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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m here in New York City and joined by Melissa 
Kirsch, editor-in-chief of Lifehacker. A former associate creative director for 
R/GA, Melissa became founding editor at cafe.com before moving to 
SheKnows Media to become their new deputy editor. In 2017, she was named 
editor-in-chief of Lifehacker, and now co-presents the site’s popular weekly 
podcast, The Upgrade. Melissa is also a published poet, and author of The 
Girl’s Guide which has more than 100,000 copies in print.  
 
Melissa, thank you for joining me.  
Thank you for having me.  
 
So, Melissa, Lifehacker has seven million social media followers. There’s 
clearly a huge demand for helping people to live a happier life in this digital 
age. 
I think so. Those seven million followers – I’ll take your word for it – have been 
around for 12 years, and I think that now more than ever people are looking for ways 
to lead happier, easier lives, because the outside world feels more and more 
oppressive. And social media itself feels quite oppressive to some people, so the 
constant onslaught of information, whether it’s status updates from friends or the 
same news report from a million different angles that they’re getting, I think 
Lifehacker offers a nice reprieve from that, in that the stuff that we publish, and the 
stuff we post on Facebook, is across the board meant to help you live a better life. 
And that, to me, at least the way I look at it, is much needed right now. 
 
It’s not only a genuine pleasure to read and engage with, but as you’ve just 
said, it’s actually quite useful. 
Yes. That’s the point. I always come back to how can we be useful, and we’re 
actually giving you tips and tricks and hacks for a living a better life, or we’re actually 
making sense of something that’s happening in the world around us. It’s impossible 
for any media organisation to stay out of what’s happening in the news right now, or 
to pretend that we’re not affected by it, or that we’re not living in the same world that 
everybody else is – certainly here in the US, this is a big thing with our politics right 
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now, and that means world politics – so instead of looking at the news and saying, 
“Oh, what can we break?” or, “What’s the story here?” We ask the same thing about 
everything, which is, “How can we help?” And if there is something happening with 
North Korea, and people are talking about different kinds of missiles, it’s all very 
scary, can we make sense of the different kinds of bombs and missiles that you hear 
about in the news, just so that you feel more informed about these scary, large, 
existential threats that seem to be coming from every side these days? 
 
And I hate that overly used media word, “distinctive”. There is a life hacker 
way of dealing with these things. Because you don’t just want to repeat what 
CNN has got. People get the news from CNN. 
Sure. Yes. And what Lifehacker does is service journalism. And I have a background 
in poetry writing, and in reported journalism, and I’d say that there are some corners 
of the media world where service journalism is, you know, it’s the traffic report, or it’s 
not actually on par with the investigative journalism or the reported journalism that 
other parts of an organisation are doing, and we believe wholeheartedly at 
Lifehacker that it’s just as important, and that it’s actually offering a service in a way 
that doesn’t have to be boring, that doesn’t have to be dry, that doesn’t have to be 
lacking in voice, that doesn’t have to be pure service in the way that you think of like 
it like a vacuum cleaner or something, it’s not just getting the job done – it’s actually 
enlightening you, and sparking conversation, and making you happy, and hopefully 
is delightful and entertaining at the same time. 
 
And given that you are so impactful and you have those millions upon millions 
of readers, you referred to the fractured nature of US politics there, but there 
does seem to be, without being overly dramatic, two Americas at the moment. 
And how do you cater for both audiences? Because even people who voted for 
Trump want to go on your site and have a positive interaction with it. They’re 
still consumers, they still want it. Yours might be the unique voice that 
reconnects with them in a different way. 
That’s right! It’s impossible not to be political now. I would have said in previous 
years that we needed to be equally respectful of every point of view. I mean, we’re 
living in a really weird time.  
 
We are.  
So while we were not really concerned with whether you are we are Democrats or 
Republicans, we really are concerned with rational common sense, and the truth, 
and kindness – and these are foundational ideas about just being a human being in 
the world, and those unfortunately get called into question or different people in the 
public sphere ask that they be given the same stage… or people that are expressing 
views that are hateful, or that are contrary to the golden rule, you know, these are 
things that we’re not going to give voice to on Lifehacker, nor are we going to give 
them any credibility. So whatever that means as far as politics goes, it plays out that 
way. So it’s not about specific readers or a specific audience, it’s really about like a 
world view that is so fundamental that isn’t going to change. So I would say that, and 
this may be political, we make no bones about being pro-health care for all, or 
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wanting as many people as possible to have health care. And if that means that 
that’s favouring one side or the other, so be it. But those are not the most terrifying 
questions that have been coming up recently, where we want to continue to exist as 
human beings on the earth, therefore… 
 
Speak for yourself!  
Right? So many of the larger questions that come about – and I’m not being that 
articulate about this – but I guess the larger questions that come up around Trump… 
 
Are we all going to die in a nuclear fire?  
Exactly. And are we all going to die in a nuclear fire because of somebody’s tweet! I 
think we can agree that using Twitter for diplomacy is a bad idea.  
 
