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What It Takes: Thinking like an entrepreneur

A MONTHLY FORUM FOR

EAC/ACR MEMBERS IN BRITISH 

COLUMBIA TO EXCHANGE 

IDEAS, DEVELOP SKILLS, AND

SHARE NEWS ABOUT EDITING

Planning, marketing, and a near-fanatical devotion to the dollar. These are 
the keys to making your writing and editing business survive and thrive, 

according to the speaker at a recent EAC-BC workshop in Vancouver.
 “You have to be completely motivated by money, no matter how disgusting 
that thought may be to you,” John Vigna told attendees at the Thinking Like 
an Entrepreneur: Growing Your Writing & Editing Business workshop on 
February14.
 Vigna has worked as a freelance writer and editor for about three years. He 
graduated from Douglas College’s Print Futures: Professional Writing program 
with the goal of becoming a technical writer. But his plans changed when the 
tech bubble burst. After travelling and doing everything from riding bicycle 
rickshaws to playing basketball in Europe, Vigna returned to Vancouver and 
started freelance writing for magazines.
 “It was total trial and error,” he recalled. “I was very naïve.” Naïve or not, he 
was apparently doing something right. He claimed to have made $75,000 in his 
first year of freelancing. But at some point during his second year, Vigna was 
rolling pennies just to get by. “I’d stopped doing the things that had worked for 
me. Basically, I stopped working,” he said, adding that he took about 20 weeks 
off.
 At that point, Vigna decided to “go back to the basics.” As a result, he said 
his third-year earnings were closer to those of his first year. Today, he does most 
of his writing and editing work for ad agencies and design firms through his 
company, John Vigna Ink.
 In an engaging daylong workshop that included several written exercises, 
Vigna spelled out his recipe for small-business success.

1) Put together a written business plan, and be prepared to continually 
revise it. 
Your business plan spells out your goals and helps you stay focused on them. 
“Failing to plan is planning to fail,” Vigna said, noting that the lack of a 
well-researched business plan is a key reason why about 90 per cent of new 
businesses fail within five to eight years.
       
2) Focus on the money.
Without a relentless drive for the dollar, you’re probably better off finding a 
job, Vigna said. A written financial plan is an essential ingredient for success. 
Put together sales forecasts and cash-flow statements, and prepare for the 
unexpected (e.g., too much or too little business, illness, etc.).
 You’ll also need to think about debt. If you don’t have a sizable nest egg, 
you’ll probably end up financing your business through your credit cards; banks 
aren’t fond of loaning money to startups.

3) Spend about 30 per cent of your time on marketing.
Effective marketing includes both the passive (website, business cards) and the 
active (cold calls, networking, and follow-ups).  “You have to be willing to get 
out of your comfort zone,” Vigna said, adding that he forced himself to go to 
networking and business events at which he found himself the only writer in the 
room. “Talk to people, ask questions. Business isn’t just going to come to you. 
You have to go to it. You’ve got to be visible.”
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What It Takes (continued)

 When networking or meeting 
with prospective clients, stick to 
the 80-20 rule, Vigna said. Actively 
listen 80 per cent of the time, and 
talk 20 per cent of the time. Come 
up with a mission statement and a 
snappy slogan that sums up why a 
client should care about (and want to 
pay for) your services.
 Vigna also underlined the importance 
of preparing a well-designed promotional 
package consisting of a folder with a 
business card, letterhead, brochure, and 
a few samples of your work.
 Personally delivering your promotional 
package to prospective clients is a big 
plus, too. Make an ongoing personal 
connection with your clients. And 
think about forming alliances with 
people in related fields. Graphic and 
web designers, printers, lawyers, and 
other professionals can provide skills 
you don’t have, and they may refer 
work to you.

4) Know your markets inside out.
It’s crucial to be very clear about 
what your primary and secondary 
markets are. This will probably 
involve doing some market research. 
What does each market need? Know 
your markets—and target more than 
one. A secondary market can provide 
a cushion for your business to fall 
back on if your primary market dries 
up.
 “You need to know your audiences 
very well,” Vigna added. This 
knowledge helps you to talk with 
prospective clients in their own 
language. Know how much you can 
charge each market, and stick to your 
rates.

5) Be disciplined and motivated.
If you’re considering launching your 
own business, give some thought to 
whether you really have the time 
to commit to it. You can expect to 
spend up to double the 43.5 hours the 
average British Columbian works 

every week.
 Speaking of the clock, keep a 
close eye on time and how you’re 
spending it. Set goals for each day 
and be firm about focusing on work 
during working hours. True success 
means figuring out a system that 
works for you and how you’re built. 
For instance, Vigna does his best 
writing in the morning, so he does 
paperwork in the afternoon.
 And while it may seem obvious, 
Vigna reminded attendees to always 
meet deadlines. He noted that he’s 
surprised at how many writers and 
editors fail to live up to that crucial 
requirement.

