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To Leah
…my cousin, born 2009
I hope you will write a book
of your own one day,
and that this book
will still be around
to help you.
Praise
“It’s all here: everything you need to write winning non-fiction…from what types of non-fiction sell, how to write it, who to talk to, what to say, and what not to say to how to get the best deal from a publisher…oh and let me throw in a sample contract, sample letters and a list of contacts to get you started…and if you need anything else, just give me a shout. What more can you ask for?
“Friendly…up to date…brilliant, if you’re looking for a one-stop, simple to understand masterclass on writing winning nonfiction, getting published and earning a few bob in the process, this is it.”
Martin Duffy, Martin’s Miracle, www.martinsmiracle.co.uk
“This book is a must for all those people who have the urge to write an informative book. Written with humour and above all, extensive knowledge, it is the perfect guide for the first time writer. All aspects are covered to not only channel you in the correct direction but to also give you the confidence to know how to approach the publishing industry. I wish that this book had been about on the start of my journey to being a published author as it answers so many questions from the very start.”
Ginny Oakley, Co-author, ‘What Not To Wear On A Horse’
“I love this book. Easy to read. Easy to understand. Easy to put into practice. Once again Suzan St Maur has written a book that provides support and motivation to people who want to write non fiction and it couldn't have come at a better time. From composing a title to looking after your ideas, Suze has great tips to help you get your work of non fiction into the hands of the public. Thanks a million Suze, this has made a big difference to the way I write.”
Sarah Arrow, Editor, ‘Birds On The Blog’, www.birdsontheblog.co.uk
“This is a welcome and useful introduction to a subject that many people find scary – putting pen to paper. Suzan St Maur strikes all the right notes, offering the novice author lots of encouragement and oodles of practical advice.”
Lawrence Scanlan, Ontario, Canada, Author,
‘The Horse God Built’, ‘Little Horse Of Iron’, ‘The Man Who Listens To Horses (with Monty Roberts)’ and many more
“With hope and humor, Suze makes the daunting task of writing a book a reachable goal. By breaking the process down into workable segments, she infuses the reader with a "can do" attitude. She's like a skillful and experienced coach giving a pep talk at halftime. Without losing an ounce of her inimitable "writing personality," she persuades us to tackle our writing dreams with practical and valuable information. A must read for anyone wanting to write "winning" fiction or non-fiction.”
Barbara Grengs, Minnesota, USA, Author,
‘The Toby Martin Series’, www.barbaragrengs.com
“This book is a “must read” for anyone even contemplating writing their own work of non fiction. It takes all the perceived mystery out of the process from deciding what to write about right through to finding a publisher, and makes it appear do-able. Written in a conversational and straightforward style, it is easy to follow and very motivational. The book has credibility as the author really has been there and done it, having been published in a wide range of subjects. I was reading it largely out of academic interest, but now feel inclined to roll my sleeves up and attempt my own piece of work.”
Jane Hatton, Managing Director, The Diversity
People, www.thediversitypeople.co.uk
“...think of your reader and imagine you’re talking to him or her over a cup of coffee" advises Suzan St Maur. Following her own suggestion in her latest book Suzan writes knowledgeably in a relaxed and chatty style. This book is like having a personal book coach and is ideal for non-fiction writers unsure of where to start.”
Euphrosene Labon, Specialist author,
writer and artist, www.euphrosenelabon.com
“Suzan St Maur tells it like it is and in a language that we all understand. I wish I’d had a copy of this when I wrote my first nonfiction ebook. It would have saved me hours of time, in research and looking at publishing methods. This is an essential read for all budding authors and writers. The information on how to market your books is worth the cover price alone.”
Kevin Arrow, Author , ‘The Complete Courier
Guide’, www.arrowlighthaulage.co.uk
“This excellent book will be invaluable for authors of non-fiction and is certain to become a 'must-have' for both new and published authors. As an established and respected author of non-fiction, and with her wealth of experience in many different professional and social environments, Suzan writes with in-depth, first-hand knowledge about the planning, writing and publishing processes. However, the book is not just a well-researched and clearly-presented reference guide; it is a fascinating and amusing read, bound to captivate anyone with an interest in writing.”
Philippa Hull, www.proofreading-cambridge.co.uk
I knew Suze well before I ever met her because of the huge body of published books she’s written over the last couple of decades.
One of her books in particular, ‘Writing Words That Sell’, published way back in 1991 had such an impact on my own writing that when I finally did get the chance to connect with her, it felt like one of those “meet your idol” moments.
I was just fourteen in 1991 and didn’t read Suze’s book, let alone know what copywriting really was, until I was working as a copywriter myself six years later. But, I can tell you I owe a lot of my own writing success since to Suze and that one book.
And that’s just one of the great things about writing and publishing non-fiction; your words and teachings can span time and generations to impact those who wish to follow in your footsteps.
Of course, Suze has been published many times by publishers with far more credibility and kudos than our little outfit and, with that in mind, I can think of no better mentor for would-be authors and budding non-fiction writers.
Suze, with her savvy, no-nonsense approach to writing, has inspired me and countless others and I’m sure she’ll do the same for you with this book.