I like a parchment and quill, and carrier pigeons.  
Exactly! So if that alienates people, I’d be surprised. I’d say that the average 
Lifehacker reader tends to be pretty curious and pretty critical, and I hope that they 
feel the same coming from us and that we’re respectful of them, but that we’re not 
brooking inhumanity in any way. 
 
Well, actually, that’s very timely, because the next question I wanted to ask is 
about your audience. Who are they, and also about your role and about 
Lifehacker and how you cater for them. So a outward looking question and 
then an inward looking one.  
So our audience is mostly male, I’d say it differs from time to time but I’d say we’re 
probably 60% male. Anybody listening probably has access to comms scoring can 
check that and let me know, but… and they are between the ages of probably 25 
and 50, like the majority, that’s on average. So it’s a pretty wide swath of humanity. 
And I think that’s because we cover so many different things. In the beginning, when 
Lifehacker was initially launched we covered specifically tech and productivity. But 
over the years we’ve expanded a lot to cover food, we have different protocols, 
Skillet is our food vertical, we have that health vertical called Vitals, we have a 
parenting vertical called Offspring and we have a personal finance protocol called 
Two Cents, and that’s in addition to everything else in the world that we cover on 
lifehacker.com. And because we cover so many different areas, we get people who 
come to us for a wide variety of things. So the same person who comes to us for 
instructions on how to sous vide a pork chop might not be the same person who 
comes to us to find out what the best desktop calendar client is for Windows. But 
hopefully there is something for everyone, and we’re serving those constituencies 
equally. 
 
How do you do that? Because even when you are giving tips and life hacks, 
you’re making an editorial judgement. The cliché back in England, which 
divides even families, is, if you’re making someone a cup of English breakfast 
tea does the milk go in afterwards or first? So I go there, how to make a cup of 
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tea on Lifehacker, half the audience are going to be annoyed at whatever 
you’ve put because you’re going to have to come down on one side or the 
other. Is milk in first or at the end?  
Totally. And you’ve raised like a perfect kind of… one of my favourite like low 
hanging fruits that we sometimes cover, you know, these are the type of questions 
that get people really exercised because they’re binary, and passions can run high 
on either side. They’re very easy to understand, so that’s a perfect example of 
something where it’s like, does the milk go in before or after, and you have one 
opinion or you have the other and you can fight it passionately. And these are the 
things that I think people should really be fighting over online. Usually it’s up to the 
writer. We will often take a scientific approach and see what happens to the milk if 
you put it in before or after, so we were having a conversation in an editorial meeting 
recently about coffee and the art of coffee hacks, and I said I put salt in my coffee. 
Everybody should put salt in their coffee. I don’t know exactly why it potentiates the 
coffee flavour and cuts down on the bitterness but it does, and someone else said 
they never stir their coffee because they like each sip to be like after they put the 
milk in, milk and sugar in, they like each sip to be a surprise with varying amounts. 
 
These people need to be locked up for their own protection.  
Exactly! Right. 
 
I’m with Trump on this one.  
So these are these are things about which people have very strong opinions, so we 
have a rule that if we discuss something for more than 10 minutes, whether it’s in a 
meeting or on Slack, the way we communicate with each other… 
 
We’re on Slack, we have about 300 channels on our Slack.  
Exactly.  
 
We have a coffee channel.  
We should, actually, because it does come up a lot. You have a coffee channel? 
 
Yes, where people put their coffee orders in.  
Nice! We should have that. We’re a really small team, so everybody gets their own 
coffee, but if we discuss something for 10 minutes or more, I learned this from one of 
my colleagues at Deadspin, which is a sister site of ours, we invoke the Slack rule, 
which is we have to stop the conversation and somebody has to write about it. 
Because if it is that interesting for us that we’ve been debating it for that long, then 
it’s certainly of interest to our audience.  
 
So you’ve got the discipline there. That’s a good idea.  
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Yes, you can call it discipline. it’s sort of like, yes, one way to herd cats. You can 
imagine that if we’re a staff of 10, and that’s 10 of the most opinionated people 
you’ve ever met…  
 
Probably why you hired them.  
Exactly. So we can argue things for longer than most people can. We can always 
find the loopholes.  
 
So tell us about your role then.  
Yes.  
 
