
Jen: Today I've got Brian Clark from Copyblogger on the phone. I wanted to follow up 

with Brian on his keynote at BlogWorld back in 2010 where he talked about of course 

blogging, but also his career reinventions and how he came about to be living the life that 

he loves. He had some really important lessons learned in career design and reinventing 

your self. Welcome to Everyday Bright, Brian. 

 

Brian: Thank you, Jennifer, for having me. I appreciate it and I note that it has been my 

fault that it has taken so long to get this done that they actually announced the next Blog 

World today, right? 

 

Jen: They did. The next two Blog World's. 

 

Brian: Exactly. So timely is my middle name. 

 

Jen: So if you can just give folks a little rundown of your career history because you've 

actually reinvented yourself a couple of times. 

 

Brian: Yeah, I guess so. To me it just seems like one long and winding path. I guess 

that's truly what it is for anyone. From a traditional view point it looks like I took some 

serious side cuts and detours that went in totally different directions. So yeah, okay, I 

grew up went to high school, went to college. I majored in psychology in college with a 

minor in sociology. My mother thought I was going to be the biggest failure ever. She 

was like, "What are you going to do with that?" Looking back now that's the perfect 

background for what I do now in social media. It's like human psychology and sociology 

is what we're kind of in the middle of this grand experiment about.  

 

Anyway, I had no idea what to do. I said, "Law school. That sounds good." So I took the 

LSAT. I had to real desire to become a lawyer. It was just like, "What am I going to do?" 

A lot of people you find go to law school for this very reason. So I don’t feel completely 

lost, but I did well on the LSAT. I got in, did really well my first year. I was in like the 



top seven people in my class, made the Law Review, all that good stuff. Then you start 

telling yourself, "Well, hell, this is what I should be doing, right?" 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: By the time I got to my third year I was like, "I do not want to do this." Of course, 

at that point I had put myself through law school with loans and had obligations. I was 

sick of being poor. So I did practice law for a period of time, but I eventually left about 

four years into it. I just kind of quit my very, nice, comfortable, big law firm job because 

I was fascinated with the internet and had been since basically the commercial web in 

1994. I spent that entire four years being miserable practicing law and spending a lot of 

time online trying to figure out, "I can reach the whole world. I've got to be able to make 

money with this some how." I had no idea, no clue.  

 

Around '98 I quit the job and moved to Austin with the vague notion that I was going to 

become a writer one way or another even if it meant I starved to death which is 

something that first occurred to me back in my third year of law school. I started to 

realize that I told myself I wanted to be a writer. Between you and I, I really wanted a 

writer's lifestyle as we imagine it, you know? 

 

Jen: Yes. 

 

Brian: You're sitting around. You read a lot. You write. People love you. Do you know 

what I mean? 

 

Jen: Coffee shops. 

 

Brian: Exactly. Now I'm the CEO and that's my life. So really writing was just a way to 

get here. But anyway, that's jumping ahead. So I went online. I was fascinated with 

publishing. That's what I wanted to do. I wanted to write and distribute content to people. 

Back at that time that was pre blogs and everything was done by email. They used to call 



any kind of email newsletter, anything like that an Ezine. There were a bunch of pioneers 

at that time that I tried to learn from. Chris Furilow[SP], who is still very relevant today 

in social media, who also made the move from email to blogs, he actually wrote a book 

on email publishing. There was a guy that I looked up to, learned from. I actually 

participated on a project with him at one point that didn't really go anywhere.  

 

Anyway, '98 through 2000, lots of work. I got some recognition for my work, no money 

at all. Everyone who starts off today in blogging or content marketing or whatever you 

want to call it and flails around and gives up, all I can say is don’t give up. For three 

years I could have given up at any point. It wasn't until '99 when Seth Godin's Permission 

Marketing came out that I told myself, "Oh, you're marketing." I had no idea, none. I tell 

people that and they're like, "Wait a minute. That's what you're known for." I'm like, 

"Well, I had to learn, you know?" 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: I finally started to figure things out and my current businesses were wiped out 

with their business model because of the .com crash. All the nascent, online advertising 

world just fell apart. I mean, there was nothing left. It really didn’t start coming back 

until several years ago. Now, of course, it's accepted that that's where everything is going. 