Joe Gregory, co-author of ‘The Wealthy Author’ and co-founder of The Publishing Academy, www.publishingacademy.com
Even if you are a professional writer to start with (as I am) the thought of writing your first entire book can be terrifying. I know I was terrified when I began work on my first book.
Since that time, I got over my fear and am now hovering (at the time of writing this) just over the 20 published nonfiction titles mark. Those have been completed over a period of just over 20 years – so almost one a year on average. In addition to producing the books I have also been working on commissioned business as a corporate/marketing/ consumer/healthcare writer, running a house, giving birth to and bringing up my son, caring for my elderly (now late) parents, plus a few other things. And I’m still sane enough to tell the tale without tearing my hair out.
Conclusion: writing nonfiction books does not have to be a lengthy, arduous exercise. It can fit in with the rest of your life. It can – and should – be fun.
Of course, writing does not come easily to everyone, but everyone can improve their writing skills by getting plenty of practice. You may find that before you tackle your first book, you could warm up your skills by writing articles on your topic, and/or writing a blog about it. In fact many nonfiction books – especially of the “how to” variety – have started out as a collection of articles on a topic or, indeed, have been derived from a popular blog.
What helps you more than anything else is if you enjoy writing your book. I can’t teach you to enjoy it, but in the following pages I hope you’ll find plenty of information, tips, shortcuts and other tools that will help you write your book much more easily than were you to attempt it on your own. That should leave you free to have a great time doing it!
Suzan St Maur
www.suzanstmaur.com
Chapter 1
The entire international book publishing scene has changed a lot in the 21st century. Whereas becoming a published nonfiction author was difficult even until the end of the 20th century, now it’s easy due, largely, to the vastly increased number of different publishing options, not to mention an increase in delivery options – print, eBook reader, audio book, etc.
Undoubtedly, the fact that producing and publishing a book has become a) easier and b) cheaper makes the whole book market more accessible to wannabe authors. Consequently there are literally millions of books for sale out there, and not all of them are good.
However, the goalposts have been moved in recent times. Although in the past the only criterion for the publication of a nonfiction book was its literary and/or informational merit, today not all books are published with a view to becoming best sellers so they don’t have to be “good” by mainstream publishers’ standards. Many of these books are published (usually self-published) as marketing tools and as the means to a PR or promotional end, rather than as little profit centres in their own right, and are sold and/or distributed to audiences other than the general public.
What all this means, then, is that depending on your reasons for wanting to write a book, its concept and content don’t necessarily have to conform to traditional mainstream publishing values. Don’t forget, though, that whatever you want your book to achieve, it has to be good – “fit for purpose,” as the saying goes. If your book is bad, it will make you look bad.
As you will see from the pages that follow, the actual writing of a book does not have to be difficult or expensive. Provided that you can talk coherently, you can write a book – with help, perhaps, but you can do it. And the best news is that these days the help you need, should you need it, is much more available – and affordable – than ever before.
However before we get into how, let’s first go into the why.
It seems that every time you ask a publisher how the nonfiction/business book market is doing, they will say that it’s awful. However when you check out actual book sales the picture looks different. Perhaps we should conclude that it’s publishers who are having a hard time, not books. Many publishers still hang most of their sales opinions on what happens in bookstores too, which these days are not where most people go to buy business and other practical nonfiction books.
Business books get a particularly hard time in bookstores. In most of the bookstores I go into these titles are crammed into a few shelves on the top floor way over at the back by the entrance to the employees’ toilets. Bookstore managers don’t like the people who seek business books because they tend to browse a lot and buy little – hence the self-defeating policy of putting these books by the toilets. I’ll never understand their merchandising policy. Even in other bricks-and-mortar retail environments like office supplies superstores – where you would think there’s a good market for business books – you’ll find them stashed away between the waste paper baskets and the giant cans of instant coffee.
I believe people prefer to buy business and practical nonfiction books from related retail outlets, offline catalogues, or online. This isn’t the place to go into lots of statistics, but in the UK, vast quantities of nonfiction books are sold in places like supermarkets, garden centres, gift shops, newsagents/ stationers, DIY stores, office supply stores, etc., as well as the various online sources. But because publishers have huge amounts invested in the heavy overhead of distributing books to bricks-and-mortar bookshops, they hang on to that with their fingernails.
Some publishers are changing the way they do business, but I believe they still have a long way to go. Mainstream publishers are also being squeezed by the rise in the number of self-published nonfiction books on the market and increasingly these self-publishers are getting their books into the main distribution channels.
Technology, too, is making the whole book publishing industry take a rather nervous look at itself. As I write this Amazon’s Kindle electronic book reading device has just become available in the UK and already there are several competitors in that emerging market. Despite the manufacturers and distributors of the devices and their associated software proclaiming that piracy of books won’t be possible, needless to say we authors are becoming very twitchy about it.
Already we have seen how the whole pattern of the music industry has changed, largely due to piracy, free downloads, etc., and now if you’re a musician and want to make a living, the only way is by “gigging” – bums on seats in concerts. “Record sales,” as they used to be known, have been hugely devalued. Unlike musicians – who at least have their live performances as a product to sell – many of us nonfiction authors need to hang on to book sales, because without those there is nothing else. Unless, of course, you fall into the category of writing a book as a promotional tool for your business – see below.
