outlets who assigned the book to students and new hires. I never dreamed that my book would be cited as an influence by the people who helped get an unhinged lunatic and former reality television star elected to the presidency.

			I have repeatedly been asked what it feels like to have been so right with this book. I can only reply with this quote from the brilliant cultural critic George W. S. Trow, who was an early influence of this book:

			There’s nothing fun about being right if what you’re right about is the triumph, or the temporary triumph, of the inevitably bad.

			Let me give you an example. As part of the launch of this book, in an attempt to prove just how bad things really were, I did a stunt using the service Help a Reporter Out (helpareporter.com), which purports to match reporters and “expert” sources. I wanted to prove just how absurd and prone to abuse a service like this could be. I replied to every HARO query I could, including the “urgent” queries that HARO put out on Twitter, figuring that pressing deadlines would make it even easier to get quoted. I ended up being quoted as an expert on topics I knew nothing about in stories in CBS, MSNBC, Reuters, and ABC News. I eventually asked my assistant to start supplying quotes to reporters for me, which he did, scoring a feature in the New York Times about vinyl records (another topic I knew literally nothing about). I then revealed how all this had happened, to the intense rage and consternation of nearly every major media outlet. And yet the New York Times, embarrassed and exposed by what had happened, could have banned their journalists from using the service going forward but didn’t.

			They probably should have listened to my criticism. Because over the next five years, the Times would feature quotes from a “millennial” comedian named Dan Nainan six times. So too would Forbes, the Chicago Tribune, Business Insider, the Wall Street Journal, Fortune, CNN, and other outlets in trend stories about his millennial experience. The only problem? Dan is not a millennial, just a liar. In truth, he is fifty-five years old. He fooled nearly every media outlet in the country. His tool of choice? Help a Reporter Out.

			I wish it gave me some joy to throw these events back in the face of HARO’s founder, who accused me on video of being a lone bad actor and grew so angry in his denunciations that I thought he might have an aneurism. But in this case, being right just makes me sad—and scared.

			Members of the media like to talk about the essential role it plays in society and in democracy. They’re right. And they haven’t been doing their jobs. In fact, they are just as much a part of the problem as manipulators and marketers are—perhaps even more so.

			By the time you are reading this, the launch of the book will seem far away. But when it came out, the book was controversial, on purpose. I knew that to cut through the noise, everything about it had to be different and prove the ideas in the book. I won’t say I was an angel about it—but I definitely made my point. I leaked that the book was a celebrity tell-all, which blogs picked up without verifying. I doubled the size of my advance in the announcement and nobody fact-checked it. I got popular media folks to denounce the book and used their outrage to sell more copies.

			I applied all the tactics of media manipulation described in the book in order to propagate my warnings about the dangers and prevalence of media manipulation. I also “traded up the chain” to reach as many people as possible. Coverage about the book started online with small blogs and ultimately reverberated across the globe, from radio shows in Malaysia to the pages of Le Monde. From NPR to the “Editor’s Notes” section of the New York Times (which retracted a quote from me after I exposed a problem in its sourcing methods)2 to a Forbes.com megastory (which did 165,000 views), TMIL was everywhere.

			The point of all this wasn’t simply self-promotion. I wanted to prove I was as good as I said I was—and I wanted to prove that the system is so vulnerable that even a transparent media manipulator could make it do what he wanted.

			Of course, other things happened that I did not plan. I was feeding the monster with my marketing, and just when you start to think you’re in control, you catch a swift kick to the stomach. Something doesn’t quite go your way, something unexpected happens, and the next thing you know you’re on the front page of Yahoo.com when you’d rather not be.

			It spins out of control very quickly. There were a lot of names thrown at me and my book, from “douchebag” to “lying jerk” to “out and out phony” to “troll.” One blog accused me of “throwing shit” and another influential PR writer claimed I was “hurting an entire industry.” Scott Monty, then the head of social media at Ford, posted a picture of my book in his trash can. I remember doing an interview at some point and the reporter saying, “You know, this stunt about being a fake expert is going to be in your obituary.” I had not thought that far ahead. I was twenty-five.

			It was these unexpected things over the last few years—some of which were fun and some of which weren’t—that proved my point too:

			
					I skipped the credit check on a new apartment by sending my landlord a link to an article about the (fake) size of my book advance.

					Well before the launch of the book, someone leaked my book proposal to the New York Observer to try to wreck my meta-marketing plan before I could get it started.

					Many bloggers made embarrassing mistakes about the book and refused to correct them. Others denounced it and criticized it without reading it.

					The settlement in a lawsuit involving one of my clients was held up because they worried about what I was supposedly revealing in my “tell-all.”

					Business Insider, who I heavily criticize in the book, called me a liar instead of defending themselves . . . in an eleven-page slideshow.

					Even though each one of my books has sold enough copies to hit the New York Times bestseller lists, I never have—retaliation, I suspect, for embarrassing them with one of my experiments in the book.

					I began to get e-mails from some of the most notorious media trolls in the world—including members of the so-called “alt-right”—about how the book was their bible and how they used it to get attention (Liar’s Poker all over again).

					I thought the book would get me out of the marketing game, but instead it led to more consulting and advising than I could possibly know what to do with.