6) Finally, be persistent, learn from 
your mistakes, and don’t give up.

In closing, Vigna said it’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed by how much work 
must be done to make a business 
succeed. He reminded the audience 
to think of his road map for success 
as a series of small steps.
 “You can’t do all of this in one 
sitting,” he said. “Trust me.”

Recommended Resources

Sun editing spells disaster

The front Sports page of the 
March 13 Vancouver Sun was 

noteworthy, but not for the write-
up on the Canucks’ overtime win 
against the Oilers or for the follow-
up on Todd Bertuzzi’s infamous 
sucker punch. It was noteworthy for 
its display of chaotic or non-existent 
editing standards. First, take this 
error-ridden photo cutline:

“Canucks’ Geoff Sanderson slips 
the game-winning goal past an 
outstretched Oilers goalie Jussi 
Markkanen as Oiler Jason Smith 
can only watch Friday.”

1) Canucks’ is possessive, but Oilers 
(without the apostrophe) is adjectival. 
The writer should have picked one 
or the other, or perhaps not bothered, 
since the picture establishes who’s 
who. 

2) The indefinite article “an” must 
be deleted because the noun in 
question is definite.

3) Friday is a misplaced modifier that 
seems to suggest that Jason Smith 
is transfixed by Robinson Crusoe’s 
manservant.

Here’s a proper rendering of the 
cutline: “Geoff Sanderson slips 
the game-winning goal Friday past 
outstretched goalie Jussi Markkanen, 
as Oiler Jason Smith looks on.”
 The entire question of the 
adjectival form of “Canucks” 
appears to confound the paper’s 
staff. Elsewhere on the page, we read 
about “Canucks general manager 
Brian Burke,” “Canuck head coach 
Marc Crawford,” and “Canuck Todd 
Bertuzzi.” Perhaps “Canucks” or 
“Canucks’ ” refers to the team, and 
“Canuck” refers to individuals. If 
so, we can add a fourth error to the 
cutline: improper use of plurals.

Cameron Foote. The Business Side 
of Creativity: The Complete Guide 
for Running a Graphic Design or 
Communications Business. W.W. 
Norton, 2002.

Self-Counsel Press <www.self-
counsel.com/ca/catalog> for various 
titles on business and writing.

BeYourOwnBoss.Org. <www.beyour
ownboss.org>.◄

Michael Laycock, Membership 
Chair

▲▲▲▲▲
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Sun editing (continued)

 Headlines also failed the accuracy 
test. “Sanderson cashes again” means 
that he took his paycheque to the bank, 
or some such thing. The headline should 
have read “Sanderson cashes in again,” 
meaning that he took advantage of the 
situation.
 In “Bertuzzi civil suit ‘possible,’ ” the 
single quotes are unnecessary because 
there’s nothing ironic or idiomatic in 
the use of the word. Chronic abuse and 
overuse of quotation marks is perhaps 
the most conspicuous failing of modern 
journalism. Sun editors could use a 
refresher course.◄

Greg Felton

▲▲▲▲▲

Keepin’ It Casual:
Editing for the Web

We liked Anne Pepper so much 
when she facilitated two of our 

workshops that we invited her back 
to speak at the EAC-BC meeting in 
February. Anne Pepper is fun and 
informative. Her casual and light-
hearted presentation style made this 
evening a treat. And “casual” is the tone 
Anne recommends we, as Web editors 
and writers—sometimes the lines are 
blurred—try hard to maintain while 
working with Web content. 
 Anne is an accomplished Web 
writer/editor whose work is varied 
and well respected. She shared 
some of her recent assignments. On 
<www.grousemountain.com>, Anne was 
responsible for bridging copy—linking 
pages—within the site. For ZED, Pepper 
created 35 different types of general yet 
“personalized” response emails (see 
<www.zed.cbc.ca>). And if you are 
brazen enough to venture onto Livelinks 
you may encounter some chatline 
dating material created from the spicier 
side of Anne’s imagination. On a more 
innocent note, Anne was commissioned 

as editor for ChildrenFirst (see 
<www.childrenfirstgrants.ca>) 
where she worked from brochure 
print and was responsible for 
creating a logical structure for the 
architecture of the site.
 The range of work a Web editor 
may experience could include:
• working with brochure copy
• editing copy written for the Web
• creating site architectures (how 
the site is divided) and menu 
naming
• editing instructional copy to ensure 
that online browsers do not get 
lost

The top three mistakes you will 
encounter in Web editing are:

1) Copy that is too formal and 
removed from the reader. Web 
content requires a casual feeling. 
As a Web editor your main 
concern is to communicate with 
the audience   one-to-one in a 
clear, upbeat, friendly, and fresh 
speaking-with, not at, style. So 
how do you make copy casual 
and fresh?
• Ditch copy that doesn’t sound 
“human.”