However, the printed book is not dead yet. Historically technology has not really revolutionized society quite as much as had been predicted. Despite all the predictions, radio did not get killed off by television. Despite many further predictions, the internet has not killed off newspaper and magazine sales. And despite (perhaps commercially biased) predictions now, I doubt that electronic book readers will replace paper-printed books. Would you really want to take your Kindle to read from when you’re in the bath, on the toilet, on a beach, in bed, under a tree, in a hammock, etc.? I wouldn’t. But then a) I’m a nonfiction author and b) I’m a confirmed Luddite and technophobe.
Let’s not get carried away here, taking pot shots at the messenger when a more cheerful message is staring us in the face: whatever the media used to deliver them, there will always be a market for books. People have a craving for knowledge (nonfiction) and for entertainment/escapism (fiction) and nothing is going to change that. Onwards and upwards!
Well, to begin with there aren’t many more effective promotional tools. “Having a book published” still holds a certain kudos and perhaps in Pavlov-dog fashion, people automatically associate someone who writes a book about something with that someone being an expert on the subject.
In the USA, one prolific speaker on business topics has been heard to describe his books – which he self-publishes – as “$30 business cards.” Cynical perhaps, but the folklore about the author of a book being an expert in his/her field still works. The “$30 business card” gets you recognised as an expert even, Heaven forbid, if you don’t deserve to be.
If you work as a public speaker (even part-time) or as a trainer, lecturer, motivator, instructor, actor, comedian, musician, or in fact whatever occupation that gives you access to captive audiences – a book is a useful product. After your performance, presentation, workshop, seminar or course you can sign copies of your book for members of your audience and provided the price isn’t too high, you’ll sell a good few copies.
Alternatively you can incorporate a “free” copy of your book for each delegate into the package for organisations booking your presentation or training course, thereby adding quite a lot of perceived value.
Particularly if you’re a musician, actor or other celebrity, your biography or autobiography will sell very nicely alongside your CDs, DVDs and other merchandise.
A book also makes a good addition to your product range, if you’re selling “back of room” from a lecture or seminar or after a concert, performance, or whatever, because it gives you something to “bundle” with your other merchandise and therefore make an attractive package. For example, if you’re a musician with an album to sell on CD, after a live show you can sell the following options:
Your CD for, say, £15
Your book for, say, £10
Your new CD and your book
(“bundled” together) for just £20!
You may not double your merchandise sales via option #3, but you definitely will increase them overall. Most people find it hard to resist a bargain. Also, the launch of your book will create publicity opportunities for you that you wouldn’t otherwise get with a CD alone, so the sales activities of both products should be symbiotically beneficial.
Used correctly, your book will also be a helpful PR tool in other areas, and will make a gift that has a very high perceived value.
Depending on which publishing route you choose your markup on the direct sales of your book will vary, but even if your profit margin is relatively low, book sales will still enhance the overall marketing success of whatever you do, add to your reputation as an expert in your field, and get your messages and ideas out there where you want them to be. For more on the financial issues – and gains to be had – connected with writing and publishing nonfiction books, take a look at “The Wealthy Author” by Joe Gregory and Debbie Jenkins… details in Chapter 17.
Chapter 2
With nonfiction books the question of whether or not to write one has to be a business decision. It needs to be taken in the same way as a decision to introduce a new product or service. With nearly all nonfiction (and fiction too, up to a point) there is usually room for a good new book on the market, provided it’s likely to attract a substantial group of readers because:
It’s about something entirely new and very interesting that no-one has written about before
...or...
It’s about something that’s not new, but to which you contribute something entirely new and very interesting
If you are going to find a conventional publisher to do your book you will need to write some very convincing proposals about your concept, along the lines of these two points. Even if you decide to go the self-publishing route you still need to fulfill either of those points. That’s because when you come to market your book, you will need to be able to convince the distributors – and of course the potential purchasers – that your book is worth stocking and buying.
Whatever happens be brutally honest with yourself, because if you aren’t, a potential publisher – and potential readers – certainly will be. If the answer is still “yes,” then go ahead... and good luck!
Even if there are several books on the market already about your particular area of expertise, don’t be intimidated. The topic itself might be well known but your views and personal take on it aren’t – especially if your input is surprising, unusual, controversial or breaking new ground in some way. That’s good enough to make the book of interest to its readership, whatever publishing method you use.
If your book offers a process, tips, shortcuts and other ways in which readers can achieve something they need to achieve more easily/quickly/cost-effectively, it will do well. Especially (but not necessarily) if you are a known expert in your topic, you may well be surprised at how much valuable knowledge and experience you have ready to share with others less accomplished than you are. Often people don’t realise how much expertise they have until they sit down and think about it. You may have created shortcuts and new methods without really noticing them. Yet to a beginner in that area, these could be worth their weight in gold, saving them a great deal of time, effort and even money.
