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inTroduCTion

Thousands of people dream of writing and publishing full- time, yet few 
have been told how to make that dream a reality. Working writers may 
have no more than a rudimentary understanding of how the publishing 
and media industry works, and longtime writing professors may be out of 
the loop as to what it takes to build a career in an era of digital authorship, 
amid more competition— and confusing advice— than ever. Even instruc-
tors who are well informed and up to date on the practical aspects of a 
writing career may believe their job is to teach the art and craft, or feel 
that students shouldn’t allow business concerns to influence their voice or 
direction as writers.

The Business of Being a Writer takes it on principle that learning about 
the publishing industry will lead to a more positive and productive writ-
ing career. While business savvy may not make up for mediocre writing, or 
allow any author to skip important stages of creative development, it can 
reduce anxiety and frustration. And it can help writers avoid bad career 
decisions— by setting appropriate expectations of the industry, and by pro-
viding tools and information on how to pursue meaningful, sustainable 
careers in writing and publishing on a full- time or part- time basis. Because 
writing degrees may have little or no impact on earnings potential or in-
dustry knowledge, this guide is as much for students— or graduates— of 
undergraduate or graduate writing programs as it is for writers working 
outside such programs.

Despite ongoing transformations in the publishing industry, there are 
fundamental business principles that underlie writing and publishing suc-
cess, and those principles are this book’s primary focus. Writers who learn 
to recognize the models behind successful authorship and publication will 
feel more empowered and confident to navigate a changing field, to build 
their own plans for long- term career development.

One underlying assumption in this guide is that many creative writers— 
particularly those pursuing formal degrees— want to build careers based 
on publishing books. It seems like common sense: literary agents sell and 
profit from book- length work, not single stories or essays; and getting 
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anyone (whether a reader or a publisher) to pay for a book is easier than 
getting them to pay for an online article or poem. But book publishing 
is often just one component of a full- time writing career. Perhaps you’ve 
read personal essays by debut authors “exposing” the fact that the average 
book advance does not equate to a full- time living for even a single year. 
Such essays reveal unrealistic expectations about the industry— or magi-
cal thinking: I will be the exception and earn my living from writing great 
books.

This guide does offer guidance on how to get a book published, a mile-
stone that remains foundational to most creative writing careers. But be-
cause very few people can make a living solely by writing and publishing 
books, it goes further, showing why this one pursuit should not constitute 
one’s entire business model. Earnings can come as well from other sectors 
of publishing, other activities that involve writing and the types of skills 
one picks up as a writer. Online media and journalism, for example, now 
play a significant role in even fiction writers’ careers, so this guide spends 
considerable time on skills and business models important to the digital 
media realm. When combining these skills with the entrepreneurial atti-
tude and knowledge this guide teaches, a writer will be better prepared 
to piece together a writing life that is satisfying and sustainable. In the 
end, some writers may discover they prefer other types of writing and 
publishing— and not just because it’s tough to make a living wholly from  
books.

If you are a writer looking for the business education you feel you never 
received, I hope this book provides the missing piece. While I try to be en-
couraging, and want you to feel capable and well informed, I don’t sugar-
coat the hard realities of the business. When you decide to pursue a writing 
career, you’ll experience frustration, again and again, and not just in the 
form of rejection letters. But it helps to know what’s coming and that your 
experience is normal. Writers who are properly educated about the indus-
try typically feel less bitterness and resentment toward editors, agents, and 
other professionals. They are less likely to see themselves as victimized and 
less likely to be taken advantage of. It’s the writers who lack education on 
how the business works who are more vulnerable to finding themselves in 
bad situations.

hoW This guide ComPlemenTs oTher resourCes
There are innumerable resources available to help writers with the busi-
ness side of the writing life:
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• books on how to get a book published or how to self- publish
• niche guides, on how to be a freelance magazine writer, how to 

market and promote your work, how to build a platform, etc.
• annual directories, such as Writer’s Market, which list thousands of 

places where writers can get published

While the best of these guides offer deep dives into specific topics, the book 
you’re now reading takes a strategic, high- level look at how writers can 
establish a lifelong writing career. It includes overviews of the major in-
dustries of interest to writers: book publishing, magazine publishing, and 
online media. When launching a career as an author or freelancer, it helps 
to understand the business models of these industries, what their pressure 
points are, and what kind of treatment (and payment!) is to be expected. 
This guide offers nuts- and- bolts information on how to get published, but 
its larger purpose is to push writers to apply the idea of a business model 
to their own careers. Many writers end up teaching, or holding down a day 
job, to support their writing, which is neither good nor bad— but often it’s 
an accident or shadow career the writer never intended. This guide aims to 
provide writers with information that will help them make deliberate, in-
formed choices, and consider what kind of compromises might be needed 
to reach their particular goals for earnings or prestige.

using This guide in The Classroom:  
noTes for insTruCTors

The business aspects of writing and publishing are often neglected in cre-
ative writing classrooms, and I think it does students a grave disservice. 
Few graduates will secure full- time teaching positions, and many will have 
gone into debt to pay for their degrees; for them, the dream of a writing 
career may be shunted to the side in favor of reliable, well- paying work to 
repay their loans.

I do not see creative writing students as too delicate or underdevel-
oped to handle the business side of the writing life— nor do I view these 
matters as extracurricular. Rather, I believe students deserve considered 
guidance on the choices they must make as players in a larger industry. 
Graduate writing students, in particular, are often people who are well into 
adulthood, who may have significant responsibilities awaiting them post- 
degree. If programs want their graduates to flourish, they need to expose 
their students to the foundations of publishing industry success, and not 
give the false impression that it all boils down to excellent writing.
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The number- one question I’ve received over my twenty years in pub-
lishing has always been “How do I get X published?” or “Where can I pub-
lish X?” Students may, understandably, be focused on this question, and if 
the overriding course goal is to give them the tools to answer it, then part 
3, “Getting Published,” may be the place to turn to first. This section works 
well in conjunction with research into publishing markets and opportu-
nities, such as those listed in the back of the AWP Chronicle and Poets & 
Writers magazine or in annual market directories. For such a course, each 
student could choose at least one manuscript (short or long) that they feel 
is polished and ready to place, then research the market for it, write a cover 
or query letter, and submit their materials (and wait). However, I think 
grasping how the industry works is foundational to getting published, 
which is why I cover it earlier, in part 2, “Understanding the Publishing 
Industry,” Its four chapters cover books, magazines, and online and digital 
media, as well as literary publishing challenges. These can be read and as-
signed in any order, depending on how the course is structured.

Most writers, in their desire to get published, put the cart before the 
horse: They want to see their work accepted and validated before they’ve 
thought through what their larger goals are. While not every step (or even 
most steps) in a writer’s life has to be analyzed as to its strategic benefit, 
no writer wants to wake up one day, after many years of effort, and realize 
they were mistaken in their expectations about how a particular publishing 
activity would lead to a particular income or career. Part 1 therefore looks 
at the first steps in making a life as a writer, and how to be strategic, smart, 
and efficient. It can be used to complement any type of writing class, even 
craft- focused classes, since it partly serves as a wake- up call to those who 
may not realize how little money is earned through traditional publishing, 
particularly in the literary market.

Part 4, “The Writer as Entrepreneur,” can be seen as a continuation of 
part 1. It explores more advanced territory and is best suited for classes fo-
cused on the business of writing and publishing. It deconstructs the com-
ponents of an author platform, discusses activities related to maintaining 
an online presence, and presents ways to market, promote, and sell one’s 
books, services, or products of any kind.

Part 5, “How Writers Make Money,” looks at how writers ultimately 
make a living, either full- time or part- time. (Writers who dream of starting 
their own publications or presses should look at this part closely, along 
with the applicable chapters from part 2.) I can imagine students cherry- 
picking methods that complement their strengths, and beginning to sketch 
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out business models for their careers. Looking at my own model, I mix 
freelance writing, online writing, editing, online teaching, and affiliate in-
come. The combinations are endless, and part 5 drives home that a writer’s 
income is almost always cobbled together from many different sources.

Finally, this book has a companion website, businessofwriting .org, that 
offers examples of submissions materials (queries, synopses, and book 
proposals), as well as links to supporting resources and information.

Using This Guide in a Craft- Focused Class
As mentioned earlier, part 1 is the most important reading for students 
whose expectations for their writing go beyond treating it as an enjoyable 
hobby. While writers young and old can have trouble even calling them-
selves writers (the term “aspiring writer” is used far too much!), I find that 
many aspirants, if pressed, will confess to dreams of publication and a life 
centered on writing. Whether they admit it in public or in a classroom is 
another matter. That’s why I advocate spending at least one class period in 
upper- level craft- focused writing courses discussing issues related to the 
business of writing, encouraging students to share what surprised them or 
what questions were raised by their reading of part 1 and perhaps part 2. It 
can also be eye- opening for students to research the career trajectory of a 
contemporary, living writer (especially one on the syllabus) and to look for 
interviews where the writer offers any transparency as to their earnings, 
business model, or frustrations with the publishing business.
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In the history of professional writing and authorship, there have been sev-
eral revolutions in how writers get published and get paid: the invention 
of the printing press (mid- 1400s), the legislation of copyright (early 1700s), 
the growth of literacy (1800s), and the expansion of the internet and digital 
publishing (2000s).

Some believe the digital era is making it increasingly difficult for authors 
to earn a decent living from their writing. I don’t agree: it has always been 
difficult. Every revolution, including the one we’re living through now, stirs 
up excitement, but also confusion and fear of change. In the late 1800s, 
during what some now consider a golden age for publishing (for maga-
zines especially), you could find disgruntled writers. One complained to a 
US congressional committee that he did not know any author who made a 
living by writing literary work. Of all the learned professions, he said, “Lit-
erature is the most poorly paid.”1 The truth is that many writers’ careers, 
during every era, have been gifted into existence by birth, by privilege, by 
marriage.

Throughout history, authors have laid the blame for their less than de-
sirable economic situation on publishers, but such accusations almost 
always betray ignorance of how publishing works. In the digital era, it is 
also common to blame authors’ suffering on Silicon Valley giants, such 
as Google. Neither industry deserves most of the blame we heap upon it. 
During each revolution, authors (and publishers as well) typically seek 
to preserve the existing system, even if new methods of publishing and 
distribution have rendered it unworkable. Today, authors’ organizations 
express overarching pessimism: author earnings are lower than ever, they 
dubiously claim. But this is no reason to be dissuaded from a writing career 
if that’s what you want. It remains possible to make a decent living from 
writing if you’re willing to pay attention to how the business works, devise 
a business model tailored to your goals, and adapt as needed.

Part One
firsT sTePs

Making a L i fe  as  a Writer
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Many serious writers take for granted that art and business are antithet-
ical to one another. Before a word is published— before they’ve encoun-
tered any aspect of the business of their art— they assume that they are 
bad at business or that attending to business concerns will pollute their 
creative efforts. Too few are open to the possibility that the business side 
calls for as much imagination as the artistic process itself. Industry expert 
Richard Nash once tweeted, “Business & marketing are about understand-
ing networks and patterns of influence and behavior. Writers can handle 
that.”2 To be sure, business can and does ask for compromises, but that’s 
not always to the detriment of art. A bit of friction, some kind of barrier— a 
net on the tennis court!— is healthy.

In the literary community, there’s a persistent and dangerous myth of 
the starving artist, a presumption that “real art” doesn’t earn money. In 
fact, art and business can each inform the other, and successful writers 
throughout history have proven themselves savvy at making their art pay. 
Dana Gioia, both a celebrated poet and former vice president at General 
Foods, said, “There is a natural connectivity, at least in American culture, 
between the creative and the commercial.”3 An open attitude toward busi-
ness can provide focus, discipline, and, sometimes most importantly, self- 
awareness about what you want and expect from your writing career.

The following chapters will help you take the first steps toward a writ-
ing life based on your own strengths, rather than some unattainable ideal. 
To that end, they focus on the big picture of building your career. Details 
about specific types of writing and publishing will follow in later parts of 
the book.
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1 :  Can you make a living as a WriTer?