					Finally, I got older and saw more of the world (and of power, people, and institutions). This changed how I saw some of the things I’d written about in the book, and it changed how I saw my own writing. I won’t apologize for anything I did or said—even the cringeworthy moments—but I am certainly not proud of all of it. How could I not see things differently at thirty than I did in my early twenties? As a result, I’ve revised the book to adjust for that experience.

			

			There is one obvious mistake in my approach that I will admit right now: For all my cynicism, I was far too bullish about the system’s capacity or desire to actually hear my message. Many media outlets were glad to report on the book initially and gobble up the pageviews I could create for them, but actually doing something about the charges turned out to be far more challenging. “It’s difficult to get a man to understand something,” Upton Sinclair once said, “when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.”

			I wasn’t thinking about it that way or I would have been much less surprised. It might seem naive, but I felt that if I could just get everyone’s attention and expose the problems in the right way, it could make a difference. I knew that my methods were untraditional and uncomfortable—like I said, they had to be—but I hoped the implications of my revelations would matter most.

			Even though everything I wrote in Trust Me, I’m Lying was based on my personal experience, somewhere in the back of my head I always worried that my colleagues might say, “Ryan, c’mon, it’s not that bad.” Maybe they would say I was cherry-picking or being cynical. In fact, no one said that. The overwhelming reaction from people in the business was “Ryan, it’s even worse than what you say.”

			Except for one thing. They would only say this in private. They would e-mail it to me or pull me aside at parties to tell me, but in public many of these same people criticized the book. Or called me names. Or, as I had feared most of all, ignored the book altogether—depriving it of the oxygen it needed to spread.

			Regardless of the reaction or impact this book has had, I’m excited for you to read it. Besides the desire to get a huge weight off my chest, I also set out to write a book that could serve as the handbook for the rising sector of social-media jobs (I felt like there was no “bible” for this job yet). From what I hear, many firms now require employees to read Trust Me, I’m Lying. And more encouragingly, many blogs as well as journalism schools now require their writers and students to read the book—so they know how to spot manipulation and prevent it.

			Where it all goes from here, for me, for the media, who knows? Could it actually get worse? I’ve said no before, and look how that turned out. I suppose that future, then, remains up to you. To us.

			Ryan Holiday

			Austin, Texas

			Summer 2017

			

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			If you were being kind, you would say my job is in marketing and public relations, or online strategy and advertising. But that’s a polite veneer to hide the harsh truth. I am, to put it bluntly, a media manipulator—I’m paid to deceive. My job is to lie to the media so they can lie to you. I cheat, bribe, and connive for bestselling authors and billion-dollar brands and abuse my understanding of the internet to do it.

			I am most certainly not the only one.

			People like me funnel millions of dollars to online publications to fuel their enormous appetite for pageviews. We control the scoops and breaking news that fill your Facebook feed, that get your coworkers chattering. I have flown bloggers across the country, boosted their revenue by buying fake traffic, written their stories for them, fabricated elaborate ruses to capture their attention, and even hired their family members. I’ve probably sent enough gift cards and T-shirts to fashion bloggers to clothe a small country. Why did I do all this? Because it was the best way to get what I wanted for my clients: attention. I did it to build these writers and influencers as sources, sources that now have access to millions of people at some of the biggest media outlets and platforms in the world. I used blogs to control the news.

			It’s why I found myself at 2:00 A.M. one morning, at a deserted intersection in Los Angeles, dressed in all black. In my hand I had tape and some obscene stickers made at Kinko’s earlier in the afternoon. What was I doing here? I was there to deface billboards, specifically billboards I had designed and paid for. Not that I’d expected to do anything like this, but there I was, doing it. My then-girlfriend and future wife, coaxed into being my accomplice, was behind the wheel of the getaway car.

			After I finished, we circled the block and I took photos of my work from the passenger window as if I had spotted it from the road. Across the billboards was now a two-foot-long sticker that implied that the movie’s creator—my client Tucker Max—deserved to have his dick caught in a trap with sharp metal hooks. Or something like that.

			As soon as I got home I dashed off two e-mails to two major blogs. Under the fake name Evan Meyer I wrote, “I saw these on my way home last night. It was on 3rd and Crescent Heights, I think. Good to know Los Angeles hates Tucker Max too,” and attached the photos.

			One blog wrote back: “You’re not messing with me, are you?”

			No, I said. Trust me, I’m not lying . . .

			The vandalized billboards and the coverage that my photos received were just a small part of the deliberately provocative campaign I did for the movie I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell. Tucker, the client, had asked me to create some controversy around the movie, which was based on his bestselling book, and I did—somewhat effortlessly, it turns out. It is one of many campaigns I have done in my career, and by no means an unusual one. But it illustrates a part of the media system that is hidden from your view: how the news is created and driven by marketers, and that no one does anything to stop it.

			In under two weeks, and with no budget, thousands of college students protested the movie on their campuses nationwide, angry citizens vandalized our billboards in multiple neighborhoods, FoxNews.com ran a front-page story about the backlash, Page Six of the New York Post made their first of many mentions of Tucker, and the Chicago Transit Authority banned and stripped the movie’s advertisements from their buses. To cap it all off, two different editorials railing against the film ran in the Washington Post and Chicago Tribune the week it was released. The outrage about Tucker was great enough that a few years later it was written into the television show Portlandia.

			I guess it is safe to admit now that the entire firestorm was, essentially, fake.

