KEN LEEBOW INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

ROB:
I’m Rob Hassett and this is my second podcast for BusinesstoBusinessMagazine.com.  Today, I’m going to be interviewing Ken Leebow, who is a recognized commentator on the internet.  Good morning, Ken.

KEN:

Good morning, Rob.  Great to be with you.

ROB:
It’s great to have you here.  Ken, when did you actually start studying the internet?  When did you first become interested in the internet?

KEN:
I got interested in the internet around 1995-1996, and my goal is always to simplify technology, and I started seeing all the amazing things that were on the internet back then.  I found it hard to find all the great stuff, though, so I just started to really dig in deep, and find all the incredible websites that were on the internet.

ROB:

Ken, you started it with an e-mail newsletter didn’t you?

KEN:
I actually started a newsletter on a weekly basis, and what it was is I had ten great websites in there and I talked about the future of the internet, and sort of the hype of the internet.  And lo and behold, after about a year or so, I had a lot of incredible websites accumulated within these newsletters, and then I decided to write a book about it.

ROB:
Ken, how many people were receiving your newsletter?  I know we had to sign up for it and I was one that did that.

KEN:
At the time, I believe there was about 30,000 or so people subscribing to the newsletter.  And my actual business model at the time was that the newsletter was free, but I was going to attempt to charge $20.00 per year for the newsletter, get it up to 100,000 subscribers, and be very happy making that money.  The thing I found way back then was people were really not all that interested in paying for information.  So I said, you know people off the internet pay for books all day long, and that’s how the book sort of got its genesis just because people are going to pay for a book, but they’re not willing to pay for something that gets e-mailed to them, and that’s how the book business started.

ROB:
So, you wrote “300 Incredible Things to Do on the Internet” which was your first book, wasn’t it?

KEN:
That was the first title, and I ultimately ended up writing approximately, I lost count actually, I think it’s about 20 books that I wrote, but “300 Incredible Things to Do on the Internet” was the bestseller of the group.

ROB:
I remember that you said you were going to write a book about 300 incredible golf sites on the internet, and I advised you not to do that, thinking that golfers would want to play golf and not be on the internet.  And you wrote the book anyway, and how many did you sell?

KEN:
Well, believe it or not, actually our distributor asked me to write that book.  And I wasn’t all that interested in writing it either.  But lo and behold we sold about 200,000 copies of that book.

ROB:

Amazing.  How many books ---

KEN:

People will buy anything, right?

ROB:

Yeah.  I guess there were a lot of people that bought it as a gift.

KEN:
I believe it was primarily a gift item.  I’m an ex-golfer, and it’s tough to buy a golfer anything because they already have pretty much what they need and there’s nothing really all that unique out there, so the timing was right and people enjoyed that book.

ROB:

Ken, how many copies of books that you wrote have sold, do you know?

KEN:
I’ll tell you something interesting is originally our first printing was 7,500 copies, and we sold about 3,000.  And we said you know we’re going to have a book burning party because no one’s buying the rest of the books.  And around 1998, the internet took off and to date we’ve sold about 3,000,000 copies.  It ended up being a nice success story.

ROB:

Oh yeah.  That’s a lot.  What are you doing these days?

KEN:
Well, I tell people I’m not really an author.  I somehow backed into that, but by becoming an author, I launched a speaking career and I also do a lot of media, a lot of TV in Atlanta.  I’m on 11 Alive on Sunday mornings.  But I also do a lot of speaking engagements.  I talk about internet safety.  I talk about the future of the internet.  I love looking towards the future and seeing where all of this is headed.  That’s something that is really exciting for me to see, you know where we’re heading with this thing.  Because if you think back over the last 10 years, what we’re doing today on the internet  …  If you said we were going to be doing this 10 years ago and all of this stuff would be free, people would say you’re crazy.  You’re not going to be able to do this kind of stuff.  No one’s going to write an encyclopedia like Wikipedia.  Who would ever think that something like that would be successful?  But now if you put that crystal ball in front of me and say well what are the next 10 years going to be like, I tell people we haven’t even begun to see what’s going to happen.  We’re still at the crawling stage of this thing.

ROB:
Ken, at the time you wrote your books, the search engines weren’t very helpful, but they’ve become better.  Google especially is one that’s good.  Are there any other that are as good as Google in your opinion?