The ability to make a living by the pen was rare before the emergence of 
the printing press, the subsequent growth of a literate middle class, and the 
resulting demand for reading material. Even then, it wasn’t customary for 
printers (who also acted as publishers) to pay authors, and they owned au-
thors’ works outright. For their part, writers resisted payment even when it 
was offered: it was considered crass to accept money for something many 
saw as sacred. Writers who were able to focus on their art were either 
of high birth or benefited from the generosity of patrons. It wasn’t until 
around the mid- eighteenth century, not long after the first copyright laws 
were enacted, that it became feasible and socially acceptable for writers to 
live solely off book sales or payments from publishers. Samuel Johnson, 
in what one historian calls the “Magna Carta of the modern author,” was 
able to reject support from a patron because his work was so commercially 
successful.1

But exceptionally few writers have ever been able to make a living solely 
off what they wished to write. While F. Scott Fitzgerald made good money 
writing short stories for magazines, he also pursued Hollywood writing 
stints, which he didn’t really enjoy. William Faulkner also wrote scripts. 
Chekhov wrote newspaper articles. Beckett translated for Reader’s Digest. 
And so on.

To make your writing the foundation of a sustainable living will likely 
involve compromise. If you want to realize monetary gain, you have to be 
willing to treat (some of ) your art as a business. No writer is entitled to 
earn a living from his writing, or even to be paid for his writing; once you 
seek payment, you have to consider the market for what you’re produc-
ing, especially during a time when supply outpaces demand. This is one 
of the most difficult tasks writers face: to adopt a market- driven eye when 
necessary— to see their work as something to be positioned and sold. It 
helps to have psychological distance from the work, which comes with 
time and training. Writers who see this as a creative challenge rather than 
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a burden are more likely to survive the cycle of pitching and rejection with-
out sinking into hopelessness.

While there are far easier ways to make a living than as a writer, that is 
not because good writing is at odds with commercial success. It’s because 
most people are not willing to learn the business and do what’s required to 
make writing pay. They’re looking for what’s easy. And writing for publica-
tion isn’t, at least not for most writers at the start of their careers.

That said, some types of writing are more beholden to marketplace con-
cerns than others. Expecting to make a living through freelance writing or 
journalism is a very different proposition than expecting to make a living 
through creative writing (such as novels, short stories, or poetry). Free-
lancers and journalists must pay attention to the market. They are often 
writers for hire, and don’t typically expect— or shouldn’t expect— to make 
a living just from writing what they want. Creative writers, on the other 
hand, are usually presumed— and often told— to focus on their craft and 
mostly disregard trends, though what they write may of course be influ-
enced by what can be sold to a commercial publisher. Either type of writ-
ing may be sustainable only with some form of patronage, whether from 
individuals or from institutions— as has been the case throughout history. 
But there is definitely a bigger challenge ahead for the creative writer who 
expects to make a living by writing, because there are few paying oppor-
tunities for such work outside of book publication, and the landscape is 
competitive.

Creative writing instructors sometimes claim that focusing on business 
too soon is dangerous. It’s true that it can cause unproductive anxiety, 
but that’s mainly because of bad information and gossip that passes from 
writer to writer. For example, some writers are led to believe they have to 
develop a readership before they sell a book, or “build their platform” to 
become more desirable to agents or publishers. That’s true only in a small 
percentage of cases, and rarely does it apply to the types of work produced 
in creative writing programs. This persistent whirlpool of misinformation 
about the industry is yet another reason business issues ought to be ad-
dressed up front and early.

Here’s where the biggest danger lies, if there is one: Business concerns 
can distract from getting actual writing done, and can even become a plea-
surable means of avoiding the work altogether. No one avoids writing like 
writers. Producing the best work possible is hard, and focusing on agents, 
social media marketing, or conference- going feels easier. Writers may trick 
themselves into thinking that by developing their business acumen, they 
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are improving as writers— but all the business acumen in the world can’t 
make up for inferior writing.

It’s also possible that too much attention to business concerns could 
stymie experimentation. Ideally, creative writers are always experiment-
ing, failing, and improving in some manner. An overbearing focus on work 
that leads to a paycheck can derail less commercial work that, over the long 
term, might break boundaries or be more meaningful artistically.

is iT BeTTer JusT To have a day JoB?
If thinking about the business of writing causes you to feel, at best, uncom-
fortable, then it may be better to keep your pursuit of it unadulterated by 
market concerns. Some literary legends have never experienced conven-
tional employment, pursuing a writing life underwritten by existing wealth 
or family support (Gertrude Stein and Jane Austen, for example). But many 
held day jobs: Franz Kafka worked for an insurance company, Herman 
Melville as a schoolteacher and customs inspector, and Louisa May Alcott 
as a seamstress and governess—  to name but a few. For some writers, the 
day job actually fosters their creative work. (Elizabeth Hyde Stevens’s essay 
on Borges’s life and work as a librarian offers one example.)2

When agents, editors, and other writers say, “Don’t quit your day job,” it 
is simultaneously the best advice and the worst advice. On the one hand, it 
helps moderate one’s expectations and acknowledges the most common 
outcome for writers: you’ll need another form of income. But it also per-
petuates the misconception that writing can’t or won’t make you a living. 
It can, just probably not in the ways you would prefer.

If your idea of the writing life centers on a remote garret in which you 
scribble away in quiet isolation and then deliver your genius unto the 
world— then yes, you’ll need a day job, or wealth. However, if your idea of 
the writing life allows for community engagement, working with different 
types of clients, or digital media prowess, then you’re in a better frame of 
mind to make a full- time living as a writer.

The diffiCulT early years
Many early- career writing attempts are not publishable, even after revi-
sion, yet are necessary for a writer’s growth. A writer who has just finished 
her first book or short work probably doesn’t realize this, and may take the 
rejection process very hard. That’s why publishing experts typically advise 
that writers start work on their next project: move on, and don’t get stuck 
waiting to publish the first one.
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In his series on storytelling, Ira Glass says:

All of us who do creative work, we get into it because we have good 
taste. But there is this gap. The first couple years that you’re making 
stuff, what you’re making isn’t so good. OK? It’s not that great. It’s 
really not that great. It’s trying to be good, it has ambition to be good, 
but it’s not quite that good. But your taste, the thing that got you into 
the game, your taste is still killer, and your taste is good enough that 
you can tell that what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to 
you. . . . You can tell that it’s still sort of crappy. A lot of people never 
get past that phase. A lot of people, at that point, they quit.3

If you can’t perceive the gap— or if you haven’t gone through the “phase”— 
you probably aren’t reading enough. Writers can develop good taste and 
understand what quality work is by reading writers they admire and want 
to emulate. Writers improve over time by practicing their craft in addition 
to getting focused feedback from experienced people who push them to 
improve and do better.

As a young editor, recently out of school, I asked professor and author 
Michael Martone if he could tell which of his students were going to suc-
ceed as writers— was there a defining characteristic? He told me it was the 
students who kept writing after they left school, after they were off the hook 
to produce material on a deadline or for a grade. The most talented stu-
dents, he said, weren’t necessarily the ones who followed through and put 
in the hours of work required to reach conventional publishing success.

Similarly, when Ta- Nehisi Coates was interviewed by the Atlantic, he 
said, “The older you get, that path [of writing] is so tough and you get beat 
up so much that people eventually go to business school and they go and 
become lawyers. If you find yourself continuing up until the age of thirty- 
five or so  .  .  . you will have a skill set  .  .  . and the competition will have 
thinned out.”4

Few demonstrate the persistence required to make it through the dif-
ficult, early years. Some people give up because they lack a mentor or a 
support system, or because they fail to make the time, or because they be-
come consumed with self- doubt. They don’t believe they’re good enough 
(and maybe they aren’t) and allow those doubts to become a self- fulfilling 
prophecy.

I used to believe that great work or great talent would eventually get 
noticed— that quality bubbles to the top. I don’t believe that anymore. 
Great work is overlooked every day, for a million reasons. Business 
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concerns outweigh artistic concerns. Some writers are just perpetually 
unlucky. But don’t expect to play the role of poor, starving writer and 
have people in publishing help you out of sympathy or a sense of moral 
responsibility. They’re more likely to help writers they see as indefatigable 
and motivated to help themselves— since they know that’s what the job of 
a working writer requires. If you find yourself demonizing people in the 
publishing industry, complaining as if you’re owed something, and feeling 
bad about your progress relative to other writers, it’s time to find the reset 
button. Perhaps you’ve been focusing too much on getting published.

No matter how the marketplace changes— and it always does— consider 
these three questions as you make decisions about your life as a writer:

What satisfies or furthers your creative or artistic goals? This is 
the reason you got into writing in the first place. Even if you put this on the 
back burner in order to advance other aspects of your writing and publish-
ing career, don’t leave it out of the equation for long. Otherwise your efforts 
can come off as mechanistic or uninspired, and you’re more likely to burn 
out or give up.

What earns you money? Not everyone cares about earning money 
from writing, but as you gain experience and a name for yourself, the 
choices you make in this regard become more important. The more pro-
fessional you become, the more you have to pay attention to what brings 
the most return on your investment of time and energy. As you succeed, 
you won’t have time to pursue every opportunity. You have to stop doing 
some things.

What grows your audience? Gaining readers can be just as valuable 
as earning money. It’s an investment that pays off over time. Sometimes 
it’s smart to make trade- offs that involve earning less money now in order 
to grow readership, because having more readers will put you in a better 
position in the future. (For example, you might focus on writing online, 
rather than for print, to develop a more direct line to readers.)

This book helps you sort through questions 2 and 3— that’s where writers 
lack guidance. The first question is a personal decision that I assume most 
writers have already considered. It’s unlikely that every piece of writing 
you do, or every opportunity you pursue, will advance artistic, monetary, 
and readership goals. Commonly you can get two of the three. Sometimes 
you’ll pursue projects with only one of these factors in play. You get to de-
cide based on your priorities at a given point in time.

A book that strongly influenced how I think about my writing career is 
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The Art of Possibility by Rosamund Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander. In 
it they write, “Many of the circumstances that seem to block us in our daily 
lives may only appear to do so based on a framework of assumptions we 
carry with us. Draw a different frame around the same set of circumstances 
and new pathways come into view.”5 Consider, for example, the assump-
tions that art can’t pay, that great writing is created in isolation, or that 
serious writers never consider the reader. These are all frameworks that 
can hinder you. An open attitude about what the writing life might look 
like— based on your own, unique goals, not someone else’s standards— is 
an invaluable asset. While some may consider the Zanders’ perspective to 
be hopelessly idealistic or naive (or both), writers rarely coast into a pay-
ing, satisfying career that’s free of trouble and frustration. So the ability to 
reframe dilemmas rather than viewing them as dead ends is like rocket fuel 
to continued progress.

Finally, I’ve witnessed many writers hit their heads against the wall try-
ing to publish or gain acclaim for a particular type of work, even as they 
succeed wildly with something else— that they don’t think is prestigious 
or important enough. Getting caught up in prestige is perhaps one of the 
most destructive inclinations of all. Paul Graham has written elegantly on 
this, comparing prestige to a “powerful magnet that warps even your be-
liefs about what you enjoy. It causes you to work not on what you like, but 
what you’d like to like.”6 Avoiding this trap is easier said than done. Most of 
us live under the weight of expectations put upon us by parents, teachers, 
peers, and the larger community. Breaking free of their opinions can be 
liberating, but what others think of us also contributes to how we form our 
identities. It’s not a problem you can solve as much as acknowledge and 
manage. Still, if you can at least let go of the many myths about writing, 
and pursue what you truly enjoy with as much as excellence as possible, 
you can shape a writing life that is not only uniquely your own, but one that 
has a better chance of becoming a lifelong career.
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2 :  The arT of Career Building

It is no great thing to publish something in the digital era. Many of us now 
publish and distribute with the click of a button on a daily basis— on Twit-
ter, Facebook, and retail websites such as Amazon. The difficult work lies 
in getting attention in what professor and author Clay Shirky calls a world 
of “cognitive surplus.” Cognitive surplus refers to the societal phenome-
non where we now have free time to pursue all sorts of creative and col-
laborative activities, including writing.1 While rarely called by this rather 
academic term, it’s a widely remarked- upon dynamic. Arianna Huffington 
has said, “Self- expression is the new form of entertainment,”2 and author 
George Packer wrote in 1991, “Writing has become one of the higher forms 
of recreation in a leisure society.”3

A writer today is competing against thousands more would- be writers 
than even a couple of decades ago. Still, committed writers succeed in the 
industry every single day, especially those who can adopt a long- term view 
and recognize that most careers are launched, not with a single fabulous 
manuscript, but through a series of small successes that builds the writer’s 
network and visibility, step by step.