Nonfiction books with a feelgood factor will nearly always do well, because people like to feel good about themselves while they’re absorbing the information you share with them. Whether you write about delicious food and wine, beautiful-but-simple embroidery and needlework, DIY car repairs, social networking, aromatherapy or whatever, you book needs to exude a positive, smiling atmosphere. Negative stuff does not normally sell. One of my weddings books, “The A to Z of Wedding Worries and how to put them right,” has sold very few copies to brides and brides’ families as it was intended to originally. Silly moi – I should have thought of that. What bride wants to face up to – and pay money for - the fact that she may encounter problems in her wedding preparations, even though it’s 90 percent certain that she will? Luckily for me and the publisher the wedding planning industry is rather more hard-nosed about the whole issue and the book is selling well within that market!
So it’s positive, positive, all the way.
Many people are dissatisfied with their lives and are attracted to books which tell them how to revolutionise things, from their love lives to their relationships at work to cleaning and de-cluttering their homes. If you have specialised knowledge that you know transforms life for people around you, and/or if you have developed a life-changing process for yourself, unless it’s about something incredibly obscure people will want to read about it. Even in our increasingly cynical age where you can rent gurus by the metre, readers always want more help to try to realise their dreams. If you believe you can help them, genuinely, then write your book.
There is no rule that says even a serious textbook has to be written in a dull and boring way. It’s a fact of life that no matter how interesting or informative the subject matter, if it is written in a turgid and lumpy style readers will find it hard going. If they scan the book in the bookstore or online before buying it, that turgid and lumpy style may well be enough to make them pick someone else’s book. There’s plenty more about writing style and craft in Chapter 14, but right from your book’s inception, you need to think in terms of letting readers enjoy the experience of reading it. Think in terms of sharing your information with a friend over a drink or a cup of coffee. Be informal and conversational. Use humour if you want to. Make sure those thoughts set the tone for your book, right from the beginning.
Chapter 3
If you haven’t quite formulated what you want to write about or how to approach it, you’ll need to get your thinking cap on and come up with some ideas.
Many people imagine that good ideas appear by magic, like those cartoon light bulbs that switch themselves on over a character’s head with a caption that reads “Eureka!”
Okay, inspiration can happen spontaneously. But what most people don’t realise is that there are thought processes and mind-triggers you can use to feed and nurture your imagination... ways to ensure you spot opportunities and make sure that inspiration happens. In the case of many, many businesses and non-business activities, creative inspiration comes about through method - not madness.
Nowhere does this apply more vigorously than in my own background as an advertising copywriter. In that business, you need to have good ideas on demand. Multi-million spend advertising clients do not expect to wait around until light bulbs switch on over the “creatives’” heads. Ideas, and damned good ones, are required on schedule. It’s “I want a new campaign by Monday morning - or else.” Happily you’re unlikely to find yourself under this kind of pressure, which in some ways is a shame... it’s surprising how well that pressure can work!
A key trigger for creative inspiration is opportunity spotting.
Think Dyson vacuum cleaners: paper bags were fiddly, dirty to handle and tended to break. Solution? Bagless vacuum cleaner.
Think no-frills airlines: all this paraphernalia of fancy meals, drinks, snacks and lavish pampering by a large group of grinning cabin crew was a hangover not only from 1950s and 1960s commercial air travel, but also from ocean liner travel even before that. It made modern air travel too expensive. Solution? Get rid of all but the essentials and make airfares more affordable.
Think sushi bars: people – especially in the USA – grew to love Japanese food, and hey presto, it just so happened that it could be made quickly and theatrically. Solution? Combine the concept of that with the popular fast-food culture.
And so-on. The people behind these good ideas followed processes to gain inspiration and use it profitably – from entrepreneurs to engineers, from scientists to artists, from writers to inventors.
There is the potential for expensive mistakes here though, so read on...
The sadly pot-holed roads of many developing countries could be repaired and paved successfully with solutions to problems that don’t add up to a row of beans in real life.
For an example of how that works we should look at the IT industry in the 1970s and 1980s. This was in the era when techies swanned about in white coats working in air-conditioned buildings closed to anyone without a PhD in wizardry. They were paid to come up with great ideas for magic boxes which would then be sent over to the sales and marketing wallahs with a message saying, “here’s an M-9-24 Version X. It does this, this, and this. Now go and sell it.”
In those days when most of us were in awe of technology, the method worked; businesses and other organisations didn’t have very much at all in terms of information technology to make things run more efficiently so in a sense, anything was better than nothing. However once IT had become more common, customers became increasingly picky until one day the MD or CEO of some relatively important organisation turned around to their IT suppliers and said, “I don’t care how the box works or how many widgets it has; what will it do to improve my bottom line? And I want the damned thing to speak English, not computer gibberish, so you had better change all that crap that appears on the screens so I can understand what it’s achieving for us.”
Shock, horror!
For the first time in history, the IT industry was obliged to become “customer-focused.” No longer could the IT giants of the era come up with magic boxes that achieved what their engineers thought was a cool performance and then expect their customers to find something useful to do with them. No longer would customers buy solutions that were looking for problems. And those of you who are old enough to remember the way the IT industry went through a throat-grabbing culture change in and around the 1980s will know what – and who – I’m talking about.