			I designed the advertisements, which I bought and placed around the country, and then promptly called and left anonymous complaints about them (and leaked copies of my complaints to blogs for support). I alerted college LGBT and women’s rights groups to screenings in their area and baited them to protest our offensive movie at the theater, knowing that the nightly news would cover it. I started a boycott group on Facebook. I orchestrated fake tweets and posted fake comments to articles online. I even won a contest for being the first one to send in a picture of a defaced ad in Chicago. (Thanks for the free T-shirt, Chicago RedEye. Oh, also, that photo was from New York.) I manufactured preposterous stories about Tucker’s behavior on and off the movie set and reported them to gossip websites, which gleefully repeated them. I paid for anti-woman ads on feminist websites and anti-religion ads on Christian websites, knowing each would write about it. Sometimes I just Photoshopped ads onto screenshots of websites and got coverage for controversial ads that never actually ran. The loop became final when, for the first time in history, I put out a press release to answer my own manufactured criticism: TUCKER MAX RESPONDS TO CTA DECISION: “BLOW ME,” the headline read.

			Hello, shitstorm of press. Hello, number one on the New York Times bestseller list.

			I pulled this off with no connections, no money, and no footsteps to follow. But because of the way that blogging is structured—from the way bloggers are paid by the pageview to the way blog posts must be written to catch the reader’s attention—this was all very easy to do. The system eats up the kind of material I produce. So as the manufactured storm I created played itself out in the press, real people started believing it, and it became true.

			My full-time job then was director of marketing for American Apparel, a clothing company known for its provocative imagery and unconventional business practices, and I would go on to found my own marketing company, Brass Check, which would orchestrate stunts and marketing trickery for other high-profile clients, from authors who sell millions of books to entrepreneurs worth hundreds of millions of dollars. I create and shape the news for them.

			Usually, it is a simple hustle. Someone pays me, I manufacture a story for them, and we trade it up the chain—from a tiny blog to a website of a local news network to Reddit to the Huffington Post to the major newspapers to cable news and back again, until the unreal becomes real.* Sometimes I start by planting a story. Sometimes I put out a press release or ask a friend to break a story on their blog. Sometimes I “leak” a document. Sometimes I fabricate a document and leak that. Really, it can be anything, from vandalizing a Wikipedia page to producing an expensive viral video. However the play starts, the end is the same: The economics of the internet are exploited to change public perception—and sell product.

			Now, I was hardly a wide-eyed kid when I entered this world. I grew up online, and I knew that in every community there were trolls and tricksters. Like many people, I remained a believer. I thought the web was a meritocracy, and that the good stuff generally rose to the top. But spending serious time in the media underworld, watching as the same outlets who fell for easy marketing stunts seriously report on matters of policy or culture will disabuse you of that naïveté. It will turn that hope into cynicism.

			Though I wish I could pinpoint the moment when it all fell apart, when I realized that the whole thing was a giant con, I can’t. All I know is that, eventually, I did. It’s what ultimately put me on the path to write this book.

			I studied the economics and the ecology of online media deeply in the pursuit of my craft. I wanted to understand not just how but why it worked—from the technology down to the personalities of the people who use it. As an insider with access, I saw things that academics and gurus and many journalists themselves will never see. Publishers liked to talk to me, because I controlled multimillion-dollar online advertising budgets, and they were often shockingly honest.

			I began to make connections among these pieces of information and see patterns in history. In books decades out of print I saw criticism of media loopholes that had now reopened. I watched as basic psychological precepts were violated or ignored by bloggers as they reported the “news” (and the so-called fake news). Having seen that much of the edifice of online publishing was based on faulty assumptions and self-serving logic, I had learned that I could outsmart it. This knowledge both scared and emboldened me at the same time. I confess, I turned around and used this knowledge against the public interest, and for my own gain.

			An obscure item I found in the course of my research has always stayed with me. It was a mention of a 1913 editorial cartoon published in the long since defunct Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly Newspaper. The cartoon, it said, showed a businessman throwing coins into the mouth of a giant fang-bared monster of many arms, which stood menacingly in front of him. Each of its tentacle-like arms, which were destroying the city around it, was tattooed with the words like: “Cultivating Hate,” “Distorting Facts,” and “Slush to Inflame.” The man was an advertiser and the mouth belonged to the malicious yellow press that needed his money to survive. Underneath was a caption: THE FOOL WHO FEEDS THE MONSTER.

			I knew I had to find this century-old drawing, though I wasn’t sure why. As I rode the escalator through the glass canyon atrium and into the bowels of the central branch of the Los Angeles Public Library to search for it, it struck me that I wasn’t just looking for some rare old newspaper. I was looking for myself. I knew who that fool was. He was me.

			In addiction circles, those in recovery also use the image of the monster as a warning. They tell the story of a man who found a package on his porch. Inside was a little monster, but it was cute, like a puppy. He kept it and raised it. The more he fed it, the bigger it got and the more it needed to be fed. He ignored his worries as it grew bigger, more intimidating, demanding, and unpredictable, until one day, as he was playing with it, the monster attacked and nearly killed him. The realization that the situation was more than he could handle came too late—the man was no longer in control. The monster had a life of its own.

			The story of the monster is a lot like my story. Except my story is not about drugs or the yellow press but a bigger and much more modern monster—my monster is the brave new world of new media—one that I often fed and thought I controlled. I lived high and well in that world, and I believed in it until it no longer looked the same to me. Many things went down. I’m not sure where my responsibility for them begins or ends, but I am ready to talk about what happened.