Brand Building
A reliable way to upset a roomful of writers is to promote the idea of “brand 
building.” Unless you are already comfortable with the idea of running 
your writing career like a business, it goes against literary sensibilities to 
embrace the idea that you, or your writing, might be boiled down to some-
thing so vulgar. It can also feel suffocating— who wants to feel beholden to 
their “brand”?

I use the word “brand” to indicate strategic awareness about what type 
of work one is producing, how and where that work is being seen, and who 
is seeing it. Brand is about how you and your work are perceived. In a word, 
brand is expectation. What do readers expect from you? Like it or not, they 
will form expectations. You can wait and let it happen by accident, but it’s 
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better to consider how you can shape expectations yourself— or decide 
when and how to work against them.

If you haven’t given this the slightest thought, a good starting exercise is 
to inventory everything you’ve written or published. What topics or themes 
emerge in those pieces? Where have they appeared, or who has read them? 
What patterns can you identify? Almost every writer is preoccupied with 
something, and it shows up in their work. Awareness of these preoccupa-
tions is the start of identifying your brand. Hopefully the type of writing 
you’re doing now— whether it’s published or not— bears some relation to 
the work you want to be known for. (If you find there’s a disconnect, ask 
yourself why. Do you lack confidence to tackle the work that feels most 
important to you? Are you distracting yourself with easier writing work?)

One of the keys to building a strong brand as a writer is producing more 
work, and getting it out there, continually and frequently. The explanation 
is simple: You get better the more you practice and receive feedback, plus it 
helps you avoid the common psychological traps of creative work— such as 
waiting for the muse or for your skills to match your ambition. (Such a time 
never arrives!) When Ira Glass describes that problematic gap between 
your good taste and the quality of your early work, he also offers a solution: 
“The most important possible thing you can do is do a lot of work.”4

Once you’ve identified patterns in your work, you have the start of a 
brand- related statement that you can put in your bio (discussed later in 
this chapter). But you want to go beyond simply listing ideas or themes; 
you want to tell a story about why. There is tremendous creative power and 
marketing power in forming a narrative around yourself and your work. 
Regardless of whether you’re a poet or a businessperson, everyone recog-
nizes the allure of story. To help spark the story you want to tell, consider 
these three questions:

• Who are you?
• How did you get here?
• What do you care about and why?5

Deceptively simple questions! Some people spend the greater part of their 
lives answering and reanswering them, so don’t expect to solve this puzzle 
in one night. The truth is, your story (or brand) will evolve over time— it’s 
never meant to be a static thing. It’s something that grows, it’s organic, and 
it’s often unpredictable.

Another interesting exercise is to come up with a brand statement 
that gets at the essence of what you do without using external signifiers. 
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For example, creative writing students from selective programs may be 
tempted to say, “A graduate of [prestigious MFA program] . . .” and lean on 
that credit to telegraph who or what they are. This is also a common tac-
tic if you’ve worked for well- known publications or won awards. Set those 
qualifications aside for the moment, and dig deeper: How does your cre-
ative work transcend markers of prestige or transient characteristics, such 
as your current job title? It’s not that you should leave out signifiers (which 
may be an important part of your identity); rather, this exercise pushes you 
to think beyond resume accomplishments.

Once you have a partial handle on who you are and what you’re about, 
you can benefit more from connecting with others and talking about oth-
ers who have a similar why. This helps you build up a network not only of 
good will but of genuine relationships that will support your writing career. 
And relationships are key.

relaTionshiP Building: online and off
Building relationships is an activity that’s largely unquantifiable, but it’s 
foundational to every writing career. When you see a successful writer and 
try to trace their path to success, keep in mind that what you see are only 
the visible aspects of what they have done. Behind the scenes are mentors, 
other relationships, and communities that contributed to their success. 
(When considering the benefits of an MFA program, ask yourself, How will 
the relationships I develop during my studies affect my future success? If 
it’s a good program, it most certainly will affect your trajectory for years 
afterward.)

There are two types of relationships to pay close attention to: (1) influ-
encers or gatekeepers and (2) readers, fans, and evangelists. Sometimes 
the two groups overlap, which can provide an amazing career boost— if, 
for example, an editor at a prestigious publication takes a liking to you and 
can’t stop assigning you work or talking you up to her colleagues.

Let’s start with influencers. Many writers want to meet or get friendly 
with such people but don’t know how, without appearing like a leech. One 
approach is simply to find ways to be useful to them— even to try to solve 
their problems. Follow them on social media or community sites and get a 
sense for where you can contribute. Respond to their calls for conversation 
or engagement. Write thoughtful comments on their blog if they have one. 
Bring things to their attention that you think merit their interest. In short: 
be helpful but not overbearing. At the very least, share what they’re doing 
with your community.
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If you end up at a real- life event that presents a networking opportunity, 
and you find yourself tongue- tied, here are two questions (proposed by 
author Michael Ellsberg)6 to help you start a meaningful conversation:

• What’s the most exciting thing for you right now?
• What’s your biggest challenge right now?

Ask, then listen to the answers— that’s the most important part by far. 
Perhaps there will be an opening for you to offer help or suggest further 
interactions. At the very least, you can draw on the conversation if you find 
yourself emailing or connecting with the person at another time.

But what if such opportunities rarely present themselves? One of the 
greatest gifts of the digital age is the ability to connect with people we 
wouldn’t ordinarily be able to reach in person. Social media can offer im-
mediate access to people who will actually respond and notice you. Don’t 
forget, though— the consideration you would put into real- life interactions 
is also needed online. Taking the time to engage on social media is ex-
actly like taking time to attend readings, community events, and parties 
where you can meet influencers or established authors. Rather than being 
so goal- oriented that everyone moves far, far away from you (“Please like 
me!”), you should be there to have a good time, to listen and learn, to stay 
in touch with like- minded people. That’s why social media works best for 
long- term awareness and networking, not the hard sell.

Fortunately, writers— as imaginative, unique, and expressive people— 
have an advantage over those who use communication tools with a more 
antiseptic or corporate approach. Just as your work has a distinctive voice 
and footprint, so does (or so should) your expression online. By consis-
tently showing up, you build awareness in the community of who you are 
and what you stand for. You become more visible and identifiable. (Yes, 
this is classic brand building!) As recognition and trust develop, you’ll find 
that people more often think of you for opportunities, or more readily think 
of you, period— because they’re seeing your name more often than that of 
someone who’s not around.

When does social media reach its limits of utility? That’s kind of like 
asking how many relationships, or how many friends, is too many. If it’s 
starting to drag on your resources, consuming time needed for things more 
important to you (such a writing), then it’s time to reassess. While I don’t 
recommend analyzing your social media use when you’re focused on its 
being, well, social, it’s helpful to check in with yourself on how the activity 
is making you feel. Energetic or drained? Positive or anxious? Empowered 
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or jealous? Whenever you experience more negative emotions than posi-
tive, it’s time to step back and perhaps take a social media sabbatical.

As you begin to establish a name for yourself— especially by putting 
more work out there— social media becomes an important means of com-
municating with readers between book releases or publications. It helps 
you stay engaged with your audience and nurture your readership for the 
long term. We’ll discuss these marketing activities more in part 4. But when 
you’re early in your career, with little or no established readership, don’t 
worry about engaging with readers for work that doesn’t yet exist. Instead, 
you’ll likely be focused on literary citizenship.

liTerary CiTizenshiP
Early in his career, writer Chris Guillebeau spent two hours every day on 
activities that could be described as “building relationships.” He spent half 
a year reading the work of authors with whom he identified, and wrote 
them personal letters of admiration, asking for nothing in return. He also 
talked them up to the small audience he had. When he managed to attract 
a new reader, he sent a short personal message of acknowledgment. As a 
result, when he started producing his own work in earnest, he had a group 
of people supporting him and spreading the word.7 This was not only good 
relationship building but good literary citizenship.

“Literary citizenship” is a term thought to have originated with Rob 
Spillman, editor of Tin House literary journal. It’s widely used to refer to 
activities that support reading, writing, and publishing in the literary com-
munity. The thinking is that if one wants to build a life that’s sustained by 
the literary community, one should be a good citizen of that community 
by promoting or bringing attention to others’ work in some form. In other 
words, much of your public activity (online or off) should be other- focused, 
not centered on your own stuff.

I find this to be a more palatable (or friendly) way for some writers to 
think of career building. What I’ve always liked about the literary citizen-
ship movement is that it’s simple for people to understand and practice— 
it’s easy to talk about the writers or books one loves— and it aligns well 
with the values of the literary community. Furthermore, it operates on 
an abundance mindset, as opposed to a zero- sum game where your gain 
is someone else’s loss, so we must hoard resources and attention. In an 
abundance mindset, there’s plenty of both to go around. If I’m doing well, 
that’s going to help you, so let’s collaborate rather than compete.

There have, however, been moments of backlash. Writer Becky Tuch 
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suggests that literary citizenship puts a positive spin on the lack of market-
ing support from publishers, passing off marketing activities as “enrich-
ment,” and thus exploiting writers. She asks us to question and challenge 
this system and the corporate publishers that make literary citizenship 
necessary.8

My take on this problem is quite different: the backlash clearly demon-
strates the negative attitude literary writers have toward the business of 
writing. The default belief is that marketing activities are undesirable and 
should be handled by someone else— they suck time away from the more 
valuable activity of creating art. Consider the prevalence of the literary 
author who proclaims, “I don’t write for readers.” In other words, engag-
ing with or even thinking of an audience is seen to lessen the art. This 
strikes me as a problematic stance for anyone who wishes to make a living 
through their writing. Financial success depends on reaching a readership, 
and the belief that serious writers don’t market their own work, and would 
lose more than gain by doing so— and thus should rely on publishers to do 
the “dirty work”— is unhelpful and misguided.

Most of us don’t buy books because of who published them; we buy 
them because of the author. If we don’t know the author, we may be in-
trigued by the book’s premise or topic— or buy based on word of mouth. 
Publishers try to encourage this word of mouth, but few of them have 
brand recognition with readers, because they haven’t traditionally been 
direct- to- consumer companies. Instead, they’ve sold to middlemen— 
bookstores, libraries, wholesalers. In the last ten years, authors have gained 
tools to connect directly with readers— tools they never had before— 
which give them tremendous power amid the disruptions now unsettling 
the publishing industry. Publishers are catching up in their use of these 
tools as well, but their efforts will never be as effective as when they can 
build on an author’s outreach and involvement with readers.

When teaching at the University of Virginia, I require students to collab-
orate on a publishing project. The projects can be difficult to administer in 
a traditional classroom environment and aren’t typical of writing classes, 
but the challenge is worth the effort. Early on, I require that each student 
research people who might have a natural interest in the content or goals of 
their publication— identifying an online or offline community who cares. 
I also encourage them to speak up to the first and most important circle of 
relationships for any writer: friends and family who want them to succeed 
and are willing to spread the word about their project. But by semester’s 
end, they always express the same regrets:
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• “I should’ve posted more often to my friends what I was writing.”
• “I wish I’d done a better job connecting with people who could’ve 

helped.”
• “I didn’t start spreading the word soon enough.”
• “It was so hard to get readers. I wish I had tried different tactics 

sooner.”

Always remember Shirky: to publish is easy; to get attention is hard. To 
secure the attention they desire, writers are often advised to “engage with 
the community,” or “be an authentic member of the community,” or “share 
valuable content with the community.” But what does it mean to engage 
with a community? Bottom line: it means talking about stuff you care 
about. Writers who are not prolific, whose careers may move more slowly, 
can benefit most from practicing literary citizenship, becoming more vis-
ible to their community primarily by never shutting up— on social media 
and elsewhere— about the ideas and issues they care about. Remember: 
literary citizenship isn’t about focusing on yourself; it’s about focusing out-
ward. You don’t “own” or control a community, and you don’t necessarily 
build one. You participate or engage with one. To be a recognized commu-
nity member means operating so as to generate respect and trust. If you try 
to use the community to fulfill only your own goals (like selling a book), the 
community will respond less enthusiastically over time.