What is your day to day? 
My day to day looks like any number of things. Since we are so small there aren’t 
that many editors, and all the editors write as well, so that involves setting the 
editorial vision for the site, which is sort of what we cover and what we don’t cover, 
and actually editing stories, concepting ideas for stories, going over pitches, helping 
writers to refine ideas, thinking about larger editorial packages that we might be 
doing, working with the sales team to figure out how they can best sell things that 
we’re doing, it might involve putting together a live event – we’ve just had our first 
Livehacker event a week and a half ago. 
 
Livehacker? Did you start with the name and work backwards?!  
No, we didn’t, actually! We have someone on our team who is very good with 
names, and she had come up with that name. 
 
She’s not the person who doesn’t stir her coffee, is she?  
No, that’s not her.  
 
That’s good. I’m prepared to hear her ideas then.  
Good. That person actually, the one who doesn’t stir his coffee, writes a column with 
his unpopular ideas, called Joel’s Hot Takes. He’s our senior video producer, but 
sometimes he writes, because he has his own particular brand of hacks. No, the 
name Livehacker came from our naming expert, and it was one of many names we 
were thinking about for the live series, and then by the time we finished we were like, 
“There’s only one name, obviously, and it has to be Livehacker.” So we had three 
experts talking about masculinity, like what it means to be a man today. And so the 
planning of the live event series is something that might be taking up my time.  
 
Is that the new way to monetise what are you doing? 
I think so.  
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Obviously you’ve got adverts on the platform but is that the way to deepen 
your relationship with your readers that you then charge them $50 or whatever 
it is to then attend the event? 
No. So the ones that attended the event, the readers that came, came for free. I 
don’t work much with the money side of things. One of the great things about what 
we do is that I may present ideas to our sales team and let them go off and sell 
them, but the rule that never gets violated, which is really wonderful, is that nobody 
who’s paying for advertising or any kind of presence on Lifehacker has any say in 
what the editorial is. So whether that’s on the site, or if it’s a series that we’re doing, 
so if a sponsor wanted to sponsor a Livehacker, which we would love, they would 
have very specific parameters about where their name and logo or whatever would 
appear, but then the content of the thing that we create would be wholly editorial. So, 
yes, I think that Livehacker and other live events probably are a way to make money 
for the company, but I am not particularly involved in that, and so I just know that we 
wouldn’t be selling tickets to it.  
 
There must be some way to monetise it, because you have to pay for the 
venue. Do advertisers pay to exhibit there? 
No. Well, the venue is our office actually.  
 
So it’s more of a brand-building and relationship-deepening exercise?  
Yes. Well, for me, that’s how I look at it. We’re not a non-profit, so there are 
opportunities for branding this was just our first proof of concept of a live event, so I 
could envision situations in which advertisers would want to be a part of it. 
 
And presumably it was a great success. 
It was a huge success. I was so excited to meet readers in person.  
 
What was that like?  
Great!  
 
They’re real people!  
They are real people.  
 
With haircuts. And trousers.  
Exactly.  
 
Or “pants”, as you would call them here.  
I like trousers. They’re all wearing trousers! You know, they were nice people. Of 
course I expected as much, but they were coming into the Lifehacker offices for an 
event where they knew nobody.  
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It must have been quite exciting of them, actually. 
I hope so!  
 
If they’re big fans of the brand, they’ve got that relationship, then they’re 
meeting you!  
Yes! It was great for me. I was so excited to actually meet people IRL and to be able 
to give them an experience, like a night out in New York with drinks and snacks and 
stuff. I love to host a party, I think being editor of a site where people participate and 
comment a lot is a bit like hosting a party sometimes, in that it’s a party where 
anybody can come, and anybody can chat, and our writers and editors participate in 
the conversation too. So I do feel like, in a way, we are hosting this virtual party 
every day and to get to meet people in real life was mind-blowing.  
 
So what is a typical day for you, then? Do you have like an editorial 
conference? How does it actually work? 
You know, a lot of our staff are remote, about 50/50 in our New York office and then 
scattered around the country. So a lot of what we do takes place on Slack. So we 
start the day with… I get up fairly early and start looking at the world, and looking at 
the news, and looking at what might be timely for us to cover, and then we have like 
a pitch marketplace that starts around 8:00 or 9:00 in the morning and where 
everybody is pitching ideas and refining ideas on Slack, and we set the schedule for 
the day. Every day is different for me. I’m tending to the different things that I 
mentioned in addition to managing a team, but the writers are spending most that 
most of the day writing and the editor is spending most of the day editing and 
working to refine ideas. 
 
Do you not think the ultimate life hack might be a total digital detox? 
Removing Facebook and social media from our lives completely? You 
mentioned earlier on at the beginning of the interview that the speed of 
everything through social media has just changed exponentially. 
Yes. I do, actually. I think that… 
 
Should we just retreat to the mountains and live with the goats?  
Totally.  
 