But that was a very different time during the bubble era. 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: So wiped out and it forced me to start over, but by that time I had figured out that 

I needed to learn copywriting. I understood that what I was doing, again, all credit to 

Seth, who wrote Permission Marketing after he sold his direct marketing email firm, 

Yoyodyne. He sold it to Yahoo. He really gets to live the writer's life. I've talked to him 

about it before. He's like, "I never had to work again after that, but that's why I do what I 

do." That's very cool. I like that.  

 



Anyway, so I figured out what it was that I was doing and I started to get really good at it. 

You get better every year and that was still 10 years ago. At that time I noticed that real 

estate was coming back and I was tired of being a failure. I had a legal background and I 

understood online marketing in general. Realtors and Brokers didn't understand it. So that 

was the business I started at that time. It did very well. I didn't really like the business. It 

was financially successful. I felt validated as an entrepreneur, but I wasn't enjoying what 

I was doing.  

 

Then eventually after kind of a traumatic incident that I guess we'll talk about I totally 

gave that up. I decided to do what I really love which was to create content and market 

online. Then Copyblogger was born about six or seven months after that. 

 

Jen: Yes. I mean, I just think it's astounding. It actually took you quite a bit of time to get 

to the point where you really understood exactly what it was that you loved to do. 

 

Brian: Yeah. I mean, I could always write fairly well, but as we both know the more you 

write the better you get. In '98 I wrote fairly well and I've gotten, I would like to think, 

better. It depends on what kind of writing it is. In different context you do write in 

different styles and that's certainly true for me. 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: But I wasn't even competent until 2001. 

 

Jen: Oh, wow. 

 

Brian: I mean, as far as I'm concerned the difference between being able to write and 

understanding marketing and persuasive writing or copywriting, you know what I'm 

saying? 

 

Jen: Yeah. So kind of a Malcolm Gladwell, 10,000 Hours. 



 

Brian: It is so true. He nailed it with that book. A lot of people don’t like to hear that. 

They want the quick fix or the instant success. I don’t know anyone who is doing well 

these days who doesn't have a story that's somewhat similar. Like Chris Brogan says he 

was a 12 year overnight success. I mean, he plugged at it for a long time until he finally 

broke through. 

 

Jen: Right. So you talk about in a Copyblogger post called, The Snowboard, The 

Subdural Hematoma and the Secret of Life. You say, "So why was I doing all other stuff 

because I told myself I was supposed to and I got over it really fast." I think you hear that 

a lot from people who have a traumatic or near death experience. But I think the real 

nugget is, can you get to that point without having to almost die? 

 

Brian: Yeah. I mean, theoretically yes, but you hear this over and over again that it takes 

something dramatic to get you to just say, "Oh my goodness. I don't have to do anything I 

don’t want to do and what I want to do is this." It can be with respect to a relationship or 

a career or anything big. I think that people do just figure it out maybe more and more 

than before. I think it's a little more acceptable to go off on your own path abruptly. Your 

friends and your parents may still think you're crazy, but if you can get passed that. But 

it's the traumatic events where you don’t care if your parents and your friends think 

you're crazy. You just don’t care at all. That's what happened with me.  

 

Just to give a little background, the cliff notes version, I went really stressed out from 

work in the beginning of 2005. I went on a snowboarding trip with a friend. I had a really 

bad altercation with the side of a mountain. I thought I was okay even though it really 

hurt bad, but it turned out I had what's called a subdural hematoma, but it was a slow leak 

that built up in my head over time. A subdural hematoma is basically a build up of blood 

between your brain and your dura, the casing before the skull. It's the same thing that 

killed Natasha Richardson on the ski slope, but she had a fast one and it killed her almost 

immediately. It's the exact same injury. It just took a long time for it to get so bad that I 

finally –  



 

I actually suffered a lot because I didn't know what was wrong with my until they finally 

figured it out. Anyway, so I had to have emergency brain surgery. I went into the 

operating room just kind of going, "Well, if I live through this there is really nothing to 

be afraid of anymore." Then when I woke up my perspective was completely different. 

The other business, like I said, I wanted to succeed and I did and I had a family. I had two 

little kids and a wife. You can't just throw all that away, right? 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: Well, I did. 

 

Jen: That's the thing with the golden handcuffs, right, that keeps you bound to something 

that you don’t really enjoy. 