The arT of PiTChing
I use the term “pitching” very broadly, to include any communication 
where you’re trying to obtain an opportunity. It could be publication, a 
writing fellowship, or simply fifteen minutes of someone’s time. Learning 
how to pitch yourself and your work is a function of several variables:

• understanding the needs or motivations of the person or business 
you’re targeting

• having something desirable or being someone desirable (or faking 
either)

• approaching at the right time
• reflecting confidence (or charm)
• being lucky

The biggest pitching mistake by far is wasting someone’s time, and there 
are many ways to do this, such as sending inappropriate or overly detailed 
material, or approaching the wrong person entirely. The best safeguard 
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against wasting someone’s time is doing your homework and truly under-
standing— to the best of your ability— who you’re approaching. If you can 
show that you’ve done your homework, your target may be more inclined 
to consider you thoughtful and respectful. Even if an initial pitch fails, a 
positive first impression will work to your benefit in any future interaction.

The shrewdest networkers look for opportunities— whether at confer-
ences, at bookstore readings, or online— that offer more insight about po-
tential targets than might be available through official channels. (The best 
opportunities offer a chance to ask questions.) Observant writers take note 
of the personalities and preferences of people they meet, so they can make 
their pitches more effective— even if a pitch happens five years down the 
road. Few things impress me more as an editor than a personalized note 
that expresses specific knowledge about where I’ve been and what I do. But 
it’s not common. Most people who approach editors do little homework 
but expect big gains. It’s not an endearing quality.

Some people can get away with little to no knowledge of their target 
because they have something to offer that is highly desirable in the market-
place. (Note that I’m avoiding the word “quality.” First, quality is subjec-
tive. Second, even high- quality work doesn’t always succeed, often as a 
result of market concerns. That said, a great salesperson may overcome 
objections by framing their work to emphasize the most desirable quali-
ties. That’s not lying; that’s good pitching. Don’t dwell on what is not ad-
vantageous to you.) But how do you know if what you have— say, a book 
idea— is desirable in the market? While you can read trade publications 
such as Publishers Lunch or Publishers Weekly, you can stay in touch with 
the publishing zeitgeist by simply being well- read in your genre and aware 
of what’s regularly getting published at the biggest literary websites (e.g., 
The Millions, LitHub). What pieces are people talking about? What’s on the 
best- seller lists? Immersion in what’s getting published gives you a feel for 
whether you’re with the trends or against them.

Timing is mostly out of your control; it works on both a macro and a 
micro level. Macro level: something about your writing is currently out of 
fashion. Micro level: a publication just accepted something that’s too sim-
ilar to your proposed work. The latter is an issue of luck, which we’ll get to 
later. The former is unfortunate, but not a deal breaker. I believe what Paul 
Graham says: “If you do anything well enough, you’ll make it prestigious.”9 
When you commit yourself entirely to the pursuit of something, that pro-
duces excellence, and that is intoxicating for people who want to be close 
to excellence. Excellence takes time to develop, and time for people to 
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notice. No one was publishing boarding school fantasies for middle- grade 
and young adult readers at the time J. K. Rowling was submitting the first 
Harry Potter manuscript. But publishers became deluged with such work 
once her series became successful.

You might be tempted to ask agents and editors at conferences, “What’s 
selling right now? What are the trends?” They are accustomed to hearing 
that question and will try to answer, but they’ll also issue a warning: By the 
time you complete your trendy manuscript, the trend will likely be over. 
And while it can be helpful to educate yourself about market demand for 
certain types of work, I don’t recommend you chase trends, because your 
heart isn’t likely to be in it.

Even when everything else is in place, writers have to learn to pitch in 
a way that’s relaxed but confident. Some writers labor over their pitch, or 
experience sky- high anxiety, but that’s not something you want the pitch 
to convey— unless it comes off as charming. (Some writers are able to pull 
this off, but it requires acute self- awareness.) Unfortunately, I don’t find 
most writers to be intrinsically charming when it comes to pitching. Part 
of the problem is that writers lack exposure to a wide variety of pitches or 
submissions; without having read a great many good and bad ones, it’s 
hard to know where you’re at on the spectrum of detail, voice, and per-
suasion. One solution is to find an environment where you are exposed 
to pitches, such as working for a magazine or journal; it’s by far the best 
training to improve your own. But the solution for most writers is simply to 
pitch a lot. You get better the more that you do it, as with so many things.

It’s helpful if you’re a lucky person— or believe yourself to be a lucky 
person. Richard Wiseman, a psychologist at the University of Hertford-
shire, studied groups of people who strongly identified themselves as ei-
ther lucky or unlucky. He found that one’s own belief or mindset creates 
one’s luck. The so- called unlucky people restricted what they were looking 
for and missed chance opportunities, whereas the lucky people remained 
more relaxed and open, more likely to see the opportunities that sprang up 
in front of them.10

Finally, it’s useful to remember the famous line from Seneca: “Luck is 
what happens when preparation meets opportunity.” Writers tend to get 
increasingly lucky the more work they produce (preparation) and the more 
work they submit (opportunity). Too many writers throw in the towel af-
ter a few bad experiences or rejections, believing that’s the final verdict 
on their work— giving up just before a potential win. That’s why resilience 
in the face of rejection and disappointment is perhaps the biggest key to 
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success in pitching. You can’t let “no” stop your progress. A single no is 
rarely meaningful. Even a thousand no’s might not be. Take time to regroup 
and reflect— even to wallow when a pitch fails— but then get back to work.

The arT of The Bio
It’s such a small thing, an innocuous bit of copy that can be passed over 
quickly, even ignored. But when your writing makes an impression, one 
of the first things a reader will ask is “Who wrote this?” Your biographical 
note thus represents an opportunity to establish a meaningful connection 
and potentially draw opportunities to you— and this is just scratching the 
surface of your bio’s importance. A brief bio accompanies nearly every-
thing you do: the publication of your work, your appearances, your social 
media profiles, your website, and so on. Whenever you’re in a position to 
be noticed, people will see your bio. What story do you want to tell?

Some writers don’t say anything substantive— and this is true of both 
emerging and established writers. So be careful. You won’t necessarily 
learn how to write a better bio by modeling yours on those of successful 
writers. As I write this, one of the most popular and recognized literary 
writers uses a bio note that says, “X is a writer.” Tendencies toward brevity 
and understatement can often be chalked up shyness or modesty. (Women 
especially need to rethink this approach, but I’ve found men using the 
modest bio as well.) But for some writers with short bios, it’s an attempt 
to convey status. Famous authors are known for the one- liner— and, of 
course, when you’re Toni Morrison, what’s needed except your name? 
Other writers may be buying into the romance of the introverted author 
whom one should never know too well.

While there may be good reason to appear mysterious, it’s still pos-
sible to say something meaningful and helpful for your career. Especially 
if you’re emerging, getting noticed is part of the game, and unless more 
amazing opportunities are landing in your lap than you can possibly ac-
cept, it’s not to your advantage to be overly coy. That’s not to say it’s easy to 
write about yourself. Most writers find it painful to write even fifty words 
without sounding overly earnest or terribly self- important. But the chal-
lenge is worth your attention.

Writing the Bio
If you’re tackling a professional bio for the first time, start by listing the 
most important facts about your writing career, what topics or themes 
interest you, and where people can find more of your work. While the 
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information may seem boring or rote, your delivery or style doesn’t have 
to be.

The facts provide the foundation for your bio, but don’t limit yourself 
to the facts. Make your short- term or long- term goals apparent. If you’re 
working on a book or collection, mention it. If you’re hoping for freelance 
gigs, then give us a sense, or tell us explicitly, that you’re a freelance writer, 
and do so in the first few lines. It’s also acceptable to flat- out describe your 
dream job or aspirations. One well- established journalist puts in his bio 
that his dream sponsor is Campari. This both demonstrates what work he’s 
seeking and gives us a glimpse of his personality.

Because one of the main purposes of the bio is to encourage people to 
contact you with opportunities or follow your updates, provide a link to 
your website, online portfolio, or anywhere else you’re active. You don’t 
have to offer a laundry list of all your social media accounts. In most cases, 
you’ll refer people to your website (see chapter 20), where they can further 
explore your work and background. And this brings us to the first bio you 
should write, the kitchen- sink bio.

The kitchen- sink bio includes all the detail you are willing to offer on 
your experience and background. This bio is usually reserved for your au-
thor website only. I recommend 200– 300 words, if not more, depending on 
your career history. Try to answer the questions discussed under “Brand 
Building,” particularly the first two: Who am I? How did I get here? It helps 
if you think in terms of telling a story or building a back story, which writers 
happen to be good at. While there are many ways to write such a bio, it 
should convey something of your voice, personality, or point of view. This 
detailed bio is primarily for the most interested people— editors, agents, 
or influencers who have read your work somewhere and are now scoping 
out your website or blog.

The capsule bio is often easy to write once you have a long version to 
work from. Create a 50– 100 word bio that would be appropriate to run with 
your published articles. In this short bio, it’s important to offer an explicit 
statement of your writing goals, and include external validators— where 
you’ve been published, where you’ve worked, awards you’ve won, any-
thing that lends social proof. For example, a regional freelancer’s bio might 
include, “Focused on issues of poverty and the disenfranchised in Virginia 
and the winner of three SPJ awards.”

As best you can, retain a point of view or voice, and offer one or two 
human touches, details with the potential to create that “something in 
common.” For example, when I was invited to sit on a panel at the National 
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Endowment for the Arts, I was told that the mention of being a “late- 
sleeping editor” in my bio added a bit of personality that indicated I was 
probably not so bad to work with. If you’re looking for inspiration on the 
task ahead of you, it’s worth getting a copy of Michael Martone: Fictions by 
Michael Martone, comprised entirely of contributors’ notes.

Social media bios work best if they’re customized by channel. Every 
social media site has a slightly different demographic, and you may have 
differing goals or patterns of behavior at each one. Many people forget to 
put a public bio on their Facebook profile, which is a mistake— you never 
know who might read the public parts of that profile.

If you have a book launch coming up, or if you find yourself receiving 
frequent media or publicity requests, you should write a professional bio, 
in which the first 100– 150 words nail the most important aspects of your ca-
reer. That’s crucial because this bio will be cribbed by third parties for mar-
keting and publicity purposes. If it helps, think of the newspaper journal-
ist’s “inverted pyramid,” where you pack the opening with the hard- hitting 
facts, and leave the least important information for the end. A professional 
bio can be very long (500 words or more), but busy people won’t read it 
all. Interviewers, journalists, and especially publicists will often grab copy 
from your site and paste it right into whatever document they’re working 
on. If you’ve already done the work of concisely summarizing your career 
in the opening lines, you’ve done them, and yourself, a favor: they can lift 
it word for word, giving you more control over how you’re presented. But 
beware: they may crib just your first sentence or two, even if it does not 
present you well or even intelligibly.

The elePhanT in The room
It’s common to hear writers objecting to career building activities on the 
grounds of introversion or the idea that serious writing requires solitude. In 
the literary community— especially creative writing programs— it is more 
or less accepted at face value that brand building and social communica-
tions are detrimental to the writer’s work. Maybe, maybe not. Such think-
ing reflects a romantic approach, not to mention privilege. It is a luxury 
to have time to write but not bear responsibility for bringing attention to 
one’s writing. It is a luxury not to market and promote oneself, to leave 
such matters to publishers or hired help. Most writers do not have that 
luxury, especially if they’re emerging, and especially if they intend to pur-
sue writing as a full- time living. Always pay attention to who is criticizing 
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career- building activities. Is it an author who is already established, now 
choosing between more opportunities than they could possibly accept? An 
author who established themselves in the days before the internet was an 
active force? Once you’re established, you too can be selective about how 
and where you’ll spend your time.
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3 :  generaTing leads, gaining exPosure

A sustainable writing career, not buffeted by the winds of luck and chance, 
requires a business model. And one of the fundamental steps in develop-
ing a business model is creating (or identifying) demand and finding leads. 
Creating demand for your work isn’t easy early in your career. If you’ve ever 
felt invisible to editors and agents, and frustrated by their lack of response, 
then you know what I’m talking about.

Generating “leads” helps alleviate this problem, but it’s not a practice 
writers are likely to have been taught. The term comes from the sales and 
marketing industry: a lead is a prospect, anyone with the potential to ad-
vance your business. For writers, a lead may be someone in a position to 
buy your work (an editor or publisher), to share your work with the right 
people, or to otherwise hook you up with an opportunity that might be-
come a paycheck.

Writers tend to be short on leads, especially when they’re unpublished, 
working outside of the publishing industry, or unaffiliated with a writing 
program or mentor. Worse, such writers may lack the kind of authority that 
would help them command desirable assignments or good rates of pay. 
This encourages greater acceptance of opportunities that are about “expo-
sure” rather than pay.