			I created false perceptions through blogs, which led to bad conclusions and wrong decisions—real decisions in the real world that had consequences for real people. Phrases like “known rapist” began to follow what were once playfully encouraged rumors of bad or shocking behavior designed to get blog publicity for clients. American Apparel, the company whose CEO loved to encourage controversy, eventually tired of it and fired him—and was sent reeling into bankruptcy and, sadly, irrelevancy. Friends were ruined and broken. Gradually I began to notice work just like mine appearing everywhere, and no one catching on to it or repairing the damage. Stocks took major hits, to the tune of tens of millions of dollars, on news from the same unreliable sources I’d often trick with fake stories. I’ve even seen some of those same sites take unfair shots at me, accusing me of this or that, because there was traffic in it for them.

			I don’t think it’s controversial now, looking at the collapse of our political discourse, when a reality-television star has been elected to the presidency, to say that everyone is starting to learn what the consequences of feeding the monster are. We can’t even talk to each other anymore, each of us running our own polarized little world on Facebook. Both sides throw the label “fake news” at each other because we can’t even agree on basic truth anymore. Winston Churchill wrote of the appeasers of his age that “each one hopes that if he feeds the crocodile enough, the crocodile will eat him last.” I thought I could skip being devoured entirely. Maybe you did too. We thought we were in control. I was wrong. We all were wrong.

			WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

			I didn’t need to write this book. Financially, that is. I could have made a lot more money as a media manipulator, working with politicians and businessmen. I could have remained nameless, touching your life only through the news stories I created. I chose not to do that. I didn’t write this book for free, of course, and no narrator is fully trustworthy, myself included. I’m simply speaking personally and frankly about what I know, and I know this space well. Some have tried to claim that I was lying even in this book but my reply remains the same: Why would I bother?

			I wrote the original edition of this book because I was genuinely tired of how the things were. A good question about the ethics of a certain profession or activity is: What would the world look like if more people behaved like you? In my case, the answer was: “A lot worse.”

			I wrote this book then not as an apology but as a warning. I have updated it twice because my warnings have turned out not to be serious enough. Because it’s turned out worse than I expected. I don’t think you can argue with that.

			Sitting in a drawer in my office is a large box filled with hundreds of articles I have printed over the last several years. The articles show all the trademarks of the fakes and scams I myself have run, yet they involve many of the biggest news and entertainment stories of the decade. The margins are filled with angry little notes and question marks. The satirist Juvenal wrote of “cramming whole notebooks with scribbled invective” amid the corrupt opulence of Rome; that box and this book are my notebooks from my own days inside such a world. Collectively, it was this process that opened my eyes. I hope it will have the same effect for you.

			Some of you, by the time you are done with this book, will probably hate me for ruining things for you too. Or accuse me of exaggerating. You may not want me to expose the people behind your favorite websites or politicians as the imbeciles, charlatans, and pompous frauds they are. You don’t have to like me, but you should listen. We live in a world of many hustlers, and you are the mark. The con is to build a brand off the backs of others. Your attention and your credulity are being stolen.

			This book isn’t structured like typical business books. Instead of extended chapters, it is split into two parts, and each part is made up of short, overlapping, and reinforcing vignettes. In the first part I explain why blogs and social media matter, how they drive the news, and how they can be manipulated. In the second I show what happens when you do this, how it backfires, and the dangerous consequences of our current system. And then, in the back, I have some extra materials and interviews that might be of use to you.

			Every one of the tactics in this book reveals a critical vulnerability in our media system. I will show you where they are and what can be done with them, and help you recognize when they’re being used on you. Sure, I am explaining how to take advantage of these weaknesses, but mostly I am saying that these vulnerabilities exist. It is the first time that these gaps have ever been exposed, by a critic or otherwise. Hopefully, once in the open, they’ll no longer work as well. I understand that there is some contradiction in this position, as there has long been in me. My dis-integration wasn’t always healthy, but it does allow me to explain our problems from a unique perspective.

			By the end of this book, you’ll see that we have a media system designed to trick, cajole, and steal every second of the most precious resource in the world—people’s time. I’m going to show you every single one of these tricks, and what they mean.

			What you choose to do with this information is up to you.

		

	
		
			I

			BLOGS MAKE THE NEWS

			
				It is not news that sells papers, but papers that sell news.

				—BILL BONNER, MOBS, MESSIAHS, AND MARKETS

			

			I call to your attention an article in the New York Times written at the earliest of the earliest junctures of the 2012 presidential election, nearly two years before votes would be cast.1*

			It told of a then obscure figure, Tim Pawlenty, the governor of Minnesota. Pawlenty was not yet a presidential candidate. He had no campaign director, no bus, few donors, and little name recognition. In fact, he did not even have a campaign. It was January 2011, after all. What he did have was a beat reporter from the blog Politico following him from town to town with a camera and a laptop, reporting every moment of his noncampaign.

			It’s a bit peculiar, if you think about it. Even the New York Times, the newspaper that spends millions of dollars a year for a Baghdad bureau, which can fund investigative reports five or ten years in the making, didn’t have a reporter covering Pawlenty. Yet Politico, a blog with only a fraction of the resources of a major newspaper, did. The Times was covering Politico covering a noncandidate.