Whether we writers of nonfiction books like it or not, we – like any other purveyor of a product or service offered to a market – must be “customer-focused,” too. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with writing an almost-certainly self-published book about your Auntie Beryl’s knitting patterns or 379 different presentations of ingrown toenails, provided that you regard it as a personal achievement and don’t expect it to be either a commercial success in the book market or a useful PR tool for your business. OK, unless you have an audience of knitters or podiatrists, I suppose. But you get my drift?
I think it’s a cruel truth to say that no matter how good you think your idea is, you need to conduct some sort of reality check before developing it beyond a single thought. Some people worry that if they discuss their idea openly someone else might steal it and do it themselves. Sadly this is true; it happens. That’s a hard fact of life and we have to get over it; more on this topic below. But 99 percent of the time your ideas will not get pinched and even if they do, whoever pinches them won’t have your unique expertise and slant on the subject. A reality check conducted with people whose views you trust and respect is only a very small risk, and it’s well worth taking.
Something I see quite frequently in my work as a book editor is the way new nonfiction authors often forget that a book has a long shelf life. Long chunks of a book – or even the basic idea for the book in the first place – will be based on “here and now” circumstances that will be significantly different in a short time. You may be fed up to the back teeth with your country’s current president or prime minister and write about it, but someone reading this further down the line may only recall that person as ancient history. A current climate of economic gloom – or boom – will almost certainly not be present in a few years’ time.
This doesn’t mean to say you can’t write an excellent book about a current event or issue, but simply be mindful of the fact that people are likely to be reading it anything up to several years after you write it. (Some of my books are still being borrowed from public libraries over 20 years after I wrote them.)
Issues that can date a book are any that are relatively transient in our lives and/or that are subject to fairly regular change, e.g.:
Politicians
Politics
Governments
Laws
Economic circumstances (e.g. recession)
Fashions
Prices
Technology
Cars
Some health issues
Education
Etc.
Brainstorming has been around as a quick-fix way to generate ideas for a long time now, and even has been teleported into the hi-tech age with such methodology as Tony Buzan’s “Mind Mapping.” Both hand-written and electronically generated spider charts and various other systems have been developed which formalise what many people had been doing for decades anyway, which basically involved doodling on a piece of paper.
Verbal brainstorming is popular, too, especially in its form of “think tanks” and “retreats” often used by corporations and other organizations to whip their people up into a frenzy of new ideas that ultimately will benefit the organization, and – we assume – the recipients of its services.
Whatever method suits you, beware of brainstorming for new ideas when the ground rules have not been set properly. I remember being asked to attend a brainstorming session for a very large chain of estate agencies (real estate brokers) some years ago. They had developed various new, hi-tech methods which bypassed many of the traditional ways of buying and selling homes and as such wanted to promote their uniqueness in a video. I was brought in by the production company to attend as the writer/producer and help them develop their thoughts.
After a very early start and a long drive I arrived at their offices in one of England’s loveliest northern cities, to find the group of company staff looking slightly haggard and worn after two hours’ debate over the bacon rolls and coffee. I was presented with a long list of reasons why their service was better than everyone else’s. Not wishing to wee-wee on their bonfire but also not wishing to spend the following two days there, I said, “OK, that’s great. But what is it we’re really doing here, with all these features that make the process easier?”
Blank looks all around.
“Isn’t it that we’re taking the stress out of buying and selling your home?”
Blank looks. Followed by smiles. And what had I done? Merely turned around that hairy old chestnut of features versus benefits. Now, because we were no longer looking at features, we could come up with ideas that were benefit-led and therefore far more likely to grab our audience.
Brainstorming is great – provided you set it up right. Remember, what we don’t need is solutions looking for problems.
Having warned you about the dangers of solutions looking for problems, whatever you do, don’t assume there aren’t any problems to solve. There are plenty. What you need to do in your search for a good idea for your book, is to ensure that you keep your eyes open for real problems in your particular market or topic area, and keep aware of what’s missing from whatever options there are currently to solve those problems.
Time, probably, is on your side. Solutions put forward to problems 10 or even 5 years ago, may no longer be appropriate and may indeed have been superseded by better solutions. Your solution might be even better still.
This may seem obvious, but have you really thought the uniqueness of your idea through? You know all there is to know about your topic, but in all fairness there may be other experts out there who are in the same position.
What is unique about you, though, is what will sell your book. You may not even be aware that your ideas on your topic are unique, but hey – have a look back through your earlier musings, notes, essays, articles, papers, speeches, presentations, etc. I’d put money on the fact that you have an unique take on your topic. Find it, develop it, and make it happen.
If you have even the inkling of an idea for a nonfiction book, don’t be shy. Get out there and try your idea out. Ask around. You have a great deal to gain by sniffing around whatever sources you can to seek out to see whether your idea – or your germ of an idea – is worth taking further. Look for problems, in your area of expertise, that need solving – really need solving. Those can appear when you least expect it so be vigilant. And keep asking around!