 

Brian: The great thing is that my wife has always been super supportive. She wasn't the 

one like some stereotype like, "You better now do anything crazy." She was always 

supportive. It was me, honestly, in my own head that held me back. I guess it took getting 

hit rather hard in the head to get by that. That's why I wrote that post more than anything 

which is don’t let it come to this. Just do what you want to do, but it's very difficult for 

people. 

 

Jen: Yeah. I mean, that's interesting with your background in psychology, can people 

learn from other people's experience? Do they have to have a taste of that misery 

themselves? 

 

Brian: I've looked at this a lot and there are all these both in the cognate of psychology 

realm and in the more of the spiritual realm related to enlightenment, but it takes 

something to kind of give you that instant of enlightenment whether you feel that's some 

kind of spiritual thing or just understanding which is what enlightenment means. When 

you understand that there is nothing real holding you back, I mean, they are constructs of 



your imagination, your past, your memory, your conditioning. All that stuff we treat it as 

real and we can't.  

 

We tell ourselves, "We can't do this or we shouldn't do this." My point was this isn't a 

dress rehearsal. You've got to do that. I think you can do it without the trauma if you take 

a really hard look at yourself and ask yourself what is it that's real that's holding me back 

from doing what I want to do? If you start stripping that stuff away a lot of it is not real at 

all.  

 

Jen: Right. Right. The other thing I'm wondering is, you know, you have often been a 

head of the business trends. I mean, these Ezines that you were writing and that you were 

getting all this critical acclaim for, you were sort of ahead of the curve. Do you think that 

having that kind of vision is critical to being successful? I mean, could another lawyer 

quit is job tomorrow and follow in your footsteps? 

 

Brian: I suppose so. I think almost every lawyer goes to law school and decides they 

want to be a novelist. I mean, there are a lot of frustrated writers that are lawyers. That 

would seem like a pool, but talk about people with imaginary mental constraints. 

Lawyers are some of the worst about prestige and things like that that drove them to law 

in the first place. You have to be afraid to fail. I mean, you have to be unafraid to fail or 

to look ridiculous to your peers or your friends or your family. For some people that's just 

too much for them to handle.  

 

Jen: Right. Right. 

 

Brian: As far as being ahead of the curve I always felt that I was only slight – I was more 

ahead at each stage than I thought, but I always saw people who were pioneers. Being 

second or a little bit late is actually good because they take the arrows, which is the old 

cliché. You also get to see what they do wrong and what they do right. Back in the '90's 

there wasn't all this free information about how to do all this stuff, right? 

 



Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: I even think to a certain degree people get started now are ahead of the curve if 

you look at the long game. I know some people don’t feel that way. If you look at, for 

example, the history of commercial radio or television we're still in the screwed up, we 

don’t know what we're doing stage relatively to those mediums. I think it's still early. 

 

Jen: Oh, that's interesting. I suppose at some point you have to dip your toe in if you're 

even going to ride down the stream. 

 

Brian: Yeah. It always gets harder to break in once something matures. Now the internet 

supposedly is different in that it's so democratic and so open that anyone can make a 

break through at any time which I think is the exciting aspect to it. But you do see things 

going on like the big magazine publishers or traditional publishers want to move to apps 

because they understand how to make money that way. There has been this propaganda 

that the web is dead which is ridiculous. As long as we have links the web is going to 

exist. No one is going to download every app to read a single article that they see on 

Twitter, right? 

 

Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: Then with net neutrality and the cable companies, the wireless companies, they're 

trying to restrict more and more everyday. The hope is that little people like us still have 

that golden opportunity to have a voice and have something to say that is only restricted 

by our own ability to execute on that. So there is a tension there, but there are a lot of 

people online for various reasons that depend on keeping the internet.  

 

There's the old saying, "The net smells censorship and routes around it." Even if you try 

to turn off the internet in Egypt they were still getting information through one way or 

another. It's just a fascinating and really young way to communicate, to do business. 

 



Jen: I think if you just look at how the demographics are changing in places like 

Facebook I think tells you the real potential. The fact that my aunts and uncles are now 

getting on Facebook. 

 

Brian: Yeah. It's interesting because as much as I hate to credit Facebook for anything 

they're the ones who broke it out mainstream. Twitter even has gone mainstream to a 

lesser degree. It's a different type of user. Until that happened because not everyone is 

going to blog. They're not going to write. They're not going to create content. In fact, the 

whole idea that some of the early bloggers had a very utopian view that everyone of 

course is going to create content. No. I mean, most people don’t have any desire to do 

that. It bothers me a little when people say, "Well, everyone's moving to Facebook and 

Twitter. No one blogs anymore."  