Working for exposure has a bad reputation across all creative profes-
sions. In the writing community in particular, it’s seen as exploitative and 
devaluing of the cultural work writers do. But everything depends on con-
text. Writing for free is not intrinsically bad, and neither is writing for ex-
posure. Demonizing every instance of “writing for exposure” does a disser-
vice to writers whose best and most ready tool for establishing their careers 
may be, in fact, writing for free. If such activity leads to paying work (if it is 
successful lead generation), then it’s a smart move. If it leads to insufficient 
career opportunities, then it should be abandoned.

Even established writers may write for exposure. Most commonly, it 
happens in the service of book marketing or promotion. Writers in demand 
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may be able to score twice: they can get paid for their writing and use it 
to promote a new book. At other times, though, a well- known writer may 
work for less than usual, or for free, to reach a new audience or further 
some larger goal.

To be clear, this discussion isn’t meant to excuse editors or publishers 
who seek quality writing for free; the truth is, most publications get exactly 
what they pay for. There is a very wide spectrum of legitimate publishing 
practice, and while writers may choose not to work with publications that 
don’t pay— so as not to encourage that model— as long as writing supply 
outpaces demand, the practice will continue. I don’t believe the value of 
writing is approaching zero, or that it’s meant to be distributed for free or 
as a gift. However, some writing does indeed have a market value of zero; 
the reason may be general, because there’s more supply than demand, or 
because neither readers nor publishers are willing to pay for the particular 
product. Writers can avoid frustration by not trying to sell something of 
low perceived value in the marketplace, especially if their name holds no 
weight. For such work, it makes more sense to find a method of patron-
age (grants, fellowships, crowdfunding) or self- distribution that attracts a 
readership— a form of currency in itself.

Successful lead generation requires writing and sharing things, em-
blematic of you and your work, that have the potential to reach a large 
or influential audience. I like to call such things “cheese cubes”— a tasty 
sample of what you’re capable of producing.1 The people who become 
most invested will want the premium cheese basket: the highest value 
offering you have, customized just for them. Publishing expert Richard 
Nash often talks of how each writer has a “demand curve.” At one end of 
the curve, you offer something for free to the largest possible audience; 
at the other end, you provide something that’s expensive to a small num-
ber of individuals.2 Writers need to envision their entire demand curve, 
and all the potential price points for the work they do, not just the part 
of the curve that’s most obvious (the book sale, the freelance article fee, 
and so on). What could you charge 99 cents for, and how many people 
would show up at 99 cents? What could you charge $4.99 for? What could 
you charge $1,000 for? This kind of exploratory thinking gets you outside of 
the conventional ways writers have earned a living, and into territory that 
will more likely benefit how you need to work and want to work to earn a 
livelihood.

Bottom line: it’s smart for writers to make some amount of content 
available for free— whether through their own platform, social media, or 
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publications— as part of a strategy of continually generating leads. In the 
remainder of this chapter, I’ll introduce some of the key avenues for lead 
generation and familiarize you with the ideas behind the concept. The 
nitty- gritty details can be found later, primarily in part 4. If you don’t fully 
understand some of this now, you will later.

These lead generation activities won’t work well, however, without due 
diligence on other aspects of your platform. For example, lack of an author 
website can prevent leads from contacting you, while cryptic social media 
profiles that don’t even use your real name can hamper your efforts. The 
foundation of a writer’s online presence is explored more fully in chapter 20.

miCro- PuBlishing on soCial media
Very often, I’m asked to speak on social media at writing conferences. 
Sometimes, even when I’m not speaking specifically on social media, audi-
ence questions focus on the topic because it remains an area of anxiety— 
something writers feel they “ought” to do but don’t know how to do with-
out it becoming a distraction or burden.

While I don’t think using social media is mandatory, you may cut off 
significant opportunities if you exclude it from your arsenal. Many con-
sider social media a marketing and promotional tool, but it is just as much 
a creative writing and publishing tool: each post shares a tiny bit of a story, 
message, or perspective. Social media posts can spark or contribute to a 
larger work, as in the case of Roxane Gay, whose posts on Tumblr about 
eating healthier and finding a tolerable form of exercise led to a book deal 
for Hunger.3 Because social media work is usually, by default, in the public 
eye, it’s an excellent form of lead generation. Sharing aspects of your work 
in public for free can help you gain insight into how your audience thinks 
and engages with your work, which can inspire more excitement and en-
thusiasm to pursue a project— and enlighten you as to market demand. 
Some examples to consider:

• Children’s author and illustrator Debbie Ohi posts a daily doodle on 
social media; it’s part of her creative practice.4

• Poet and editor Robert Brewer issues a poem- a- day challenge in 
April to get himself and his community producing poetry.5

• I post infographics on Pinterest to keep tabs on industry change, 
and use them as reference points in my talks, and also to benefit 
others.6
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Far from a burden, for some writers these activities are inseparable from 
their creative pursuits. Social media doesn’t have to feel like a drag if you 
shift your perspective; rather than seeing it as isolated from (if not com-
peting with) your writing work, it can be approached as a creative practice 
that shares aspects— as it takes shape. Austin Kleon, in Show Your Work!, 
argues for the benefits of such activity: “If you want people to know about 
what you do and the things you care about, you have to share.” Doing so 
isn’t necessarily about self- promotion. By using your voice, and using it 
more often, you find it. “Talk about the things you love,” Kleon urges. “Your 
voice will follow.”7

Whatever goals you have, meaningful social media activity can draw 
upon the same creativity and imagination that fuels your “serious” work. 
And if not, it can provide a much- needed break from it. In an interview,  
I asked Richard Nash how he responds to writers who say, more or less,  
“I just want to write,” undistracted by what they see as trivial “sharing” 
activities online. He said, “No one wants to just sit and write! Even Beck-
ett didn’t want to just sit and write— seriously! If Beckett can’t abide just 
sitting down and writing, then any writer can find emotional and cultural 
stimulation by engaging with society. The two are not mutually exclusive.”8

Blogging
Blogging is one of the most common forms of lead generation, particularly 
for nonfiction writers. But it can also be one of the least successful methods 
of lead generation. It’s no easy task to make your blog visible to the right 
audience, and few people pursue blogging with the consistency required 
to generate a meaningful return. Expectations can also be misguided: if 
one sets out strictly to land a book deal, disappointment is likely to follow. 
The most lauded blog- to- book deals (such as Julie & Julia and Humans of 
New York) were rarely initiated with that outcome in mind, and it’s a hard 
process to intentionally engineer. While it can be done, most writers don’t 
have a clue how to build an audience large enough that an agent or editor 
is likely to come calling.

That said, my blog, now in its eighth year, is one of the most important 
ways I make money and my number- one method of lead generation. The 
value of my blog content attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors every 
month, and ranks at the top of Google searches for how to write and get 
published. Significant opportunities come from that, from all directions—  
I attract businesses and publishers who want to hire me, and I attract 
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people who want to buy my books and courses. Blogging is further dis-
cussed in chapter 18.

WriTing for free
For those who don’t have the stamina or personality to blog successfully, 
writing articles for well- regarded websites is usually the next best thing, 
if not the best thing. The key is careful selection and targeting— the same 
scrupulous research you direct toward publications that pay for your 
writing.

While it’s common for writers (and advertisers) to place higher value 
on a venue with significant traffic, a better way to evaluate potential sites 
is to look at the engagement of the readership. Are there active comment 
threads or Facebook pages? Do people spend a lot of time on the site— is 
the site “sticky”? (You can figure this out by using a free tool such as 
SimilarWeb to check average time spent on the site— ideally, two minutes 
or more.) Usually the more focused and niche the site, the more engaged 
the readership, which is what you’re looking for. Blogs by a single person 
or small organization can be among the most effective places to appear 
because the content is well curated and promoted.

With very large sites, where the publication model is advertising- based 
and driven by quantity— such as the Huffington Post— it can be a crap-
shoot as to whether your freely offered content will achieve your goals. 
Your piece might be buried under an avalanche of other free content, and 
whether it surfaces depends on a combination of your own effort and the 
strength of the headline— as well as the publication’s placement or pro-
motion of your piece.

So do your homework on the sites you might contribute to. Study the 
number of shares as well as the comments on its pieces. Check out the 
publication’s social media feeds, and see how well they support contribu-
tors’ published pieces. Study other guest contributors to the site, as well as 
its editors and staff, and see if becoming a contributor yourself might open 
doors that would further your career. Writing for free often requires you to 
make the most of the opportunity, rather than sitting back and waiting for 
good things to happen.

WriTing relaTed To liTerary CiTizenshiP
Under the umbrella of “literary citizenship,” you may write, discuss, or 
curate things related to what you’re reading. There’s a near- avalanche of 
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excellent sites, blogs, and social media accounts that offer regular book 
reviews (formal and informal), roundups of new book releases, and inter-
views with authors of all kinds. (Examples include LitHub, The Millions, 
and BookRiot.) Sometimes, producing such content isn’t so much a means 
of generating leads (unless you want to produce interviews and reviews 
that you get paid for) as it is of building relationships and connecting to po-
tential influencers. When you review an author’s book or interview them, 
they’re going to take notice of you, likely thank you, and perhaps pay back 
the favor when your book releases.

If you’d like writing about books and reading to be a primary and per-
haps profitable activity, try to narrow your focus to a particular theme, 
genre, or type of author— ideally, this focus will have something in com-
mon with you or your work. This helps distinguish your activity from 
everything else out there. Positioning your online writing (or blogging) is 
discussed further in chapter 18.

PuBlishing in liTerary Journals
Writing and publishing in print- based literary journals that don’t pay is 
among the weakest types of lead generation because few people may see 
the publication, the content is rarely available to be shared online, and it’s 
typically incumbent on the writer to spread the word that they’ve recently 
had a publication success. That doesn’t mean it’s a bad strategy to publish 
in such journals— only that it’s not likely to lead to a string of paying work, 
unless one is trying to build up a CV for a teaching position.

One important caveat: if you publish in a journal avidly read by literary 
agents, editors, or influencers, it can serve as a stepping- stone to a book 
deal or other paying opportunities. Also, placing work in a publication 
that regularly has pieces selected for anthologies or awards increases your 
chances of making that credit really count, and being seen by more people. 
That prompts the question of which journals are the “important” ones. 
Several writers, including Clifford Garstang and John Fox, tabulate and 
post rankings of literary journals based on the number of their pieces that 
receive accolades, such as the Pushcart Prize. While the results are highly 
variable, they can point you in the right direction.9

Award- winning fiction writer Yiyun Li placed her first short story in the 
Paris Review, prior to becoming an MFA student in the Iowa Writers Work-
shop. She had been circulating the story for two years before the accep-
tance. In an essay about her publishing success, Yi writes:



34 } c h a p t e r  3

The story was soon in print, and that, along with a few other pieces 
published in 2003, started my career— I was signed up by an agent, 
and at the end of the year sold my first two books. When the story 
was awarded the inaugural Plimpton Prize, for a while it became the 
center of a controversy, as it seemed improbable that a story from the 
slush pile, unaccompanied by a recommendation from an established 
author or a series of pressing phone calls from an agent, could see 
itself in print.10

I find this story remarkable not because Li lacked connections, but be-
cause she landed book deals so quickly as a literary novelist— and became 
so immediately acclaimed. Of course, Li herself emphasizes the hours of 
work that prefaced this success, but that notwithstanding, the likelihood 
of other writers copying her trajectory is about zero. Such well- publicized 
cases unfortunately can become the secret expectation for other creative 
writers. While you may end up being an exception like Li, don’t base your 
career plan on it.

offline oPPorTuniTies
For writers who prefer to avoid online activity, then organizing or least at-
tending community events can provide connections that lead to paying 
work. For example, in nearly every region— especially where universities 
are nearby— it’s possible to find a regular reading series. Urban centers 
may have a literary center where writing classes are taught (such as The 
Loft in Minneapolis) or an annual book festival. Being the instigator or 
leader of any community literary activity puts you in a position to connect 
with more people, particularly influencers, and become better known as 
a writer. But it requires far more social grace and extroversion than social 
media— which should call into question the prevailing myth that social 
media is somehow best for extroverts!