This may seem glaringly obvious, but once you have an idea for a nonfiction book you need to watch very carefully to see what is being discussed about that particular topic. Or, should your idea be moving into uncharted waters, you need to keep abreast of everything that might be relevant.
At the time of writing, Google Alerts are a very useful tool that can help you keep up with your topic all over the world. You simply set up however many words or phrases relevant to your topic that you want, and Google will email you whenever they are mentioned on the internet. It’s a free service, too. Obviously you need to be fairly precise in what words or phrases you search for if you don’t want to receive a lot of irrelevant stuff along with the good bits.
The Google Alerts set up page gives you a good choice of options, so just follow their instructions – see box. You’ll find it online here: www.google.com/alerts
Another helpful tool is Google AdWords. This is intended to help advertisers find out which key words and phrases, relevant to their product or service, are being searched for on Google, and in which volumes. It can be useful when checking out an idea, as well, because the results will give you an indication of overall interest in that idea or topic. To find it, Google “google keyword tool.”
Of course, the whole of Google and most other search engines are available to you and it’s well worth monitoring your topic or idea on a weekly or monthly basis while you’re developing it. Similarly, keep checking on Amazon to see if related books are being published and if so, how well they are doing on the Amazon Sales Rank.
Cutting articles out of newspapers and magazines may seem like a rather charmingly old fashioned thing to do these days, but it’s amazing how many authors still do it whenever they read something that either triggers an idea for a book, or adds substance to an idea they are already playing around with.
In fact it’s probably worth packing a small pair of scissors in your briefcase or bag when you’re out and about, to make the process easier than tearing! (Avoid taking them in your hand luggage when you’re flying, though, or the security people may think you want to stab the pilot...) You never know when you’ll see an article that you want to keep hold of – it’s just as likely to be while reading the paper on a train, or a magazine in the dentist’s waiting room, as it is when you have deliberately set out to research something.
Needless to say you can get reasonable results from searching online versions of national and local newspapers, magazines, etc., then creating a “cuttings file” on your computer. However bear in mind that the contents of online and offline versions of publications are not always the same, and online versions often tend to be shorter and less detailed.
There is a very short and not very pleasant answer here: you can’t. You can copyright titles, texts, poems, novels, etc., and you can trademark a logo or name, but until an idea is expressed and recorded in some considerable detail you can’t stop somebody else developing and exploiting it, or at least something very similar to it.
Once upon a time – at around the time that food intolerances became fashionable - I came up with a nifty idea to develop a range of dairy-free and gluten-free food products. Like a good citizen I consulted my friendly local Business Link advisor who said, “great idea, forget it.” When I asked why he said, “because your potential distributors, like supermarkets, will sit back and watch while you spend a fortune on developing the products, get a few samples from you, make the products themselves with small differences in names and ingredients, and then tell you to **** off.”
Another time I came up with an idea for a documentary series for one of the main TV channels in the UK. I made four consecutive presentations to so-called “commissioning editors” (who turned out afterwards to have been freelance, independent producers) who liked the idea very much. Then I heard nothing. 12 months later the channel aired a series using not only my idea, but even my title… the only thing they had changed was whereas I had suggested featuring three men and three women, they had six women. Although I had what seemed like a valid case, I was advised that should I try to take legal action they would mess me around with their expensive lawyers until I ran out of money.
I know, it’s a dog-eat-dog world out there.
It’s often a case of striking a balance. On the one hand you want to run your idea past sufficient people whose opinions you value, and this is a very important part of your development and refinement processes. On the other hand, though, you don’t want to talk about your idea in a busy pub, bar, restaurant or even bus or train, because you never know who might be listening.
And even if you write up your idea in some detail, it won’t necessarily be enough to prove it’s yours in a court of law. When I had my run-in with that TV channel (see above) my idea ran to a 20 page proposal with skeleton scripts of each episode and a full production and post-production budget.
Essentially, the only real protection you can get is if your idea, and your book, could only possibly be developed and written by you… and that anyone else couldn’t do it successfully without you.
So… use your uniqueness!
Finally, never discard an idea which you like, even if – on researching it – you find there isn’t a market for it. There may not be a market for it at the time, but this can and often does change.
As I write this, I have three other book concepts in negotiations with publishers. One is 15 years old, the second is 9 years old, and the third is 4 years old. The first two are novels and neither tickled any publishers’ fancies when I first came up with them, but now I have a publisher wanting to do both. Their concepts – the ideas behind them – have become fashionable.
Keep your ideas in an actual or virtual folder, in a nice safe place, and keep looking back through it. Not only can an old, undeveloped idea suddenly become flavour of the month, but also old ideas can often trigger new ones.
Chapter 4
All book titles (fiction as well as nonfiction) are a very important part of the marketing of a book. With nonfiction and particularly business books, like every other piece of marketing communication should, the book title has to offer or at least suggest a benefit to the reader.
It’s the title people react to when they see a book displayed, whether that’s on a shelf in a bookstore or online. When people are looking through books you only have one chance to get their attention, which is why your title needs to be powerful enough to stop them in their tracks.