KEN:
Well, you know, the de facto standard has become Google.  Everyone talks about Google.  You just about can’t go anywhere without Google being mentioned.  However, if people are really doing some research or looking for things on the internet, I recommend that they also use Yahoo’s search engine.  They also use ask.com, because you are going to get different results and you’ll find that some of them will be better possibly, or in addition to what Google might give you.  And interestingly enough, and you can do this with Google and you can do it with a derivative of Yahoo -- you can actually create your own search engine.  There’s nothing magical to it; you don’t have to be a programmer.  All you have to do is use the tools that they give you, and I’ve done that.  As an example, there’s a site called Rollyo.com, and what you can do is you can tell it to look only at certain sites. So as an example, I’ve become an online video fanatic.  I love online video.  And I have it search just about 20 different websites.  Rather than searching the entire internet, you can search just the sites you deem to be significant to you.  So that really is a great tool.  And again, Google offers it and this other site that I just mentioned offers it.

ROB:
So you could do that for the health industry if you wanted to check out medical issues.

KEN:
Well, funny that you mentioned health because I talk about health a lot as far as doing research on the internet.  And one of the search engines that I’ve created is for health.  So at my website, which is leebow.com, I actually have, well it’s one search engine, but you click on it what you want to search for.  One is health.  One is online video.  And the other is online safety since I do a lot of speaking about online safety.

ROB:

So any of the listeners can go to your website and use those tools?

KEN:
They can use it.  They can see how it works and so forth.  Then again, I’ve culled it down for each one of those three items that I’ve just mentioned to about the top 20-25 websites.  When I say the top ones, the ones that I’ve deemed to be the best.  Like in the online video, it’s more of an educational type video, so I’ve gone to about 20 websites that I know, YouTube being one of them, but other websites that are excellent, that have speakers and educators and so forth that speak so I can just search on peoples’ names.

ROB:
From your view point, what are the biggest changes in the internet over the last few years?

KEN:
Well, the biggest change is … Well, Sir Tim Berners-Lee, who is actually the inventor of the World Wide Web, so when you type in www or http you have Sir Tim Berners-Lee to thank for that.  And he basically says things haven’t changed all that much, and he’s actually right, except in one area.  The tools that we now have available to just the everyday person have become so incredible, so easy to use, that you can put things on your website or create things so easily.  As an example, if you find a great video on the internet and you have a website and you want to insert that, or the terminology they use is imbed, if you want to put that on to your website you can do that.  So if you want to create a form, as an example Google now gives you some tools to create a questionnaire, and when someone answers the questionnaire, it automatically puts that in to a spreadsheet for you.  So the tools …  And these tools are free, that’s the remarkable thing.  So these tools have become so easy to use and so beneficial to us.  That’s one of the amazing changes that has happened over the last five or six years.  And the tools, I tell people the tools keep getting easier.  So in the next five years, if someone says well I’m a little intimidated on how to imbed a video in to my website, I’m not sure how to do that, well be assured that over the next five years, it’s going to get easier.  So that’s one of the trends that’s happening.

ROB:

Ken, what is RSS?  I know you’ve mentioned that to me before.

KEN:
RSS is an interesting thing that exists on the internet.  And RSS stands for, and what it stands for doesn’t mean much, but Really Simple Syndication.  It’s one of the most powerful tools, I believe, on the internet.  Here’s the thing.  We are inundated with so much information.  I don’t care if it’s from online newspapers or blogs, you name it, we’re inundated with just a tremendous amount of information.  So real simply what this RSS gives you the ability to do, is create your own website, so to speak.  It’s not really a website, but you can tell it what information you want to come to you.  So as an example, if you read articles in the Wall Street Journal, or the New York Times, or the Atlanta paper, whatever it may be, you can now have that information come to you as opposed to you going to the actual website.  And the other thing is, it will bring to you new articles, new information.  You don’t have to go to a website and look for the new information, it comes to you.  So you have your own RSS reader so to speak.  It’s a little complicated to talk about, but if you see it, it’s very easy.  And there’s two great services that provide that.  And once again, I have to mention Google -- Google has it.  So if you go to google.com/reader, you can set up your own RSS feed and you tell it what articles, or what publications you want to come to you.  And the other one, and I’ve been using it for years, is called bloglines.com.  And they’re both very conservative, so you can’t go wrong with either one of them.

ROB:
Ken, what do you see?  You’re obviously a writer and you’ve written a lot of books.  What do you see as the future of publications like magazines in connection with the internet and in light of the internet?