Be PaTienT
Each writer will be different as to how they best generate leads. Some will 
pursue writing for free or perhaps blog, others will do better with social 
media, and another group may excel by participating at networking events. 
The challenge isn’t a lack of opportunities to generate leads but the average 
writer’s lack of time, patience, or stamina. Some strategies, such as blog-
ging, take time to pay off— it’s rarely a quick win— and not all lead gener-
ation will be successful, so tolerance for failure is necessary. I would have 
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considered my blogging or Twitter use a failure had I stopped after the first 
eighteen months. But I stuck with them because I genuinely enjoyed the 
activities, and they paid off as essential building blocks to my livelihood as 
a writer.

As the Zanders discuss in The Art of Possibility, we can fail to see oppor-
tunities right in front of us because we’re focused on the shortcomings of 
the system— maybe we find it exploitative or antithetical to our values.11 
But abundance for writers exists out there— if you can frame the situation 
so that you see yourself as a proactive player on a path to writing success, 
not someone passively waiting to be discovered.
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4 :  Pursuing an mfa or 
oTher graduaTe degree

Deciding to pursue a master of fine arts (MFA) in creative writing means 
you are largely committing to one thing: you want to devote serious time 
and attention to your craft. When MFA programs advertise the success of 
their graduates, that success is predicated on one, overarching belief: that 
they produce writers who accomplish great things because they produce 
writers who have achieved artistic excellence.

Accomplishment, however, does not always follow from artistic excel-
lence. There are also commercial factors, salesmanship, timing, luck, and 
connections. MFA programs can provide valuable connections. But they 
have no control over timing or luck and, until recently, haven’t devoted 
much attention to helping students navigate the publishing industry and 
sell what they create.

Perhaps more importantly, accomplishment does not equate to earning 
a full- time living from writing. The majority of graduates of MFA programs 
earn little from the writing they produce, rarely a living. So an MFA pro-
gram is not necessarily the best choice to advance a writing career, given 
that the average student will be thousands of dollars in debt when they 
graduate, and likely pressured to finding paying work of the nonwriting 
variety.

However, there can also be excellent reasons to invest in an MFA pro-
gram. First, as mentioned, they afford you precious and required time to 
focus on craft, often to the exclusion of all else. There may be teaching 
requirements or a graduate assistantship, but you’re there to get writing 
done and be among people who value writing and writing time above all 
else. That kind of unwavering devotion to the craft can lead to creative 
breakthroughs, important relationships with career- long mentors and 
peers, and— yes— publication.

Second, for writers interested in teaching, an MFA is a terminal degree 
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that can lead to tenure- track positions in creative writing programs. But— 
and this is critical to understand— there are thousands more graduates 
of creative writing programs than there are teaching positions available. 
Especially tenure- track positions, which are becoming rarer at nearly ev-
ery university, while the proportion of adjunct and part- time positions 
increases. The competition for a permanent position, even at a small, 
unknown school, is stiff. Candidates must have a strong track record of 
publication— usually at least one book from a well- known press— and 
satisfy other considerable requirements, such as a record of teaching ex-
cellence. Furthermore, MFA programs may prefer or demand candidates 
with PhDs in creative writing, which calls into question whether the MFA 
is truly a terminal degree. Bottom line: an MFA alone won’t lead to a sus-
tainable teaching career; it’s merely the first step.

Third, it can be worthwhile to enroll in an MFA program based solely on 
its faculty and networking opportunities. If faculty members are invested 
in seeing their students succeed; if you hope to achieve what they have 
achieved; if you’re confident it will move your career to the next level to 
study under a specific writer— those are relevant and motivating factors to 
pursue an MFA. But it’s wise to schedule a visit or series of appointments 
before committing, to confirm there’s good chemistry between you and 
the faculty members. Don’t take it on faith that you’ll love any program or 
faculty sight unseen— get as much exposure as possible beforehand.

Finally, if you’re interested in an MFA program and obtain full 
funding— or can otherwise ensure you’ll have no debt when you graduate— 
you’ll find few (if any) other opportunities during your lifetime as a writer 
to spend two or three years focused full- time on developing your art.

MFA programs have largely focused on producing writers who would 
be considered “literary” in the marketplace. “Literary” in publishing 
speak is sometimes code for “doesn’t sell,” although cream- of- the- crop 
literary novelists (e.g., Jonathan Franzen, Zadie Smith, Donna Tartt, Jon-
athan Safran Foer) can bank on reaching the New York Times best- seller 
list with each new book. But these are outlying cases, and no writer should 
count on being an outlier. Rather, assume you’ll be among the majority of 
literary writers who do not enjoy sufficient commercial success to earn a 
full- time living. Poets, short story writers, and personal essayists in par-
ticular need to prepare themselves to earn next to nothing as they begin 
their careers.

If you’re not interested in producing literary work, or if you want to 
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pursue a career as a freelancer or journalist, an MFA makes less sense, 
although a handful of MFA programs offer concentrations in popular or 
commercial categories such as young adult fiction. Both freelancers and 
journalists might improve their craft in an MFA program, but they won’t 
learn a thing about the business or the marketplace for selling their work, 
which is just as important (if not more so) than the writing itself. It’s not an 
exaggeration to say that an MFA could even be detrimental to a successful 
freelance career, because it trains you to be aware of how writing succeeds, 
not on a commercial level, but only on an artistic one— which you may 
then need to be trained out of.

If you have little interest in teaching as part of your living, think hard 
about why you should obtain a degree. If its sole purpose is to allow you to 
focus on your writing, is there some other approach that would help you 
achieve the same outcome? Could you pursue a series of fellowships or 
grants instead (see chapter 26)? What if you sought a degree with a more 
practical slant, but with writing still at its core— such as a professional writ-
ing degree?

This brings us to the alternatives to an MFA in creative writing, such as 
master’s degrees in publishing, professional writing, and journalism. These 
degrees are intended not just for writers but also those interested in work-
ing in the publishing industry as editors, marketers, and business leaders. 
These programs can be useful for learning the art and the business, but 
evaluate them carefully. Does the faculty have industry experience, and do 
they actively produce work for the current market? What partnerships does 
the program have with publishing companies or publications? Do gradu-
ates land at companies you envision working for? Be wary of programs that 
appear to focus on producing work for the university community; the best 
experience involves writing, editing, and publishing for more mainstream 
or commercial audiences. Professional writing programs should also offer 
training related to digital forms of writing and publishing. If the graduate 
program seems to fetishize print, prioritize literary work, or minimize 
commercial forms of publication, look elsewhere.

While such degrees can be useful, they are not required. You don’t need 
a journalism degree to work as a journalist, and you don’t need a degree 
in publishing to work at a magazine or book publishing house. The major-
ity of employees currently working in publishing don’t have specialized 
master’s degrees, nor is it expected that applicants will have them. By far 
the best way to learn about writing and publishing is to go out and find as 
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many opportunities as possible to write and publish in real- world situa-
tions. Never forget this when considering degree programs: if a paid job 
opportunity becomes available that would put you in the middle of what 
you want to be good at— or what you want a full- time career doing— take 
the job and forget the degree. For more on publishing careers, see chap-
ter 30.
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The chapters that follow provide an overview of the major sectors of the 
publishing industry that you’ll likely work in as a writer. Each reinforces 
the fact that publishing is a business, not so much because that is in ques-
tion but because writers often forget what drives decision- making at the 
end of the day: the bottom line. All publishers use P&Ls, or profit- and- loss 
statements, to evaluate the health of their business and determine what 
publishing projects have the best chance of succeeding in the market. We’ll 
take a look at simplified versions of P&Ls and how they work, which is of-
ten an eye- opening exercise for writers with limited business skills.

However, not every decision is driven by the bottom line or only the bot-
tom line. In fact, the deepest, most persistent tension in the publishing 
industry, no matter where you go or whom you talk to, is art versus com-
merce. If you ask any editor or publishing industry professional, “Why do 
you do it?” they almost respond that they believe their work is important 
to society, art, or culture. People in publishing believe that what they do 
fundamentally matters to life as we know it. And if you’re reading this book, 
you likely agree.

Still, there’s a broad range of material produced across the publishing 
industry. Some of it might qualify as art, but some is produced purely for 
profit. More often than not, the profitable work helps subsidize what’s con-
sidered art. If I had to choose a symbol to represent publishers, it would 
be Janus, the two- faced god, with one eye always on art, and the other al-
ways on commerce. Most publishers can’t survive long unless they balance 
the two.

The last chapter in this section takes a special look at literary publishing 
and the challenges it faces during the digital revolution. Literary work has 
often been gifted into existence by patronage of one form or another, and 
some patrons (such as universities) aren’t as reliable as they once were. 
Basing one’s operations on the continued good will of a patron can be a 
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perilous situation; thus, literary ventures are under pressure to establish 
sustainable business models (either nonprofit or for- profit), the same as 
every writer.

Understanding how the business models of publishing work will help 
you make better- informed decisions about your own career— plus this 
section will provide a critical foundation if you’re considering whether 
and how to launch a publishing operation of your own. While the industry 
information is current as of this writing, the publishing industry is ever 
evolving. Details may change.
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5 :  Trade Book PuBlishing

While some people imagine there was a golden era of book publishing 
where selecting and producing the best literature took priority— when art 
was more important than commerce— today’s book publishing industry 
has its roots in Gutenberg- era printers, a distinctly commercial lineage. 
Since the invention of printing, publishers have remained fairly consistent 
in their profit- driven approach, even as authors’ business models and at-
titudes have shifted over time. As discussed in chapter 1, in the early days 
of authorship, you had to be of high birth or have patrons to support your 
writing. It wasn’t until the eighteenth century, with the spread of literacy, 
that authorship became tied to the commercial success of a book.

Since the days of Gutenberg, authors have complained about the 
money- grubbing tendencies of book publishers and booksellers, who until 
the nineteenth century were typically one and the same. Even Horace, a 
Roman poet in the first century BC, warned writers of the Sosii, the broth-
ers who published his work and were, in his view, less than honest in their 
business dealings. Yet he also acknowledged that without their efforts, his 
work would never have become so well known throughout the Roman Em-
pire.

In publishers’ defense, authors have historically held unreasonable ex-
pectations. When authors’ complaints reached a critical mass in the late 
nineteenth century, publisher G. H. Putnam wrote a “manual of sugges-
tions for beginners in literature” that outlined operating standards and 
sought to improve the PR surrounding publishing companies. In 1897, he 
argued that when literary workers complain, it’s because they don’t un-
derstand the business of making and selling books, nor their actual rights 
and obligations.1

When most people think of book publishing, what they’re envisioning 
are the Big Five. These New York– based publishers, all owned by me-
dia conglomerates, produce the majority of “trade” books in the United 
States, or books meant for a general audience. Publishing wasn’t always 
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consolidated into the hands of a few media companies, but consolidation 
began in the 1980s and 1990s and has never really stopped. Larger pub-
lishers have bought smaller ones, and multimedia companies have bought 
the big publishers. Eventually, the Big Five are expected to become the Big 
Four, or perhaps even the Big Three.

The largesT us PuBlishers
These are the top companies publishing books for a mainstream, general au-
dience in the United States.
1. Penguin Random House. With more than 250 imprints worldwide, PRH 

releases 15,000 new titles every year, or 25 percent of the world’s English- 
language books. It is easily twice the size of the next four publishers 
on this list combined. Owned jointly by Pearson and Bertelsmann, with 
Bertelsmann soon expected to buy out Pearson’s share.a

2. HarperCollins. Of its more than 65 imprints,b one of the best known is 
Harlequin, which it acquired in 2014. Owned by News Corp.

3. Simon & Schuster. Publishes about 2,000 titles per year under 35 
imprints, including Atria, Pocket, and Scribner.c Owned by CBS.

4. Hachette Book Group. A subsidiary of the French media company 
Hachette Livre, releases about 1,000 books per year.d One of its best- 
known imprints is Little, Brown.

5. Macmillan. The smallest of the Big Five, its imprints include Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux and St. Martin’s Press.