Actually, I’m all for that.  
I think so. You know, I wrote a post at the end of the year about getting rid of your 
Facebook news feed, and that being like one of the best things you can do for 
yourself?  
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I’ve unfollowed everyone, it’s the only way actually deal with Facebook. So 
there’s nothing in my newsfeed. I even unfollowed my own wife! I’m still 
friends with them and I can still go on various pages that I like for work but I 
have no updates at all. Otherwise I keep going back.  
You’re living the dream! This is exactly what I advise. I have not had a news feed for 
a year. 
 
I honestly thought I was clever and I just thought of that in isolation. 
There’s no life hack that someone hasn’t known!  
 
Salt in your coffee is a new one on me.  
That’s a very particular personal take! But I think if you look at the data and the 
studies that have been done showing the effect that social media has on our lives, 
they overwhelmingly tell us that it’s making us unable to concentrate, unhappy, we’re 
losing our social skills, offline we’re losing contact with our friends and our families, 
they’re detracting from quality time face to face with people. Of course, I see the 
force for good that they have for people, but I think that most people, if they take a 
hard look at the feelings that Facebook engenders for them, and social media in 
general, they would agree that it’s not 100% positive, and that there are a lot of 
negative emotions that they’d like to eliminate from their lives, and that they could 
eliminate if they could break their addiction to checking Facebook, or seeing what 
their friends are up to, or looking at other people’s photos on Instagram. 
 
I have friends that take 300 versions of the same picture to pick one. My niece 
will release an Instagram photo at seven o’clock in the evening because that’s 
the time that’s going to get the most likes. It is a misleading picture, I am on 
Instagram and I put maybe one or two pictures a day. They are always the nice 
things. I don’t say I was sat in a meeting for four hours and it was boring. 
Right.  
 
So although all my pictures are true, it’s only part of the truth. It’s arguably 
misleading. 
It’s a curated version of your life. It’s an ideal version, it’s the version you’d like to be, 
and the version that you think will make people jealous, I would say. Even if you’re 
not actively thinking that, but you’re thinking like… I think that that is what makes us 
feel so much anxiety about seeing other people’s vacations or other people’s 
children and families or the good time other people are having without us, we start 
thinking really consciously about what it means to live an enviable life and how we 
can perform that enviable life if we can’t actually have it. So I think what you see a 
lot, not wholly, on Instagram and Facebook is people performing enviable lives, and 
that’s for your benefit in that you’re probably doing it for them. 
 
Everyone’s doing it. It’s debasing society because we’re all brands now. 
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Exactly. I want nothing to do with that. I have a brand, Lifehacker is my brand, and 
I’m happy to do what I can to promote it. But my personal brand publicly is really 
difficult. And you mentioned that I had worked in advertising, where personal 
branding comes up a lot, and the word “brand”, when associated with people, isn’t as 
odious as it is, certainly in the world of journalism. It’s tough. Like, I am aware that I 
am a dinosaur in some ways. 
 
Or maybe more enlightened.  
Possibly! I wouldn’t dare tell my niece, my teenage niece, that she shouldn’t be 
Instagramming, and she shouldn’t be… 
 
That would make her Instagram even more! When I was told I couldn’t buy 
certain records as a teenager by my parents, that just makes me want to go 
and buy it. 
Well, also it’s part of what it means to be a teenager today. It’s like if someone had 
suggested I not attend a party because I was trying to hang out with the popular kids 
or something in high school, I would say like, “You’re crazy!” Like, I have to go, and I 
wouldn’t have said, you know, like, flex my personal brand, but I want to go, I want to 
make friends, I want to be in the in crowd or whatever, and asking that kids like, 
totally opt out of that, seems unrealistic to me. So I think it’s possible that, since kids 
today are growing up with social media and don’t know life without it, their baseline 
for happiness includes social media, includes a digital life, and they’re not, as I am, 
looking back at life before this and thinking, “Oh, it was so much simpler.” “Oh, I was 
so much happier.” “Oh, I was so much less stressed when I didn’t have to manage 
my digital personae.” I don’t know how old you are, but as people who can 
remember life before cell phones or can remember life before the Internet… 
 
I’m 43. I know I look amazing and look I’m in my mid 20s. 
I am also 43.  
 
You look amazing as well!  
You look great. Um… so yes, I think that as we get older, like Gen X is probably the 
last generation which came of age without dependence on digital media – I mean, 
some people did, some people had like Prodigy and AOL before everyone else or 
whatever – but for the majority of us… so I think that longing for a simpler time will 
include a digital life or a digital presence.  
 