Another important consideration within contemporary nonfiction book sales is creating a title that’s easily found by search engines, either within an online sales site like Amazon or Barnes & Noble, or on one of the general search engines like Google. Search engine optimisation (SEO) is a science in itself, but essentially you should ensure your title contains the most obvious words someone would key into a search box when looking for a book like yours. For further advice on SEO, here’s a useful resource: www.highrankings.com To check on the keyword element of your book title you might find this resource helpful: www.wordtracker.com And see Chapter 3 about using Google AdWords to find out which search terms are most popularly used for your topic.
Probably the best title of all my books was “Writing Words That Sell” which I co-authored with US writer John Butman. I have to put my hand up and admit that this was not my first choice. I can’t remember what my first choice was but the editor at Lennard Books (the original publishers) told me to go away and come up with something more hard-sell. “Writing Words That Sell” stuck in my throat a bit because in those days I think I must have had delusions of grandeur, and that was a bit too hard-sell for my taste! However later on I had to eat my words (is there a metaphor in here somewhere?) because the book sold like hot cakes (still with that metaphor...) Well, for a business book it did, anyway. Everyone loved the title because it promised something worthwhile. And even though the hard cover edition was first published way back in 1989, the book is still around today.
Titles should also be simple where possible. My first book was co-authored with gemmologist Norbert Streep and was a commonsense, down-to-earth guide to buying and wearing jewellery. Norbert and I agonised for weeks over a suitable title until one day I said to him, “Norbert, how have we been referring to this thing for the last three months?”
“The Jewellery Book,” replied Norbert.
“There’s our title,” I said. After we’d both finished laughing, we phoned the publishers and they thought it was a great idea too. It was simple and although there was no obvious promise, its simplicity suggested that it was a simple book about jewellery, which is exactly what we wanted to convey.
So the key is, simple and powerful – and preferably with a promise.
Sub-headings are quite fashionable and they help a lot to qualify the promised benefit. I’ve used them for several books so far and they work nicely, e.g.:
Powerwriting: the hidden skills you need to transform your business writing
Canine Capers: over 350 jokes to make your tail wag
How To Get Married In Green: have an eco-friendly wedding without compromising on style
Wedding Speeches For Women: the girls’ own guide to giving a speech they’ll remember
Planning A Winter Wedding: and how to do it in style
If you browse through book titles on Amazon or other online sources you’ll see how the subtitles work. You’ll also see how attractive some titles are, and why, which will help you choose the title for your book.
Using familiar words in a new and different way, and/or in new combinations, can be a very strong approach for a book title, as long as the new word or phrase you create strongly expresses the book’s promised benefit or hook. “Powerwriting” is one such example; and another book idea I had (which I want to do one day) was “Laughterology: the science of humour and how it works for us.”
Chapter 5
There are hundreds or probably thousands of courses on the market that go into great depth about how to write almost any kind of book, fiction and nonfiction. Most of them are good. But you may not have time to wade through a long series of tutorials, or to commit to taking an online or evening course.
In all honesty l believe that books and courses are very helpful if you’re a first-time fiction writer, because in this type of writing you need to become skilled at many tricks and technical issues that you’re unlikely to have learned anywhere else. I’m just starting in fiction (two novels completed) and I’ve found two or three books on the topic which have taught me how to improve my style a lot.
But writing nonfiction is not rocket science. Pretty well any literate person should be able to assemble a reasonable draft of a business book, how-to book, etc. Then, with – or even without – the help of a professional editor, that draft can be knocked into excellent shape and emerge as a nonfiction book that’s not only interesting, but also a “good read.”
What you have to remember is that although courses and tutorials can teach you how to write better, they can’t teach you how to share your own expertise. And the whole point of your nonfiction book is to share your expertise, not amuse readers with pretty literary prose.
Another issue that bugs me about courses on writing, is that some of them have a way of taking your morale to pieces and making you feel like you couldn’t write out a shopping list, never mind write a 50,000 word book. There is such a thing as over-training. And if you over-train your writing skills you might find that your “writing personality” gets lost or diluted.
Nowadays it isn’t all that important to ensure that your grammar and punctuation are perfectly polished, although you need to observe the basics so people can understand what you’re talking about. In my humble opinion, your writing style is an extension of you, and if I buy your book I want to get a feel for you through your words – not get the impression the text has been written by a committee of copy editors.
So however much you may feel you need to brush up on your writing skills, by all means do so – but don’t let it consume everything else. That’s where good writing coaches can be extremely helpful, because very quickly they can judge just how much polishing your writing skills really need without destroying your uniqueness. With the best will in the world courses can only cater for common denominators. Coaches, on the other hand, tailor their activities to your individual needs which to me seems much more cost-effective. See Chapter 17 for some recommendations.
I have the experience of working with a co-author on two of my books. In both cases we split the proceeds 50-50, and I believe that’s customary when both co-authors contribute equal amounts to the project. This issue can be a tricky one if you don’t know what to watch out for, especially as people are likely to have differing views on what constitutes 50% of the effort.
In the first case, on “The Jewellery Book,” I worked with a jeweller/gemmologist. That turned out well because our skills and input were complementary. He provided all the technical content and I did all the writing, which was a reasonable 50-50 split. We worked to a very detailed chapter structure, and would sit down with a tape recorder once a week or so. During each session I would “interview” my co-author in accordance with the structure and so obtain the technical material needed. After he had gone home I would then write up the chapter concerned, which he and I would then edit as needed. No problems.