• Watch for repetitive phrases and 
clichés.

• Use “you,” not third person.
• Decide on a personality and 
write from it.

2) Paragraphs that are too long. 
Readers are put off by having to 
wade through over-wording to 
get to the point, and will not feel 
personally connected. To create a 
more dialogue-based copy, use:
• highlighting and emphasis
• variety in the text
• headlines and double-headlines 
that capture the essence of the 
material

• shorter paragraphs for easier 
readability

• spacing between paragraphs and 
concepts

3) Lack of hyperlinks. Anne views 
websites as a “system of planets.” 
She tries to keep one main idea per 
page and stresses the need to keep 
things simple so that the reader 
does not become overwhelmed and 
leave the site. 
• Use hyperlinks in a way that keeps 
readers moving and discovering 
more.

• Lead the reader to other key ideas 
on the site.

• Create a flow akin to how the 
mind would naturally move from 
idea to idea.

The goal as Web editor is to help 
create the most effective connection 
between the client and the reader, the 
online reader being any unknown 
variety of individuals gone surfin’.  
Certainly the Web editor has a 
relationship with the client, but must 
also be able to work with a team of 
writers, graphic designers, and Web 
masters who are equally dedicated 
to getting and keeping the reader’s 
attention.
 How do you become a Web 
editor? Must you take technical 
courses? Although courses never 
hurt—except your pocketbook—
Anne claims to have never cracked 
a book on the subject. She learned 
on the job and recommends getting 
involved however you can. Perhaps 
begin by creating your own website, 
a process whereby you can gain a 
personal perspective and deeper 
respect for the nuances of online 
writing and editing. 

To read up on previous EAC-
BC Anne Pepper workshops, see 
“Editing for the Web, our next 
frontier” by Robert Chesterman, 
in the September 2001 West Coast 
Editor and “Editing for the Web, 
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Next Meeting
April 21, 2004 @ 7:30 p.m.

YWCA Health and Wellness 
Centre, Welch Room, 4th Floor,

535 Hornby Street

Meeting details for April had not 
been confirmed at time of going to 
press. Please check the EAC-BC  
website at <www.editors.ca/bc/
meetings.htm#upcoming> closer to 
the date. 
 EAC/ACR members attend meetings 
at no charge. Non-members pay $5. 
Light refreshments are available.

▲▲▲▲▲

Audio Service

EAC-BC is delighted to offer members 
the option of listening to online 
recordings of our meetings. Visit 
our website at <www.editors.ca/bc/
meetings.htm#programs> to download 
the file.  

▲▲▲▲▲

What’s On

Conference 2004
Details of this year’s conference in 
Calgary are beginning to appear on 
the website. Registration begins this 
month. See <http://www.editors.ca/
conference2004/index.html> for more 
information.

▲▲▲▲▲

April 20, 2004
Editors based in the Fraser Valley 
are invited to an informal social 
evening in Maple Ridge. For more 
details, contact Lesley Cameron at 
<lesley@4camerons.com>.

▲▲▲▲▲
 

May 15, 2004
Onscreen Editing with MS Word
This workshop is now full. 
Please visit <www.editors.ca/bc/
workshops.htm> for notice of any 
cancellations.

▲▲▲▲▲

how-to and hands-on” by Sheilagh 
Simpson, in the December 2001 West 
Coast Editor. 
 For more about Anne Pepper visit 
<www.pepperwriting.com>.◄

Sonnet Force

▲▲▲▲▲

West Coast Editor is the newsletter of the BC 
branch of the Editors’ Association of Canada/
Association canadienne des réviseurs. Views 
expressed in these pages do not necessarily 
reflect those of EAC/ACR as a whole.

Mailing     Box 1688
Address    Bentall Centre Post Office

                    Vancouver BC   V6C 2P7

Phone       604-681-7184

Email        bc@editors.ca

Website    www.editors.ca/bc

BookCrossing Update:
Where did my book go?

Good question! The experiment 
we featured in February’s West 
Coast Editor began well, when my 
book was registered as found on 
the day I liberated it. The finder 
subsequently liberated it again 
at Golden Ears Physiotherapy 
Centre in Maple Ridge and it has 
not been heard of since. When I 
visited <www.bookcrossing.com> 
this evening I noticed that Maple 
Ridge has no books currently in 
the wild. Maybe we’re just not 
ready for liberating books out here 
in the boonies. If anyone has any 
BookCrossing success stories, please 
contact the newsletter team to share 
your stories with the Branch.

Lesley Cameron, Newsletter Co-

Anne Pepper (continued)

chair

http://www.editors.ca/bc/