			It was a little like a Ponzi scheme, and like all such schemes, it went from boom to bust. Pawlenty became a candidate, coverage of him generated millions of impressions online, then in print, and finally on television, before he flamed out and withdrew from the race. Despite all of this, his candidacy’s impact on the election was significant and real enough that the next Republican front-runner courted Pawlenty’s endorsement.

			As off-putting as it is, that story seems quaint in light of the 2016 election. I’m not a Tim Pawlenty fan, but he was at least a legitimate politician who conceivably could have run for president. Donald Trump had “considered” a presidential run for as long as I have been alive. His subsequent election actually obscures the extent to which this was all a publicity stunt—clearly he was not too serious about politics or he might have spent at least a few months over thirty years trying to acquire a passing knowledge of policy. At the very least one assumes he might have said fewer dumb, unguarded things when there were microphones around. As late as 2012, he was still playing this publicity game, toying with running because it always made for good headlines. And what became of all this? Nothing. Because there was enough discretion, enough unity within the media that there was still some semblance of a line. Politics was at least partly serious business—and so was reporting the news.

			But by 2015, when Trump declared his candidacy once again, that was no longer true. He wouldn’t have actually run if he didn’t think things were different, if he didn’t at least subconsciously realize that his incendiary, provocative, and unpredictable personality would be traffic and attention gold online and offline. The man clearly sensed something that most politicians hadn’t yet realized: that the culture of Twitter, the economics of online content, had swallowed everything else in the world.

			There’s a famous twentieth-century political cartoon about the Associated Press, which was, at the time, the wire service responsible for supplying news to the majority of the newspapers in the United States. In it an AP agent is pouring different bottles into a city’s water supply. The bottles are labeled “lies,” “prejudice,” “slander,” “suppressed facts,” and “hatred.” The image reads: THE NEWS—POISONED AT ITS SOURCE.

			I think of blogs and social media as today’s newswires. They’re what poisoned the debate and the clarity of a nation of some 325 million people. They’re how we fell for one of the greatest cons in history.

			BLOGS MATTER

			By “blog” I’m referring collectively to all online publishing. That’s everything from Twitter accounts to major newspaper websites to web videos to group blogs with hundreds of writers. I don’t care whether the owners consider themselves blogs or not. The reality is that they are all subject to the same incentives, and they fight for attention with similar tactics.*

			Most people don’t understand how today’s information cycle really works. Many have no idea of how much their general worldview is influenced by the way news is generated online. What begins online ends offline.

			Although there are millions of blogs out there, you’ll notice some mentioned a lot in this book: Gawker Media, Business Insider, Breitbart, Politico, Vox, BuzzFeed, Vice, the Huffington Post, Medium, Drudge Report, and the like. This is not because they are the most widely read, but instead because they are mostly read by the media elite. Not only that, but their proselytizing founders, Nick Denton, Henry Blodget, Jonah Peretti, and Arianna Huffington, have an immense amount of influence as thought leaders. A blog isn’t small if its puny readership is made up of TV producers and writers for national newspapers. It doesn’t matter how many followers someone has if what they produce ends up going viral.

			Radio DJs and news anchors once filled their broadcasts with newspaper headlines; today they repeat what they read online—certain blogs more than others. Stories from blogs also filter into real conversations and rumors that spread from person to person through word of mouth. In short, blogs are vehicles from which mass media reporters—and your most chatty and “informed” friends—discover and borrow the news. This hidden cycle gives birth to the memes that become our cultural references, the budding stars who become our celebrities, the thinkers who become our gurus, and the news that becomes our news.

			Think about it: Where do people find stuff today? They find it online. This is just as true for normal people as it is for the so-called gatekeepers. If something is being chatted about on Facebook, Twitter, or Reddit, it will make its way through all other forms of media and eventually into culture itself. That’s a fact.

			When I figured this out early in my career in public relations, I had a thought that only a naive and destructively ambitious twentysomething would have: If I master the rules that govern blogs, I can be the master of all they determine. It was, essentially, access to a fiat over culture.

			It may have been a dangerous thought, but it wasn’t hyperbole. In the Pawlenty case, the guy could have become the president of the United States of America. Donald Trump did become president. One early media critic put it this way: We’re a country governed by public opinion, and public opinion is largely governed by the press, so isn’t it critical to understand what governs the press? What rules over the media, he concluded, rules over the country. In this case, what ruled over Politico literally almost ruled over everyone.

			To understand what makes blogs act—why Politico followed Pawlenty around, why the media ended up giving Trump something like $4.6 billion worth of free publicity—is the key to making them do what you want (or stopping this broken system). Learn their rules, change the game. That’s all it takes to control public opinion.

			SO, WHY DID POLITICO FOLLOW PAWLENTY?

			On the face of it, it’s pretty crazy. Pawlenty’s phantom candidacy wasn’t newsworthy, and if the New York Times couldn’t afford to pay a reporter to follow him around, Politico shouldn’t have been able to.

			It wasn’t crazy. Blogs need things to cover. The Times has to fill a newspaper only once per day. A cable news channel has to fill twenty-four hours of programming 365 days a year. But blogs have to fill an infinite amount of space. The site that covers the most stuff wins.

			Political blogs know that their traffic goes up during election cycles. Since traffic is what they sell to advertisers, elections equal increased revenue. Unfortunately, election cycles come only every few years. Worse still, they end. Blogs have a simple solution: Change reality through the coverage.