 

Whether you want to call it blogging or not, there has always been an "elite" that will 

actually create content. That is more open and more available to people like myself. I 

considered being a screenwriter. I looked at the Hollywood food chain and realized the 

screenwriters are at the bottom of it. Even the actors will disregard the lines you wrote, 

right? So that was not attractive to me at all because I don’t consider that art because 

you're just providing a blueprint that is free to change at will with the director. It's a 

collaborative process and no one seems to respect the writer.  

 

Once I finally understood that, I went right back to looking at the internet going, "Maybe 

I won't make as much money here or whatever, but I'll be in control of what I want to 

do." That was important to me. 

 

Jen: Right. Now how do you know when to keep pushing? I know you said that there 

were several years there where you were living the life of the starving artist. How do you 

know when to keep pushing and when to give up on an idea? 

 

Brian: Well, yeah. Okay. So the broader idea of making the internet work in a business 

context, I just wasn't ever willing to give up on because I saw it happening. I saw it 



happening rather badly and in ways that didn't make sense. Of course, it took over time 

for me to get that kind of perspective. But at least now days when something doesn't 

work I know fairly early and I'm brutal about cutting it off. I think that if you don’t accept 

in this environment what people are telling you and you just kind of blindly keep pushing 

forward and everyone can see that it's doomed, but you.  

 

That's one of the worst things you can do. I mean, there is opportunity everywhere. You 

should be having new ideas all the time. The best way to have a great idea is to have a lot 

of good ideas and even more bad ideas and just know the difference. 

 

Jen: Yeah. 

 

Brian: It's really easy to try things online. It's really easy to execute and it's really easy to 

fail. If you fail accept it and go do something else. I always get a little smarter every time 

I screwed up to where these days our win to lose ratio it's much higher. 

 

Jen: Right. So you just have to be willing to push through that period of time where the 

failure rate is pretty high. 

 

Brian: There is a difference between general passion of what you generally want to do 

which could be a general field of subject matter or even broader. What you're actually 

executing on at a project level is some very specific sliver of that. So just don’t be 

committed to one idea. Be willing to give that up, but don’t give up your broader passion. 

I think sometimes people don’t see the difference between. Failing at one execution 

within that realm is not the same as failing in general. 

 

Jen: Yeah. That's a fantastic point. That's really good. So given those words, Sonia I 

think once told me that you don’t do anything small. I know you have an active hand in a 

ton of projects. How in the world do you maintain your sanity and the balance between 

your work life and your home life? 

 



Brian: Well, up until last September, September of 2010, I did everything. Every major 

project, every big thing I did, which is what Sonia referred to, and I do think that way. I 

figure if it's worth doing go relatively big. I actually do have constraints, but every time 

Sonia comes to me with something I'm like, "We can do this and this and this." She's like, 

'Whoa." I think that's what she's referring to. I’m like seeing the potential that's kind of 

right there which is something I'm good at I guess. 

 

So starting in the fall of 2007 through 2010 I had all these different partners that I would 

work with to make things happen like Tony Clark and I did Teaching Sells together. Then 

I was original with Chris Pierson at DIY and we launched that and grew it very big. Then 

I partnered with Sean Jackson for Scribe. So it was like one big launch every year. Then 

we got to 2010 and Chris and I parted ways and Brain Gardener and I partnered instead 

for Studio Press. In the middle of that we're like, "You know if we put all this together it 

would probably work better instead of Brian to each individual." I had all these smart 

people and I needed to get them talking to each other.  

 

So we merged all the companies together. Now that's how it works and we're able to do 

even more and Brian not lose his mind. So that's the real answer as this point. But we're 

about to launch our launch for this year a new software product. Right now I feel like I 

should answer your question as I'm a complete failure at balancing anything because it's 

insane. But I understand that we're in a period of time. It's like this once a year. It's not 

that bad. We do have a lot of stuff to do, but I'm more excited about the team than I am 

just my ability. It's not all Brian anymore. I guide the ship and I do my part, but I have a 

lot of smart talented people on the team including Sonia. None of us think small at all. 