6. As of 2017, Scholastic is the sixth- largest publisher. It has rights to the 
Harry Potter series in the United States, one of the best- selling series of 
all time.

a. Penguin Random House (website), “Imprints,” accessed July 4, 2016, http:// www 
.penguinrandomhouse .com /imprints.

b. Erin Crum, “Harpercollins Publishers Forms Harpercollins Germany: Plans 
Expansion of Foreign Language Publishing,” HarperCollins Publishers (website), 
October 8, 2014, http:// corporate .harpercollins .com /us /press -  releases /414 /
HarperCollins %20Publishers %20Forms %20HarperCollins %20Germany.

c. “Simon & Schuster,” Wikipedia, June 30, 2016, https:// en .wikipedia .org /w /index 
.php ?title = Simon _ %26 _Schuster & oldid = 727740357.

d. Carolyn Kellogg, “Amazon and Hachette: The Dispute in 13 Easy Steps,” 
Los Angeles Times, June 3, 2014, http:// www .latimes .com /books /jacketcopy /la -  et -  jc 
-  amazon -  and -  hachette -  explained -  20140602 -  story .html.



 t r a d e  B o o k  p u B L i s h i n g  { 45

One might ask whether all this consolidation has been good for authors. 
It does reduce competition, since imprints within the same house won’t 
bid against each other for books. Also, in part due to consolidation, the Big 
Five have been accused of producing homogenous work.2 Whether that 
accusation is fair or not (what some call a drift toward mediocrity others 
defend as “risk aversion”), publishers are reliably interested in work that 
demonstrates commercial potential from the outset. The bright side is 
that the Big Five’s focus on mass- market, commercial work provides an 
opening for quality midsize and small publishers to operate in the markets 
they’ve abandoned or neglected.

While Big Five imprints fill probably 75 percent of the shelf space in the 
average bookstore you walk into, and have significant distribution power, 
smaller and more independent presses can and do compete, particularly 
when they have strong and recognizable brands. Graywolf Press, for in-
stance, is well known in literary publishing circles for producing some of 
the highest quality poetry and fiction, and some of its books have hit the 
New York Times best- seller list.

Beyond the Big Five, it’s nearly impossible to generalize about publish-
ers. New York trade publishing is quite different from K– 12 educational 
publishing, which is quite different from scholarly publishing. Even within 
trade publishing, considerations vary across categories— for example, ro-
mance imprints often publish in high volume at low prices, while publish-
ers of heavily illustrated titles produce fewer books at higher prices.

Industry estimates put the number of publishing companies in the tens 
of thousands, but many don’t even sell through bookstores. With the rel-
ative ease and low overhead of digital and print- on- demand publishing, 
small presses have proliferated. A good number of these new small presses 
have little trade publishing experience, avoid investing in print runs, and 
focus on publishing books that primarily get sold on Amazon.

That brings us to one of the most critical transformations in today’s pub-
lishing landscape: it’s now possible for authors or small presses to publish 
books on an even footing with the Big Five, because they have equal access 
to distribution at Amazon, the number- one retailer of books. It’s estimated 
that across all formats— print, e- book, and audio— more than 60 percent 
of book sales in the United States are now made through Amazon. Look-
ing solely at e- books, Amazon is believed to account for 70 to 80 percent 
of all US book sales.3 Appearing on an Amazon best- seller list or gaining 
better visibility on its site due to high sales rank can lead to a sales boost 
that doesn’t happen in quite the same way through physical distribution or 
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bookstore placement. Amazon is one of the ten most visited websites in the 
world, with some 180 million visitors every month. Publishers’ marketing 
and sales strength pales in comparison; most of them have limited con-
sumer data, while Amazon has data on millions of book buyers.

So it’s hard to overstate Amazon’s effect on the book business at every 
level, not to mention its role in the shift to digital book consumption. The 
launch of the Kindle in 2007 changed the face of book retailing forever, not 
only affecting how books get sold and at what price, but encouraging au-
thors to self- publish and sell their work in just a few clicks— while earning 
much higher royalties than in traditional publishing deals. Between 2006 
and 2011, the number of self- published titles tripled, to nearly a quarter 
million a year. By 2013, that number had risen to nearly half a million.4 By 
comparison, traditional publishers in 2013 turned out about 300,000 titles. 
Yet even these incredible numbers miss much of the self- publishing activ-
ity out there. They only account for books that have ISBNs, or International 
Standard Book Numbers. Many self- publishers choose to publish through 
Amazon or other outlets without one.

While more books are being published than ever, the bad news is that 
book sales have remained more or less flat, with slight gains in some sec-
tors.5 Modest growth and stability has been possible only through the addi-
tion of digital audio sales, e- book sales, and flash- in- the- pan trends (such 
as adult coloring books in 2015 and 2016). According to data from Nielsen 
(now renamed NPD), the US print book market peaked around 2008 to 
2009; print book sales have been on a slow decline ever since.6

In recent years, publishers have had to more actively defend their value 
to authors, in response to successful self- published authors speaking out 
against what they call “legacy publishing.” They like to portray the Big Five 
as slow- moving, low- paying, and generally working against authors’ in-
terests. But all of this is just a new take on a very old story line: the love/
hate relationship between author and publisher. Throughout the history of 
publishing, you will find a mixture of loyalty and vitriol, of partnership and 
violent disagreement. Some in the media may now promote a story about 
the irrelevance of gatekeepers, yet the line of people knocking on the doors 
of traditional publishers is as long as ever.

Agents and publishers often say their rejection rate is 99 percent, even 
99.9 percent. Yet, as selective as publishers are, their approach tends to 
be “let’s throw it at the wall and see what sticks.” They don’t market every-
thing they publish, and they have minuscule marketing budgets compared 
to other consumer products. The lucky author who gets a publishing deal 
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often realizes, after the fact, that their book is just one among thousands 
of titles released every year. In bookstores, it will likely sit spine- out on a 
shelf, rather than on display. Unless it quickly establishes a track record of 
success, every print book sitting on a store shelf is at risk of being returned 
or pulped to make room for the next season of new titles.

The Book P&l
Writers often overestimate the amount of money a book deal might bring 
them, so let’s be up- front: most authors will earn little, or at least nothing 
close to a living wage, from their books. While advances vary depending 
on the size of the publisher, trends in the market, and the publisher’s en-
thusiasm for a project, a book advance for an unknown author may not 
go beyond $20,000 even at a major New York house. Small and midsize 
publishers commonly offer advances in the four figures.

It’s not unheard- of for an unknown author to land a six- figure book deal, 
but should you be so lucky, understand that the advance is always divided 
into a few installments, and that even $100,000, portioned out over two 
years or more, isn’t much to live on— especially after your agent takes a cut 
and you pay taxes on what’s left. Furthermore, because it’s an advance on 
royalties, you won’t receive more money after publication until you earn 
back that amount through sales.

To determine whether to publish your book— and the size of your 
advance— publishers first decide if the book is an appropriate fit for them, 
the flip side of the judgment you (or your agent) made in pitching the book 
to them in the first place. Then any large publishing house runs the num-
bers. In a widely shared excerpt from his memoir, My Mistake, publishing 
industry veteran Daniel Menaker describes his first experience trying to 
acquire a book at Random House. His boss told him, “Well, do a P- and- L 
for it and we’ll see.”7

P&L stands for “profit and loss.” It’s a publisher’s basic tool for decid-
ing whether a book makes financial sense to publish. It’s a mixture of the 
predictable (such as manufacturing costs) and the unpredictable (namely, 
sales). Nearly every publisher uses a proprietary P&L that it doesn’t dis-
close. When I worked as an acquisitions editor, it was my responsibility to 
put together the P&L for every title I proposed and to make sure it would 
hit the target profit margin before wasting the pub board’s time with a 
proposal. “Pub board” was a weekly assemblage of key company players 
in editorial, sales, and marketing who gave the green light to contract au-
thors and titles. When I started negotiating author contracts, my marching 
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orders were to ensure the author advance didn’t go beyond what the P&L 
indicated would be earned out through sales of the first print run. (This 
isn’t the case at every publisher, but I worked for a fiscally conservative 
house.) If you’d like to look at a stripped- down version of a P&L, I’ve posted 
one you can download at the URL provided in the footnote.8

You often hear about celebrity or blockbuster titles subsidizing the other 
titles a publisher produces. Publishers typically look at each title as part of 
a larger “season”: each season is a strategic mix of titles expected to pro-
duce relatively high earnings and “quieter” books that carry more risk.

The industry has changed dramatically since I saw my first P&L. For 
starters, more than half of book sales now happen online— but the under-
lying math remains the same. While no author will be offered a look at her 
own book’s P&L, understanding how a book deal comes together can help 
you appreciate what financial pressures publishers are under, and why an 
advance might look low to you but high to a publisher.

esTimaTing a Book’s sales  
(and Thus The auThor advanCe)

It is nearly impossible to separate discussion of an author’s advance 
from sales projections. In fact, you should be able to make an educated 
guess as to how many books the publisher thinks it will sell based on your 
advance— with one caveat, to be explained in a moment.

As mentioned earlier, the author’s advance is an advance against roy-
alties. As books sell, authors earn a percentage of the price for each copy 
sold (a royalty), but they receive no further payments until the advance is 
fully “earned out.” That may sound like paying back a loan. But industry 
insiders estimate that 70 percent of authors do not earn out their advance,9 
and authors do not have to return or repay the advance if that happens. So 
the advance represents a true risk on the part of the publisher. In fact, it’s 
fairly common for Big Five houses to offer advances they know up front 
won’t earn out. If you want to look at these transactions in an altruistic 
light, by offering an advance that won’t pay out, publishers are essen-
tially agreeing to pay a higher author royalty rate than what’s stated in the 
contract. The dark side of this, however, is that some publishers may pay 
larger advances because they refuse to increase royalty rates, particularly 
on e- books— which may hurt authors’ earning potential over the long  
term.

Publishers’ projected sales for a book are based on several criteria:



 t r a d e  B o o k  p u B L i s h i n g  { 49

• past sales of books by the author (or comparable authors, for a 
debut title)

• recent performance of the book’s genre/category for the publisher
• subsidiary rights deals (such as foreign rights and sales) or the 

potential for such

There is one wild card that affects this calculation: irrational enthusiasm. 
Building buzz and excitement about your book is part of your agent’s job. 
If an agent sells a book at auction, it forces publishers to compete against 
one another, which may push the price much higher than a P&L would 
indicate is appropriate. As you might guess, agents like running auctions. 
If a publisher overpays, that means more money up front, but it also helps 
ensure the publisher’s commitment to marketing and promoting the book 
in order to recoup the investment.

Midsize and large publishers have an in- house sales force that secures 
retail and distributor orders, as well as in- store placement and merchan-
dising for books. The challenge for most authors seeking publication is to 
bring a project to publishers’ attention that merits this physical retail sales 
push. Most major publishers need to anticipate sales in the thousands of 
copies, on a national level, to make it worth the time and investment. At 
pub board meetings, the sales and marketing team may commit to specific 
sales figures by channel— Barnes & Noble, Amazon, libraries, special sales, 
discount stores, and so on. These numbers are often based on sales of a 
comparable title in the publisher’s list or a competitor’s list. As you might 
imagine, sales projections reflect the optimism and enthusiasm of the sales 
and marketing staff for your book. They may also reflect the editor’s ability 
to pitch your book effectively to their colleagues— we’ll address this issue 
at length in chapter 14.

Once an author has at least one book published, they have a sales track 
record that can be found and researched by anyone in the publishing in-
dustry with a subscription to Bookscan. Bookscan collects sales data on 
print books in the United States across many types of retailers, on a title- 
by- title basis. It also shows sales data patterns for specific authors, cate-
gories, genres, regions, and types of retailers. If your first book is a dud 
and doesn’t sell well, that may depress enthusiasm for your next book— 
and not just at the publishing house, but at bookstores and other retailers 
who place orders prior to publication. This is why it can be difficult for an 
author with a poor sales record to get another book deal— the publisher 
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is handicapped from the outset when trying to pitch your book and must 
provide reasons why your new book will perform better.

auThor royalTy raTes
An author’s royalty rates vary based on format (hardcover, paperback, or 
e- book) as well as the sales channel or method of distribution. Most book 
deals include escalators: when specific sales thresholds are reached, the 
royalty rate goes up. For example, royalties for a trade paperback sold in a 
bookstore might look like this:

• 1– 5,000 copies sold: 8.0%
• 5,001– 10,000: 10.0%
• 10,001– 20,000: 12.5%
• 20,001 and higher: 15.0%

Hardcover royalties typically start at 10 percent, paperback royalties at 8 
percent, and mass- market (an inexpensive and small format) even lower 
than that— but as always, much depends on the publisher. When evaluat-
ing royalty rates, it’s important to know whether they’re based on the list 
(retail) price of the book or on net receipts. For example, a $20 hardcover 
with a 10 percent royalty based on list price will pay the author $2 per copy 
sold. But if that royalty is based on net receipts— the net amount the pub-
lisher receives— the payment may be much less. If that same $20 book sells 
at 50 percent of list (most common), the net royalty would be $1 per copy 
sold. Agents typically expect and want royalties based on list, but smaller 
publishers often pay based on net.