			With Pawlenty, Politico was not only manufacturing a candidate, they were manufacturing an entire leg of the election cycle purely to profit from it. It was a conscious decision. In the story about his business, Politico’s executive editor, Jim VandeHei, tipped his hand to the New York Times: “We were a garage band in 2008, riffing on the fly. Now we’re a 200-person production, with a precise feel and plan. We’re trying to take a leap forward in front of everyone else.” Today, a few election cycles later, Politico has three hundred employees. It has spawned countless competitors, some of whom are even bigger.

			When a blog like Politico tried to leap in front of everyone else, the person they arbitrarily decided to cover was turned into an actual candidate. The campaign starts gradually, with a few mentions on blogs, moves on to “potential contender,” begins to be considered for debates, and is then included on the ballot. Their platform accumulates real supporters who donate real time and money to the campaign. The campaign buzz is reified by the mass media, who covers and legitimizes whatever is being talked about online.

			Pawlenty’s campaign may have failed, but for blogs and other media, it was a profitable success. He generated millions of pageviews for blogs, was the subject of dozens of stories in print and online, and had his fair share of television time. When journalists first covered Trump, they loved him because they thought he was a joke. They loved how he polarized the audience and how each crazy thing he said or did made for better headlines. Over time, he became a serious candidate—repeated, incessant media coverage can do that—and despite the supposed liberal bias of the media, they continued to shower him with attention. He was great for business.

			In case you didn’t catch it, here’s the cycle again:

			[image: ] Political blogs need things to cover; traffic increases during election

			[image: ] Reality (election far away) does not align with this

			[image: ] Political blogs create candidates early, gravitating toward the absurd and controversial; election cycle starts earlier

			[image: ] The person they cover, by virtue of coverage, becomes actual candidate (or president)

			[image: ] Blogs profit (literally); the public loses

			You’ll see this cycle repeated again and again in this book. It’s true for celebrity gossip, politics, business news, and every other topic blogs cover. The constraints of blogging create artificial content, which is made real and impacts the outcome of real world events.

			The economics of the internet created a twisted set of incentives that make traffic more important—and more profitable—than the truth. With the mass media—and today, mass culture—relying on the web for the next big thing, it is a set of incentives with massive implications.

			Blogs need traffic, being first drives traffic, and so entire stories are created out of whole cloth to make that happen. This is just one facet of the economics of blogging, but it’s a critical one. When we understand the logic that drives these business choices, those choices become predictable. And what is predictable can be anticipated, redirected, accelerated, or controlled—however you or I choose.

			Later in the 2012 election, Politico moved the goalposts again to stay on top. Speed stopped working so well, so they turned to scandal to upend the race once more. Remember Herman Cain, the preposterous, media-created candidate who came after Pawlenty? After surging ahead as the lead contender for the Republican nomination, and becoming the subject of an exhausting number of traffic-friendly blog posts, Cain’s candidacy was utterly decimated by a sensational but still strongly denied scandal reported by . . . you guessed it: Politico.*

			And so another noncandidate was created, made real, and then taken out. Another one bit the dust so that blogs could fill their cycle. In some ways the reliability of this cycle—in which despite all the absurdity eventually a normal candidate would win out (be it Mitt Romney or whoever)—was the worst thing that could have happened to us. Because it meant we thought Trump would eventually lose. He’ll eventually come crashing back down to earth. Eventually people will see who he is. He can’t avoid this forever.

			Except none of that was true. That’s what happens when you feed the monster. It defies all expectations and rules.

		

	
		
			II

			TRADING UP THE CHAIN: HOW TO TURN NOTHING INTO SOMETHING IN THREE WAY-TOO-EASY STEPS

			
				Some people in the press, I think, are just lazy as hell. There are times when I pitch a story and they do it word for word. That’s just embarrassing. They’re adjusting to a time that demands less quality and more quantity. And it works to my advantage most of the time, because I think most reporters have liked me packaging things for them. Most people will opt for what’s easier, so they can move on to the next thing. Reporters are measured by how often their stuff gets on Drudge. It’s a bad way to be, but it’s reality.

				—KURT BARDELLA, FORMER PRESS SECRETARY FOR REPUBLICAN CONGRESSMAN DARRELL ISSA

			

			In the introduction I explained a scam I call “trading up the chain.” It’s a strategy I developed that manipulates the media through recursion. I can turn nothing into something by placing a story with a small blog that has very low standards, which then becomes the source for a story by a larger blog, and that, in turn, for a story by larger media outlets. I create, to use the words of one media scholar, a “self-reinforcing news wave.” People like me do this every day.

			The work I do is not exactly respectable. But I want to explain how it works without any of the negatives associated with my infamous clients. I’ll show how I manipulated the media for a good cause.

			A friend of mine recently used some of my advice on trading up the chain for the benefit of the charity he runs. This friend needed to raise money to cover the costs of a community art project, and chose to do it through Kickstarter, the crowdsourced fund-raising platform. With just a few days’ work, he turned an obscure cause into a popular internet meme and raised nearly ten thousand dollars to expand the charity internationally.