It’s just less cluttered, isn’t it? Less intense. Stephen Covey wrote about the 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People back in the early ‘90s and he coined 
this term “urgency addiction”, that everyone is actually addicted to the 
urgency itself. I’m guilty of it. I can’t not be on Twitter! If I am in a meeting and I 
pop out to the restroom, even for a couple of minutes, if I come back into the 
meeting, that person is still on Twitter or email. They’ve literally thought, “Well, 
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I can’t sit here for three minutes on my own. Best get the phone out.” 
Everyone’s guilty of it. 
My next door neighbours have… in the building next door to mine. They have an 
outdoor patio or terrace space, and they fixed it up this year so that they can hang 
out there more, and I thought, “Oh, no – they’re going to be out there all the time and 
they’re going to be making noise.” I shouldn’t have worried, because while they are 
out there more, they’re on their phones, so no one’s talking to each other and there 
is no noise, and that seems very funny to me. I am guilty of this too. I spend a lot of 
time on my phone when I’m on the subway, or when I am watching TV even, and just 
idly second screening.  
 
There was a great cartoon in The New Yorker a couple of months ago, and it 
was a family in a departure gate waiting to go on holiday, and someone said, 
“Hey, this is going to be great. We get to stare at our phones in a different 
location.”  
Exactly! That’s so accurate. It’s not even absurd, it’s just true. And when you think 
about that, when you think like, “I’m going to go on vacation, what will I do there that 
is different from what I do here?” If there is no answer besides like, “I’ll look at my 
phone in a different location,” It’s time to break up with your phone.  
 
Or, like a lot of my friends, they’re on their way thinking, “Oh, there’s going to 
be some great Instagram opportunities here.” 
Yes. I know. You’ve got to just stop with Instagram. I know it makes people happy, 
but when you find yourself living for the ‘Gram, it’s a mediated life. You’re not 
actually living. There used to be people, I don’t know if it’s like Adorno and 
Horkheimer, who were the theorists who talked about the atrophy of experience and 
that if you bring a camera to a museum and you’re taking pictures, like you’re not 
actually experiencing the museum; we’re so far gone from that now, the idea of 
bringing a camera to a museum somehow being detrimental to your experience of it 
seems quaint. Of course there are cameras in museums, and there are people who 
aren’t even looking at the artwork in the museum because they’re taking a selfie in 
front of the painting.  
 
It’s absolutely incredible. I was at an event a couple of years ago, and the then 
prime minister was David Cameron, he was speaking at it, and after he 
finished, about five or six people got up, and they didn’t even want to talk to 
him, they just literally just went up. He knew what to do in autopilot. He just 
smiled into the camera, did a selfie, and then they left. I just thought, “This is 
getting surreal.”  
It’s really weird when you see something like that.  
 
He was cooperative, he obviously was giving them what they wanted. 
Totally. You see people at that Beyoncé concert at Coachella. You know, the people 
that were lucky enough to be there at the front, and the video of it is her, but in front 
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of her it’s all people with their phones, watching the concert through their phones, 
which is surreal. Like, you are not actually there and you will experience it later and 
watch the video later just like everybody else who wasn’t there. 
 
Tell us about The Upgrade. Subjects can range from how to choose an HDTV 
to how to find a date. Quite an eclectic mix there. 
Yes. And even more eclectic because since those two episodes were done we’ve 
relaunched the podcast too. So it’s weekly, it comes out on Monday. And it’s 
Lifehacker in audio form but we take one topic and we go pretty deep on it. So this 
week we recorded an episode that will probably be called like, how to be resilient or 
how to bounce back or something like that, we haven’t named it yet. We talked to a 
Buddhist psychologist who has just written a book about resilience. It’s an interview 
programme, not unlike this, but I have a co-host, and we also do other segments and 
stuff that aren’t necessarily interviews.  
 
It’s more interesting than this then, frankly.  
No, there’s nothing more interesting than this!  
 
It is a great podcast, though. Again, very useful, very interesting.  
Yes. I find it useful and interesting. 
 
I’m addicted to podcasts, I’m sure you are as well.  
Oh, totally. We try to again, find like the service angle and everything that we talked 
about, so one of our most popular episodes is how to tell if you’re dating a 
psychopath. We interviewed someone who was married to someone she suspected 
was a psychopath. We talked to psychiatrists about it, and sort of identifying 
psychopaths, and that was really interesting. I get to learn about things that I know 
nothing about. We did one recently on microdosing, and talked to a psychologist. 
 
MDMA and LSD, modafinil, provigil as it’s called here.  
Sure. It as mostly with psychedelics, and we had a psychologist who works with 
MDMA with people who are experiencing depression. People that have microdosed 
LSD in order to change their moods. That was really fascinating.  
 