 

Jen: So how do you balance that? I know you said in your interview with Yaro back in 

2006 that your wife had gone back to work. Not because she had to, but simply because 

she wanted to. You’ve got two working professionals. You've got kids, but I know, in 

fact, Sonia told me this as well, you make sure you're there for the birthdays. You're there 

for the big events. Has that been a struggle? 

 



Brian: Actually, a lot has changed since 2006. Since about the end of 2007, my wife 

works her ass off, but not as an attorney anymore. She's a fulltime mom. Even with that 

it's chaotic. I couldn't even imagine if she were working now. People do it so it's doable, 

but I'm very lucky to have her running the family which I think is more complicated than 

the business sometimes. 

 

Jen: Yes. 

 

Brian: Yeah. One beautiful thing about this and again, going back to my earlier 

comment, I work from wherever I want to within reason given me being out of town to 

speak or if I have to be somewhere for a meeting or something like that. Other than that I 

have a home office. We have a real office. I go to cafés. I've got that life and part of my 

role is still writing and the other part is I spend a lot of time on the phone kind of coming 

up with new partnerships and things like that to keep pushing the company forward. I 

love that role.  

 

I have all these smart people who are doing things that I could never do like software 

development. Sean is the CFO. He does stuff I don’t even understand. As long as he 

doesn't embezzle I'm happy, right? So really I'm a big advocate of partnering. Again, you 

don’t have to merge all – You can do what I did for quite a while which is, for example, 

you're the person who builds the audience. You can partner with people who don’t have 

an audience or don’t want to build an audience, but they can do things like build software 

or any other myriad of things that you're not good at.  

 

By doing that because there are tons of good ideas out there, but getting it out to people is 

the hard part. There are a lot of people who are blogging or creating content who have 

audiences, but they don’t know what to give them, what to sell to them whatever. 

 

Jen: Right. 

 



Brian: A business model. Trust me there are people out there that can come up with 

something for you and how are dying to do business with you because you have an 

audience that hopefully loves and trusts you. 

 

Jen: Right. Yeah. So one of the things I loved at the Blog World talk that you gave, you 

said, "Mine is not a rags to riches story. It's a guts to do what I wanted story." So let's just 

assume that we've got a listener out there and they have learned from your story. They're 

ready to stop eking out a living in just an okay job and do something else. What's your 

advice for them for getting them over that hump and pursuing their dreams? 

 

Brian: Barring a head injury. You know the first time I took a leap I was younger and it 

was just no question that I would not be happy practicing law. So that leap was perhaps to 

other people seemed kind of crazy, but I was single and I was little bit younger so it didn't 

seem as crazy. It still wasn't easy because you have that, "I shouldn't do this. I should be 

happy with this." Of course, my parents, my mom she's just like, "I knew you were going 

to be a failure." So every time I talk to my mom I have to remind her that, "No, it's better 

than ever mom. I promise." 

 

What I did back then was really, I mean, I was just miserable. A lot of people are. I'm 

saying if you're miserable sit down, take inventory of what's really holding you back and 

just realize that this is the only life you've got. I'm one of these people who feels that you 

should be responsible especially to your family, children, but are you really being 

responsible to them when you're miserable. That's going to affect them the longer it does 

on.  

 

So I'm almost, well not almost. I believe that if you're not living a fulfilled life because 

you think you owe it to your children to stay in a miserable job, if you have the option, I 

know there are some people who do not have the option due to various circumstances, but 

most of us do. Again, most of us in the United States and in the western world we have 

options. The only thing that's holding us back is fear. 

 



Jen: Right. 

 

Brian: Take that inventory. Find out what's really holding you back and tehn chip away 

at it. Some people like to take a big swipe, just leap and the net will appear. That works. 

That's what I did and then work really hard to get what you really want. That's the other 

part. You can't just leap you've got to leap and start flapping  your arms as hard as you 

can and do the work. 

 

Jen: Right. The hope is that you don’t need the net. 

 

Brian: Exactly. I think that's exactly the way you want to put it. 

 

Jen: Yeah. Well, thanks so much. This has just been a delight and I think it's wonderful 

to share with my readers a different side of you and not just the content producer, Brian 

Clark, but the very courageous, career leaping Brian Clark. 

 

Brian: Or insane Brian Clark, depending on your perspective. I accept both. 

 

Jen: I think the jury is already out on your leap, Brian. 

 

Brian: Well, thanks so much for having me on. I hope everyone gets a little bit out of it. 

 

 