The second co-authored book (my fourth) was “Writing Words That Sell.” Although it was my concept and structure, the content was written jointly with a US colleague who at the time worked in almost exactly the same fields as I do. On reflection this was not a good idea, as we were equally qualified to write most chapters – perhaps a case of too many experts and certainly, too much crossover. We carved the chapters up more or less 50-50 and shared them out, but of course with two professional writers producing material inevitably there were differences in style and approach.
In the end I took over editorship of the co-author’s work and re-aligned his material so that it more closely matched the style of the book, although I didn’t change his content. He didn’t mind my doing this but it was a lot of extra work for me.
In my experience, then, co-authorship works well when there is a rapport between the authors BUT each one supplies a different/complementary skill set. When both authors do similar things and can virtually replace each other, however, it doesn’t necessarily work out quite so well.
If you really can’t face the prospect of writing a book yourself, there is always the option to hire someone to do it for you. Good ghostwriters charge a lot of money for doing the job, and quite rightly – it usually represents weeks or months of extremely hard work.
If you find someone willing to ghostwrite a book for you cheaply, be careful because they may not be very good. A bad ghostwriter still costs money but in the end you have to do most of it yourself or hand over an inferior manuscript to be edited by your publisher. If you’re self-publishing you may need to hire a freelance editor to sort out the mess or worse still, not be aware that the text is awful and publish it unedited.
Some ghostwriters will charge a little less if their name appears on the book. Variants of this concept are:
by (Your Name) and (Ghostwriter’s Name)
by (Your Name) with (Ghostwriter’s Name)
Sometimes the ghostwriter will accept a combination consisting, perhaps, of a lower fee and a percentage of your royalties. Also the ghostwriter may want a credit on the book as “edited by...” It’s all down to negotiation, really.
Ghostwriters aren’t all that easy to find. Because people who use ghostwriters don’t normally want anyone else to know they’ve used one, ghostwriters’ wares do not tend to get advertised widely. Probably the best way to find one is to ask your publishers, if you have gone that route, or if you’re self-publishing contact a self-publishing or author services company and ask them.
You can also run a search on the web, of course, but check the person’s credentials before you contact them. Then invest some quality time in getting to know them. Good chemistry is very important if you’re going to work this closely with someone.
The people who use ghostwriters are not necessarily bad at writing. Many are very good at writing but because they have other more important tasks to deal with (e.g. running major corporations, governments, etc) they simply don’t have time to write their own stuff. In these cases it makes economical sense to pay someone else to do it, even if they do charge a lot of money.
How you work with a ghostwriter, again, varies enormously according to their methods and your availability. What is true universally, though, is that you will need to allocate quite a lot of time to work with the ghostwriter, even though that is far less than you would need to write the book yourself.
Often ghostwriters are journalists and because of their training they can do a lot of research and background assembly of material for you. But usually what makes a book interesting is the “author’s” own spin on the subject matter. And no matter how good the ghostwriter is s/he is not psychic and cannot become you. You need to provide them with the raw material they need to craft your book, and be generous with it.
Chapter 6
If you’re going to submit proposals you’ll need to plan your book sooner rather than later – good discipline for you although you can modify the structure later on as you work through the manuscript. Even if you’re self-publishing, it makes a lot of sense to plan your book very thoroughly before you start writing. Just as you would with a house-building project or new business, you will benefit greatly from planning your book carefully because a) it will make it easier for you to write up the final manuscript and b) it will make it a better book.
How many people do you know, or have you heard of, who have started a book but not been able to finish it? That old cliché about the “unfinished novel in a drawer?” (Both fiction and nonfiction come into the story here.)
I know the answer to that one because I have fallen victim to it myself. Here’s a painful truth:
You’ll only ever finish a book – fiction or nonfiction – if you’ve planned and structured the whole thing properly beforehand.
I’m sure there will be fiction authors who laugh at me and talk about how they just develop a few strong characters and then let them define a plot as the story progresses. Now I’m going to put my head on the block and say, bullshit. You can start a book without a proper structure and planning, but I’ll put money on the fact that very few of those books ever get finished.
Before you do anything else, carve this important motto into your work:
“I will structure my book according to what my readers need to know, in the order they need to know it. That will take priority at all times over what I think I should say.”
I know that might sound a bit juvenile but if you have read as many nonfiction/“how to” books as I have, you will begin to understand what I mean.
Your book is not an opportunity to let it all hang out, as they used to say in the 1970s. It’s an opportunity to share your knowledge provided that it is presented in a way that will benefit readers.
With some topics – like writing a book, i.e. this book – the order in which you organise your material pretty well suggests itself, i.e. a chronology or timeline where you start at the beginning of the process and finish at the end of it. Here, I’ve started with your book as a gleam in your eye and worked through the process of devising it, creating proposals for a publisher, and then getting it written in full, although in real life you’ll probably find that some of the steps involved overlap or occur in a slightly different order.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10265 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!