I have a friend that does it.  
Really? Is it helpful?  
 
He speaks very highly of it.  
Yes, people love it. The only problem, of course, is that usually the substances are 
illegal. 
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I don’t drink alcohol, but I am addicted to crisps, or chips as you call them, and 
coffee. So if I can’t even crack that, my view is don’t try anything stronger. So 
this guy was microdosing LSD? 
Yes. Many people have microdosed LSD. The person specifically that we spoke to 
on the podcast who wrote a book about it is Ayelet Waldman. She wrote a book 
called A Really Good Day about her experience of taking some perceptual doses of 
LSD every day. So you’re not tripping or hallucinating, but actually it has this subtle 
effect on your mood. And people say it’s really fantastic. There’s a psychiatrist 
named James Fadiman who is like the grandfather of microdosing, whose regimen 
people turn to find out how to do it. I haven’t done it but I am very interested in it. And 
people also use psilocybin mushrooms to do the same thing. 
 
Now, before Lifehacker, you had a major success with the book The Girl's 
Guide to Absolutely Everything. Were all those tips, you know, from health to 
work to dating, were they culled from your own experiences, dare I ask? Or am 
I allowed to ask?  
You are allowed to ask! I got the idea for the book when I was working at Oxygen, 
the women’s cable and internet network.  
 
Because it was a huge success. 
Yes. And I had a lot of questions, and they weren’t being answered by any books 
that I had.  
 
Pre-Lifehacker! 
It was pre-Lifehacker, that’s right! It was pre- a lot of things on the Internet. And so I 
ended up writing a book about this through not just my own experience, but really 
talking to other women about the questions that they had, that they wish someone 
had told them the answers to earlier. So I was in my 20s when I started thinking 
about it, and thinking about all the questions I had that they weren’t being answered, 
and that were being given short shrift in most media for women, whether it was like, 
women’s magazines or the post Sex in the City ‘Here’s how to flirt’ guides, or like, 
“You go, girl!” sort of superficial feminism. Once I started talking to women in their 
30s and 40s about what they wished somebody had told them earlier, I felt like I had 
my work cut out for me. Because there was this huge opportunity to tell women, 
while they were still young, the things that people who had been there and done that 
wished that someone had told them. And so the book came out in 2007 as the Girl’s 
Guide to Absolutely Everything, and then I rewrote it and updated it post-social 
media post-iPhones and texting.  
 
That was 2015, wasn’t it?  
Yes.  
 
What were the changes, then?  
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Just technology, everything. Everything now depends in some way on technology, 
whether it was like how do you prepare dinner for six or something, or dating, or 
communicating with your family, or applying for jobs, or any of these things you can 
think about. What comes to your mind when I say these things? And there’s a screen 
somewhere in there, generally. 
 
And presumably a lot of this advice could apply to men as well.  
Absolutely.  
 
Like The Person’s Guide to Absolutely Everything.  
Yes, that wouldn’t have sold as well, I bet! I’ve heard that men read it. Men don’t buy 
books the way that women do, and men certainly don’t buy self-help books the way 
that women do. While I was working on the Girl’s Guide, I was having conversations 
with my publisher about what the Guy’s Guide would look like. At the time there was 
this new book by Neil Strauss called The Game about this community of pick-up 
artists, and that was what guys wanted to read, like that was the self-help which is 
basically how to get laid. How to pick up girls.  
 
We’re not very sophisticated, are we? I apologise on behalf of all men.  
I mean, it’s not all men in this particular instance. But men and self-help books 
generally, if you look at the marketplace, there’s not like… there’s not a huge interest 
in it. 
 
I don’t know if it’s a particularly American thing, but if you look at someone 
like Tony Robbins, I’m sure he means well, and he’s very successful, and a lot 
of people benefit from it, and I don't know if it’s just because I’m British, I 
actually quite like the guy, but there’s a certain jingoistic, type A, alpha male, 
go for it at all costs, climb that mountain kind of thing, and I look at the 
mountain and I can’t be bothered to climb it.  
Yes!  
 
I’d rather sit at the bottom with a cup of tea and a couch.  
Right. Milk before or after?  
 
Milk after, obviously.  
All right. I feel the same way about Tony Robbins – I’m fascinated by him. He’s very 
“bro-ey”.  
 
He is! I like that. Now, you’ve also written the Ask Princess advice column.  
You did your research!  
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I did indeed! It must be satisfying when a young woman comes up to you and 
says that you’ve actually helped them with real challenges. An actual person. 
Yes, I know, it feels great. And I get emails all the time, or tweets, from women who 
have read the book, and have said that it helped them. There’s a theme here, which 
is that I want to be of use, and I think that I’m not patting myself on the back, but I 
think I’m a know-it-all, and it’s just described not necessarily charitably as a know-it-
all, in that I’m really curious about things and I like to know a lot of things and I like to 
be right! And so I feel like I’ve put that to good use, hopefully, in offering the wisdom 
that I have accrued. 
 