KEN:
Well, I believe that all publications will be online.  And obviously, a lot of publications are already online.  But I believe the print era is coming to an end, and we’re seeing that very heavily.  Unfortunately, and I say it’s unfortunately, we’re seeing newspapers really sort of at the end of their life cycle in the print format.  They’re laying off people.  They’re consolidating the content they put in their paper.  It’s very expensive to do newspapers, and again people are going online. So I call our age group, I’ll say the over forty age group, in my case substantially over forty, but we are digital naïve.  We may have learned it; we may know it.  But we’re still digital naïve.  We didn’t grow up with this stuff.  Our kids, however, and the kids that are being born today at five years old and ten years old, they’re digital natives.  They grew up with this stuff.  So the internet is sort of in their blood system.  They know how it works, they know everything.  That’s where they’re going to go for their information.  Are they going to go to print?  Most likely not.  So every magazine, every newspaper needs to be online.  And the thing is not only do they need to be online, but they need to be online providing filtered information, good information, not incredibly long articles.  Yes, those publications will exist that have 10 page articles, but you really need to be editing this stuff so people will be able to consume it.  Rather than writing fluff and puff in articles, you’ve really got to edit it down so people will sit there, read it, and digest it.

ROB:
Ken, what websites would you recommend that business people check out that they may not be aware of?

KEN:
Well, one of my favorite sites, and actually you use this in a text messaging mode, but there is a website.  It’s an interesting site.  It’s called chacha.com.  And it has absolutely nothing to do with dancing.  But what you do with this, and again you use it in conjunction with your cellphone and text message, and Cha-Cha is actually 242242, so you’re actually sending a text message to that number, but any question you have  … Say you’re sitting around in your office or in your home, wherever you may.  You’re on the road?  It doesn’t matter where you are.  And you have a question, and I don’t care what the question is.  It could be highly technical.  It could be what’s the weather going to be today?  It could be anything!  And you send that question to 242242.  Within about a minute or so, they will respond with the answer.  And it’s really fascinating and interesting, and it’s free.  And I’ve used it for things like I’ve just mentioned, anything from something that would be difficult to find possibly on the internet or might take a half an hour or an hour’s worth of research.  It’s something real simplistic, and pretty much all the time they come back relatively quickly, and with an accurate answer for you.

ROB:

So they have a staff of researchers at their ---

KEN:
Well, it’s people that are all over the country and probably all over the world that respond to these questions.  And what they do is that when they text message you back the answer to your cellphone, they give you the answer, a brief answer, but they also reference back to you or put in a website, the way you can get more detailed information or where they actually obtained the information from.  So it’s a great way if you’re looking for an answer to something where you don’t have to start doing twenty or thirty minutes worth of research.  You can do that.

ROB:

Amazing.  Are there any other websites you’d suggest to business people?

KEN:
Well, I’m going to throw an obvious one out, but I’ll give an explanation.  And the one that I would recommend business people look at and actually use in their own practice is YouTube.  And what I mean by YouTube is businesses, and I go to many websites, but very few business oriented websites use video.  And since YouTube is free, we can create a video and you can create a video for free if you want to.  It’s not going to be a professional video.  Or, if you want to hire a professional videographer, you know you might spend $500 - $1,000 to a couple of thousand dollars depending on how professional you want a video to be, and create a video for your website explaining maybe a product demonstration or who you are, why you’re better than the competition.  It’s marketing!  So think of what you want to tell your viewing public when they come to your website, and put it in a one minute to two minute video.  And that’s what I would highly recommend websites do because they really don’t do it that much.  And again, it’s a free tool, and take advantage of it.

ROB:

Ken, do you have any suggestion about how long I should make my podcast?

KEN:
I think people have probably the attention span of maybe about five minutes to listen to something or even view something.  And let me just tell you something that I do, and I’ve mentioned this multiple times to you, is that I love online video.  But here’s the kicker.  I don’t really like watching online video on my computer screen.  So what I’ll do is I will download it.  I have an I-Phone, so I’ll download it to my I-Phone, and wherever I am, I might be in the car; I might be waiting for a plane; I might just be walking down the street.  I’ve got the ability in my hand, in my pocket, to have this video.  And there’s a lot of incredible video online.  So as an example, I might download something that’s an hour in length.  So I’m waiting for my airplane, it gets delayed, whatever it may be.  Hey, I’ll just pop this video on and watch it.  At any one time, I have about five hours worth of video sitting on my cellphone.  So I don’t think people are going to watch long videos online.  They might! I mean there’s a lot of movies online and things like that.  But it needs to be kind of short.

ROB:
Right.  Well, then, I guess we’re about done.  Hey Ken, how can people reach you if they want to have you speak for their organization?

KEN:
My website is leebow.com, and they can go there and find out information about my speaking engagements and very easily get in touch with me from my website.

ROB:

Ken, thanks a lot for speaking with me this morning.  I really appreciate it.

KEN:

Rob, my pleasure.