			Following the strategy I helped lay out, he made a YouTube video for the Kickstarter page showing off his charity’s work. Not a video of the charity’s best work, or even its most important work, but the work that exaggerated certain elements aimed at helping the video spread. (In this case, two or three examples in exotic locations that actually had the least amount of community benefit.) Next, he wrote a short article for a small local blog in Brooklyn and embedded the video. This site was chosen because its stories were often used or picked up by the New York section of the Huffington Post. As expected, the Huffington Post did bite, and ultimately featured the story as local news in both New York City and Los Angeles. Following my advice, he sent an e-mail from a fake address with these links to a reporter at CBS in Los Angeles, who then did a television piece on it—using mostly clips from my friend’s heavily edited video. In anticipation of all of this, he’d been active on a channel of the social news site Reddit (where users vote on stories and topics they like) during the weeks leading up to his campaign launch in order to build up some connections on the site.

			When the CBS News piece came out and the video was up, he was ready to post it all on Reddit. It made the front page almost immediately. This score on Reddit (now bolstered by other press as well) put the story on the radar of what I call the major “cool stuff” blogs—sites like Boing Boing, Laughing Squid, FFFFOUND!, and others—since they get post ideas from Reddit. From this final burst of coverage, money began pouring in, as did volunteers, recognition, and new ideas.

			With no advertising budget, no publicist, and no experience, his little video did nearly a half million views, and funded his project for the next two years. One exaggerated amateur video became a news story that was written about independently by dozens of outlets in dozens of markets and did millions of media impressions. He had created and then manipulated this attention entirely by himself. It went from nothing to something.

			This is not uncommon. Did you ever hear of the guy who created a company called Ship Your Enemies Glitter? He literally turned nothing into something. Drunk one night, he had a funny idea about sending envelopes of glitter to people—and charging for it. So he created a landing page and put it up on a site called ProductHunt.com, which features newly launched start-ups. From there, his “company” was featured in the Washington Post, Business Insider, the Huffington Post, the Verge, Time, and Fast Company. Almost instantly he took in almost twenty thousand dollars’ worth of orders, but because it was not a real company, he ended up selling the domain to another entrepreneur who wanted to take it to the next level . . . for eighty thousand dollars. Fake idea, real money.

			Before you get upset at us, remember: We were only doing what Lindsay Robertson, a blogger from Videogum, Jezebel, and New York magazine’s Vulture blog, taught us to do. In a post explaining to publicists how they could better game bloggers like herself, Lindsay advised focusing “on a lower traffic tier with the (correct) understanding that these days, content filters up as much as it filters down, and often the smaller sites, with their ability to dig deeper into the [I]nternet and be more nimble, act as farm teams for the larger ones.”1*

			This is not new either.

			Early-twentieth-century media critics were some of the first to describe how false news was easily propagated through the media system. A local newspaper would run an inaccurate item. With the advent of the telegraph, these stories could be and often were republished over the next week in newspapers across the country. As Max Sherover wrote in 1914 of newspapers, “The stories they have forwarded are obviously composed in large part of wild romancing. They snap up the most improbable reports and enlarge upon them with every detail that their fancy can suggest.”

			A document from 1995 recently released by the Clinton archive shows that more modern political manipulators have also tried to use the lower rungs of online media to plant narratives or scandals. As the document explains,

			This is how the stream works: Well-funded right wing think tanks and individuals underwrite conservative newsletters and newspapers such as the Western Journalism Center, the American Spectator and the Pittsburgh Tribune Review. Next, the stories are reprinted on the internet where they are bounced into the mainstream media through one of two ways: 1) the story will be picked up by the British tabloids and covered as a major story, from which the American right-of-center mainstream media, (i.e. the Wall Street Journal, Washington Times and New York Post) will then pick the story up; or 2) The story will be bounced directly from the internet to the right-of-center mainstream American media. After the mainstream right-of-center media covers the story, congressional committees will look into the story. After Congress looks into the story, the story now has the legitimacy to be covered by the remainder of the American mainstream press as a “real” story.

			The Clintons famously alleged a “vast right-wing conspiracy,” and as self-serving and unreliable as the couple is, they weren’t totally wrong. They just didn’t mention that the left wing can and does use the same strategy. How else would one venture to explain the 2012 story that Republican South Carolina governor Nikki Haley would soon be indicted on tax fraud charges from work related to the Sikh Religious Society? Thanks to a defamation suit filed by the Sikh Religious Society, we know that the story got its start when a blogger tweeted about it, citing as his sources “two well placed legal experts” that turned out to be a local blog and a local television reporter. After the tweet, the story was picked up by the Daily Beast, Daily Caller, and Drudge Report.

			The speed with which the Haley story started and was shot down (the next day, she provided a document from the IRS stating they wouldn’t investigate) shows how quickly something can shoot up the chain with just the slightest shred of attribution. But thankfully, because of the defamation suit, this was one of the rare cases where there were some consequences for a journalist starting a bogus story: a written, public apology and release of the names of his two “sources.”

			Online publications compete to get stories first, newspapers compete to “confirm” it, and then pundits compete for airtime to opine on it. The smaller sites legitimize the newsworthiness of the story for the sites with bigger audiences. Consecutively and concurrently, this pattern inherently distorts and exaggerates whatever they cover.

			THE LAY OF THE LAND

			Here’s how it works. There are thousands of content creators scouring the web looking for things to write about. They must write several times each day. This is no easy task, so bloggers search Twitter, Facebook, comments sections, press releases, rival blogs, and other sources to develop their material. Where else are they going to get it? There’s no time for investigative reporting.