You’ve had your poetry published too. Are you continuing to write poetry? Are 
you working on a new book? 
No.  
 
Sounds like you need a rest!  
You know, I got a masters degree in poetry from NYU right after I finished college, 
and I really loved writing poetry, and poetry itself was very good to me. When I left 
Oxygen to write The Girl’s Guide, I sort of live on my poetry for several years before I 
sold the book because I’d won grants and stuff to travel and to work on my writing – 
there tend to be more grants for people who engage in arts that are never, ever 
going to make any money like poets. Poetry writing, and working on a poetry 
manuscript is something that I did while writing non-fiction for many years. But once I 
started working know full-time jobs in media I stopped writing poetry. I also came to a 
point where I felt like everything was so subjective with poetry.  
 
Isn’t that the joy of it? 
It is for some. I wanted to feel like I knew what was good and what wasn’t, and I 
wasn’t sure how good I was, and if my tastes differed from the mainstream. I felt like 
maybe I just don’t really know what good poetry is. I was doing a lot of teaching of 
poetry, and it’s hard to teach other people what good poetry is if you aren’t 
necessarily sure how to articulate that.  
 
Is there an objectively measurably standard of good in poetry? 
You’re asking the wrong person! I don't know. I would say no but there are people 
who most people agree are good poets, and they have some things in common. And 
yes, for me it became less fun once I once I realised I wasn’t sure like, where it was 
going or if I was good at it or what I was working towards, and I also felt like it wasn’t 
as essential for me to express myself through poetry any more. 
 
Where do you want to take Lifehacker? Do you have a grand strategic vision 
over what’s going to happen over the next two or three years that you’ve laid 
out in a series of impressive PowerPoint slides to a board?  
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I do have that if anybody is interested in seeing that, but I would say the really 
general answer is that I want to keep helping people and keep expanding what we 
cover and bring more people into the fold. I think there are a lot of areas that we 
don’t cover expressly with Vertical, something like travel, or like DIY home stuff. We 
just recently, a year ago, launched the parenting Vertical which has been great, and 
I’d love to cover more stuff with career.  
 
How to be a parent.  
Yes. And how to be a parent that is looking for actual practical ways to improve their 
lives in the process of parenting, so it’s not just like, how to parent but  how can I 
hack the rest of my life in order to have more time to be a parent, let’s say. So that’s 
been really fun. But yes, expanding the subject areas and continuing to help people. 
 
How does it work? Do you start with the content and then it attracts people 
and you get feedback, or do you write the content for the audience, thinking, 
“Well, that audience wants to read about football, and therefore we’re going to 
write more football articles.” How does it actually work? Where does the drive 
come from? 
I’d say it’s cyclical. It’s a perpetual motion machine. We start with things that we’re 
interested in, and as we get interest from an audience we do more of it, and we get 
ideas from our audience when they ask us to write about things. We frequently ask 
the audience like, “What do you want to know?” or, “Tell us your questions,” or we do 
live Q&A’s. So we’re in dialogue all the time with the audience, and they’re giving us 
feedback constantly, and we can certainly tell by the numbers what people are 
gravitating to and what they’re reading and looking at and watching. And so that also 
gives us an imperfect measure, but a measure, of how popular something is, or 
whether or not people like something. 
 
Now, you’ve written extensively about women’s issues in the past, as we’ve 
discussed. Does it trouble you, going back to politics, that we seem to have a 
particularly misogynistic president? And also, I’m still flabbergasted that the 
whole Billy Bush thing happened before the election, and even women still 
voted for him. It must frustrate you. 
Doesn’t it frustrate you? 
 
Well, yes. 
I think it frustrates a lot of people. I have no explanation for this that other people 
haven’t given before. And I don’t think it’s just a women’s issue either, I think, as we 
said before, it’s just a human issue.  
 
It is. An insanity issue.  
It’s just, you know, what will we tolerate as a species from each other, and from our 
leaders, and people that we call our leaders, and I think for all Americans – I’m not 
speaking for them! – and I think that everybody I know is reconsidering the 
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fundamentals of what we took for granted in our every day lives now. So like, if 
someone could be elected president after an incident like that, it immediately makes 
you call into question what it means to be president and what we expect from a 
president, and then based on a lot of decisions that Trump has made since he’s 
been in office, he’s sort of defanged the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) or it 
makes us question the infrastructure of our lives, and how much we can trust or 
depend on any governing body or authority to protect us or make good decisions on 
behalf of a population. And so I think it’s really scary. I’d say that that was a moment 
for a lot of people that I know, the Billy Bush/Donald Trump moment, where things 
went totally off the rails, if they hadn’t already, and the fear descended and hasn’t 
lifted.  
 
It seems to me though, the brutally obvious solution at this stage will be to get 
rid of the Electoral College. I thought that on election night. Hillary won 
millions more votes, why can’t you just have a straight vote and let whoever 
gets the most votes become president? Why do you have this ridiculously 
convoluted system? Not that our system is much better, of course! 
It is, actually. But we’re this enormous country laden with a terrible bureaucracy and 
ridiculous traditions that should be updated, but I have no idea why we can’t et rid of 
the Electoral College. It’s incredibly upsetting when you look at like what people 
actually want versus what actually ends up materialising. 
 
What’s the best bit of your job in terms of you’re an editor, so that involves 
journalism and writing but it also involves people management and strategy 
and physically editing other people’s copy. I know some editors that like the 
job of editing and then other people think, “Well, I’m at the top of the ladder 
but actually I’d much rather be a columnist or a correspondent.” 
Yes. I like working with other people. I like having a team. I’d say that’s what I like 
the best. When I was working on my book, both times, I found it exciting when I 
would have a good day, but sort of torturous and really lonely, and I much prefer to 
work with other people, to come up with ideas with other people, to help people be 
better. I’ve learned so much from the editors that I’ve had, who are generally very 
generous people because there’s not a lot of glory in editing, but it’s really exciting to 
watch the process of somebody coming to a better idea with your shepherding or 
with your input. I just happen to work with an extraordinarily fun, brilliant group of 
people. My team is so wonderful, and I miss them on the weekends, it’s that kind of 
team. So that’s by far my favourite part of the job is working with them, and reading 
the things that they write, and getting to edit them.  
 
And what are the skills needed for success? What advice would you give 
someone just starting out in their career in journalism that looks at the editor-
in-chief of Lifehacker and thinks, “Well, a decade or two from now, I want that 
job.” What would he or she have to do or not do?  
You know, I don't know what the media landscape is going to look like a decade or 
two from now!  
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I don't know what it’s going to look like next week! 
Yes. I mean, we’re all going to be owned by one company, so there will be probably 
one editor-in-chief left, and that will be David Remnick! But yes, one of the things, we 
have interns that come in, and I would say that getting internships early on is hugely 
important. I didn’t do that. I turned down an internship at The New Yorker because I 
wanted to stay in my college town for the summer, and I regret it. I think getting 
internships when you’re young, as soon as you can, and also starting a blog. It 
sounds old fashioned now to some people to have a blog, but if you aren’t getting 
published anywhere, just start publishing yourself. There are really fantastic writers 
whose careers started because they had incredible blogs, and being able to show an 
editor, whether it’s your high school paper editor, your college newspaper editor, or 
after you finished college, that you have clips, that you have a track record of having 
written well, always hugely helpful. There are platforms like Medium, where anybody 
can publish on them, and that lends a little bit of their credibility to the people that 
publish on there, just by virtue of the fact that they’re on the platform. There are a lot 
of ways to publish before you actually have a job in publishing. And while I wouldn’t 
say that people should write for free – you should get paid as soon as you can – but 
if no one will pay you, and you have things to say, and you want to demonstrate that 
you can write well, then you should just do it. 
 
Because in one sense, I’ve said this a few times before on the podcast, but in 
one sense it’s easier to make a name for yourself in journalism given the huge 
amount of websites and podcasts and podcasts and so on, you can start these 
things yourself. But on the other hand, it’s much more difficult to get paid now 
because newsrooms are empty. Even a regional newspaper in England might 
have had 60 people a few decades ago, and now it might have eight.  
I know. It’s really depressing, and it’s really… if someone will pay you to write, do it. 
It’s really hard to make a living as a freelance writer now. I mean, it’s always been 
hard and you’ve always had to hustle. I think that there are more outlets now, 
although they seem to be shrinking as well, so there are more opportunities to 
publish, but the rate per word is much lower and there are many more people who 
are writing then there were before. You know, before the Internet, you had to have 
somebody recognise you in order for it to be published and reach a wider audience. 
That’s not the case any more, as I’ve just said, you can write and reach millions of 
people with a tweet. And you see people that have found their way to journalism, or 
found their way in to different fields in writing because they were good at social 
media too, and so these are all opportunities that people have, but it makes it much 
more competitive now too. So cobbling together a well-paying career from freelance 
writing is tough just because the rates are so low. 
 
Melissa, this has been hugely enjoyable. Thank you for your time.  
Thank you! I’ve enjoyed it very much. 