			Above them are hundreds of midlevel online and offline journalists at websites and blogs and in magazines and newspapers who use those bloggers below them as sources and filters. They also have to write constantly—and engage in the same search for buzz, only a little more developed.

			Above them are the major national websites, publications, and television stations. They in turn browse the scourers below them for their material, grabbing their leads and turning them into truly national conversations. These are the most influential bunch—the New York Times, The Today Show, Fox News, and CNN—and dwindling revenues or not, they have massive reach.

			Finally, between, above, and throughout these concentric levels is the largest group: us, the audience. We scan the web for material that we can watch, comment on, or share with our friends and followers.

			It’s bloggers informing bloggers informing bloggers all the way down. This isn’t anecdotal observation. It is fact. In a media monitoring study done by Cision and George Washington University, 89 percent of journalists reported using blogs for their research for stories. Roughly half reported using Twitter to find and research stories, and more than two thirds used other social networks, such as Facebook or LinkedIn, in the same way.2 The more immediate the nature of their publishing medium (blogs, then newspapers, then magazines), the more heavily a journalist will depend on sketchy online sources, like social media, for research.

			Recklessness, laziness, however you want to categorize it, the attitude is openly tolerated and acknowledged. The majority of journalists surveyed admitted to knowing that their online sources were less reliable than traditional ones. Not a single journalist said they believed that the information gathered from social media was “a lot more reliable” than traditional media! Why? Because it suffers from a “lack of fact-checking, verification or reporting standards.”3

			For the sake of simplicity, though, let’s break the chain into three levels. I know these levels as one thing only: beachheads for manufacturing news. I don’t think someone could have designed a system easier to manipulate if they wanted to.

			Level 1: The Entry Point

			At the first level, small blogs and local websites that cover your neighborhood or scene are some of the easiest sites to get traction on. Since they typically write about local, personal issues pertaining to a contained readership, trust is very high. At the same time, they are cash-strapped and traffic-hungry, always on the lookout for a big story that might draw a big spike of new viewers. It doesn’t have to be local, though; it can be a site about a subject you know very well, or it can be a site run by a friend.

			What’s important is that the site is small and understaffed. This makes it possible to sell them a story that is only loosely connected to their core message but really sets you up to transition to the next level.

			Level 2: The Legacy Media

			Here we begin to see a mix of online and offline sources. The blogs of newspapers and local television stations are some of the best targets. For starters, they share the same URL and often get aggregated in Google News. Places like the Wall Street Journal, Newsweek, and CBS often have sister sites that feature the companies’ logos but have their own editorial standards, not always as rigorous as their old media counterparts’. They seem legitimate, but they are, as Fark.com founder Drew Curtis calls them, just “mass media sections that update more often but with less editorial oversight.”

			Legacy media outlets are critical turning points in building up momentum. The reality is that the bloggers at Forbes.com or the Chicago Tribune do not operate on the same editorial guidelines as their print counterparts. However, their final output can be made to look like it carries the same weight. If you get a blog on Wired.com to mention your start-up, you can smack “‘A revolutionary device’—Wired” on the box of your product just as surely as you could if Wired had put your CEO on the cover of the magazine.

			These sites won’t write about just anything, though, so you need to create chatter or a strong story angle to hook this kind of sucker. Their illusion of legitimacy comes at the cost of being slightly more selective when it comes to what they cover. But it is worth the price, because it will grant the bigger websites in your sights later the privilege of using magic words like “NBC is reporting . . .”

			Level 3: National

			Having registered multiple stories from multiple sources firmly onto the radar of both local and midlevel outlets, you can now leverage this coverage to access the highest level of media: the national press. Getting to this level usually involves less direct pushing and a lot more massaging. The sites that have already taken your bait are now on your side. They desperately want their articles to get as much traffic as possible, and being linked to or mentioned on national sites is how they do that. These sites will take care of submitting your articles to news aggregator sites like Drudge or Reddit, because making the front page will drive tens of thousands of visitors to their article. Mass media reporters monitor aggregators for story ideas and often cover what is trending there, like they did with the charity story after it made the front page of Reddit. In today’s world even these guys have to think like bloggers—they need to get as many pageviews as possible. Success on the lower levels of the media chain is evidence that the story could deliver even better results from a national platform.

			You just want to make sure that such reporters notice the story’s gaining traction. Take the outlet where you’d ultimately like to receive coverage and observe it for patterns. You’ll notice that they tend to get their story ideas from the same second-level sites, and by tailoring the story to those smaller sites (or site), it sets you up to be noticed by the larger one. Certain blogs are read very heavily by the New York City media set. You can craft the story for those sites and automatically set yourself up to appeal to the other reporters reading it—without ever speaking to them directly. A media example: Katie Couric claims she gets many story ideas from her Twitter followers, which means that getting a few tweets out of the seven hundred or so people she follows is all it takes to get a shot at the nightly national news.

			News anchors aren’t the only people susceptible to this trick. Scott Vener, the famous hit maker responsible for picking the songs that went into HBO shows like Entourage and How to Make It in America, has a reputation for discovering “unknown artists.” Really, he admits, most of the music he finds is just “what is bubbling up on the internet.”4 Since Vener monitors conversations on Twitter and the comments on trendy music blogs, a shot at a six-figure HBO payday and instant mainstream exposure is just a few manufactured bubbles away.

			It’s a simple illusion: Create the perception that the meme already exists and all the reporter (or the music supervisor or
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