E- book royalty rates at most traditional publishers have been “stuck” at 
25 percent of net for years, to the frustration of both agents and authors. 
Agents would like to see e- book royalties paid on list price, like print, but 
publishers have resisted.

The table below contains a sample royalty breakdown for a book across 
three formats. The publisher’s revenue indicated in this chart is an indus-
try average, but can vary depending on the size of the publisher and the 
sales channel. Publishers negotiate specific discounts and co- op costs with 
each account or retailer. (Co- op costs are the fees retailers expect from 
publishers for in- store marketing and promotion of books, to be explained 
in chapter 14.) I’ve applied a generic 50 percent here, since most tradi-
tional bookstore channels receive a 50 percent discount, give or take a few  
points.
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The Tough love aBouT Book PuBlishing
There’s not a whole lot of money to be made in book publishing, for either 
the author or the publisher. John Steinbeck famously said, “The profession 
of book writing makes horse racing seem like a solid, stable business.” 
Furthermore, to achieve decent sales as a book author, almost no one can 
expect to “just write” and leave the marketing and promotion to the pub-
lisher. While authors complain that the marketing workload has unfairly 
shifted to them in recent decades, it’s hard to find a successful author in 
history who didn’t market, promote, or innovate in order to sustain their 
writing career. During the Renaissance, Erasmus organized a network of 
agents across Europe to actively distribute his works and collect his re-
wards.10 Mark Twain’s most successful work was sold by traveling salesmen 
going door to door— at a time when this form of marketing was considered 
extremely impolite.11 And everyone knows how Charles Dickens released 
his work in multiple formats, modified his stories based on audience feed-
back, and masterfully used the serial to garner attention and publicity.

If you’re committed to pursuing a career primarily focused on book 

Table 5.1 Example of author royalty payments

Hardcover Paperback E- book
Retail price $25.00 $16.00 $12.00
Publisher’s revenue $12.50 $8.00 $8.40
Author royalty (%) 10% of retail 8% of retail 25% of net
Author royalty ($)  $2.50  $1.28  $2.10

Table 5.2 Example of publisher profit per copy sold

Hardcover Paperback E- book
Retail price $25.00 $16.00 $12.00
Average cut to wholesaler or distributor – $12.50 – $8.00 – $3.60
Author royalty – $2.50 – $1.28 – $2.10
Manufacturing cost – $2.00 – $1.00 — 
Distribution/freight – $0.75 – $0.50 — 
Cost of returns – $1.00 – $0.50 — 
Profit per title (before overhead, 

staffing, marketing costs)  $6.25  $4.72  $6.30
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publication, then you’ll be faced with the challenge of staying competi-
tive, current, and discoverable in a shifting digital landscape; of having the 
right tools to be effective and in touch with your readers; and of develop-
ing strong partnerships to help you market and promote your work. (All 
of these skills are covered in part 4.) A publisher may or may not assist 
you with these challenges, based on a range of factors, including how large 
an advance you receive (the greater the advance, the more the publisher 
should be motivated to recoup it); how well your editor advocates for you 
to the publisher’s sales and marketing staff; what sales the publisher an-
ticipates for your book; who you’re competing against for the publisher’s 
time and attention; and how much each of these people likes working with 
you (yes, really).

The right publisher for you should be a long- term partner and resource. 
The best publisher will help you produce better work and ensure more 
sales over the long term. Sometimes an agent fulfills this role alongside 
or instead of the publisher. The wrong publisher will leave you feeling as if 
your career has been derailed and wishing you hadn’t signed a contract. In 
chapters 9– 14, we will dive further into what every author needs to know 
about getting a book published. Regardless of how you view traditional 
publishers’ strengths and weaknesses, they undeniably remain the best 
path to seeing your book distributed nationwide in print form. Publishers 
excel at packaging and marketing the print book, and they offer a busi-
ness partnership that is invaluable to most authors at some point in their 
careers, even if some aspects of the relationship can be disappointing or 
frustrating. Having the right expectations (or even low expectations!) helps 
tremendously.
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6 :  magazine PuBlishing

The book publishing industry, even in the throes of the digital revolution, 
feels relatively staid and reliable when compared to the volatility prevalent 
in the magazine publishing industry. In 2010 industry leaders decided to 
rebrand their business as “magazine media” rather than “magazine pub-
lishing,”1 clearly motivated by future survival and sustainability. Today, 
magazines need to be seen as something more than just a print product; 
they need to engage and reach readers wherever they are— through mobile 
devices and digital advertising, social media, and events.

But the current challenges facing magazines may not be so different 
from those in the past. From the very start, the magazine business has 
suffered a bit of an identity crisis. When the first magazine in America 
was published in Philadelphia in 1741, it was out of business within three 
months.2 Nearly all early magazines suffered the same fate, mainly due to 
insufficient paying readership. People lacked leisure time and were able 
to satisfy their informational needs through newspapers. In fact, it was 
hard for magazines to distinguish themselves from newspapers until the 
1800s, but by the mid-  to late nineteenth century, magazines had become 
a distinct class of publication served by a distinct type of editor and writer.3 
(For the purposes of this chapter, “magazine” refers primarily to consumer 
magazines found on the newsstand, and does not include literary journals, 
sometimes known as “little magazines.”)

During the 1800s, increased literacy and leisure time increased market 
demand for magazines— just as they did for books— but most publications 
struggled to turn a profit until their prices were lowered, making them 
mass- market products and viable advertising vehicles. It was then— in 
the final decades of the nineteenth century— that the prevailing busi-
ness model for magazines was born: sell the product below cost to gather 
a readership, and become profitable by selling advertisers access to that 
readership. Before radio, film, and TV, magazines were the only way for 
advertisers to reach a national market, and business boomed. One of the 



The TradiTional PrinT magazine Business model
The traditional magazine business model has three areas that require close at-
tention: editorial, circulation, and advertising. Understanding the basic perfor-
mance metrics of magazines can be essential if you hope to work in the business.

Advertising- editorial ratio. Every magazine (with rare exception) has 
a mix of editorial pages and advertising pages, and has a target ratio of adver-
tising to editorial pages. For example, a 20– 80 ratio means a magazine has 20 
percent advertising pages and 80 percent editorial pages. This ratio is impor-
tant because editorial pages represent cost (content typically costs money to 
acquire, in the form of staff time or freelance writing fees), while advertising 
pages represent income. If advertising pages consistently decline, then the 
magazine’s total page count may have to be decreased.

Average advertising revenue per page. In a magazine’s advertising 
kit, standard rates are quoted for display ads— which include back cover or 
inside cover ads, interior full page ads, half- page ads, quarter- page ads, and so 
on. Some magazines run classifieds in the back, which are usually text- based 
and much cheaper than display ads. While advertisers pay variable rates based 
on the quantity and type of advertising purchased, most magazines can reliably 
calculate average revenue per page of display and classified advertising. There 
is also a cost per advertising page, which includes sales staff salaries, commis-
sions, and meals and entertainment.

Average cost per editorial page. Before printing costs, a magazine 
should also be able to estimate the average cost for producing one page of 
editorial content. This could be an all- in cost (including editorial staff) or just 
the costs of acquiring content (freelance fees, art and illustration fees, and so 
on). Most magazines have a fixed editorial and art budget for each issue that 
must not be exceeded.

Print run per issue. A publisher decides how many copies to print per 
issue based on subscriber rates and newsstand sales history, in addition to 
copies needed for back- issue sales, sales and marketing, and in- house purposes.

Cost per new subscriber. For much of magazine publishing history, sub-
scribers have been acquired through direct mail. The circulation department 
sends a subscription offer to a list of names— often acquired through other 
magazines or direct- to- consumer companies— and the cost of that effort is 
divided by the number of new subscribers acquired. There is almost always a 
cost, not a profit, associated with acquiring a new magazine subscriber. Today, 
direct mail is the most expensive way to acquire a new subscriber but is still 
common. Other approaches include email marketing, online advertising, and 
cross- promotional efforts with other brands or products.



Conversion rate. This is the percentage of new subscribers who renew 
their subscriptions for the first time.

Renewal rate. This is the percentage of subscribers who renew their 
subscriptions again, after the initial conversion. Both conversions and renew-
als typically involve a direct mail or email marketing campaign to ensure the 
subscriber doesn’t forget to renew. This entails costs, but the cost is much 
lower than a new subscriber cost.

A magazine’s publisher always knows at what moment in the cycle of re-
newals a subscriber becomes profitable, that is, when the cost to acquire and 
keep the subscriber falls below the subscription fees paid. A reliable renewal 
rate is essential to keep a magazine profitable. When a magazine has high 
“churn,” that means its subscriber base turns over frequently, which leads to 
higher circulation costs.

Single- copy sales (newsstand). For magazines distributed to news-
stands, revenue also comes from single- copy sales. A distributor or whole-
saler manages the process— delivering, billing, and collecting money from 
newsstands for the magazines sold— and the distributor takes a cut of sales. 
A publisher can expect to receive about 50 percent of the cover price for a 
newsstand sale. Unsold copies are destroyed.

The draw is the total number of magazine copies delivered to the distribu-
tor; sell- through is the number of copies sold through newsstands. Sell- through 
figures vary tremendously, but, as of this writing, about 25 percent is average. 
Magazines almost never achieve 100 percent sell- through. The number- one 
factor in newsstand sales is the cover, so distributors often advise publishers 
on designing covers that will maximize sell- through— a combination of com-
pelling cover lines and a catchy image (often a celebrity photo).

Magazine P&L
A bare bones magazine profit- and- loss statement would include the following:

Revenue
advertising revenue
subscription revenue
single- copy or newsstand revenue

Expenses
magazine printing and postage
circulation costs (subscriber acquisition, renewal, and fulfillment)
advertising sales costs
editorial costs (staff, freelance, and art)

Profit = Revenue –  Expenses
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leading magazines of its time, the Saturday Evening Post, earned $6,993 
from advertising in 1897; by 1907, it was pulling in $1,266,931.4

Thus most magazines have, for more than a hundred years, served two 
customers: the reader and the advertiser. While all types of publishers are 
sensitive to changing economic conditions, magazine publishers can find 
themselves unprofitable and out of business in a quick instant if adver-
tisers abandon them, or if they fail to balance the “three- legged stool” of 
the traditional business model: advertising, circulation (subscription and 
newsstand distribution), and editorial.

When television overtook magazines as the biggest and best way for 
businesses to launch mass- market advertising campaigns, the industry 
had to reassess its role and value for advertisers— not to mention how it 
competed for people’s time. Ironically, high- circulation magazines were 
often the most vulnerable. Subscription revenue was never meant to cover 
a magazine’s publishing costs, and the expense of servicing a high number 
of readers can become a severe liability on the balance sheet if there is 
not sufficient advertising revenue. To compete, many magazines targeted 
narrower demographics— offering advertisers the benefit of specialized 
audiences— and raised cover prices.5

This history is necessary to understand the current predicament that 
magazines find themselves in. In 2007 US magazine print advertising ex-
ceeded $25 billion;6 by 2016 it had fallen below $17 billion with no prospects 
for improvement.7 It’s not TV that’s the problem this time; it’s the rise of 
digital media, which surpassed TV ad spend by the end of 2016.8 Video, so-
cial media, and mobile are currently the most popular vehicles for internet 
advertising— and the beneficiaries of those digital ad dollars are largely 
Google and Facebook.9

It used to be acceptable for magazines to maintain a high circulation 
even if it meant signing up subscribers at a loss, because it was more im-
portant to guarantee that advertisers would reach a promised number of 
readers with each issue of the magazine. Today, it’s more common for mag-
azines to cut their rate base (the number of readers guaranteed to advertis-
ers) rather than inflate the numbers with low- quality subscribers, because 
of the unreliability and continued decline of advertising dollars. However, 
if the rate base declines, so do advertising rates. To save the rates as much 
as possible, magazines have focused on selling advertising packages that 
combine many different types of exposure: print ads, digital edition ads, 
website ads, email newsletter placements, event sponsorships, and more.

Longtime industry observers predict a great shakeout yet to come, 
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where many magazines fold. Aside from declining ad dollars, there are 
additional pressures on magazines, such as increased costs for postage 
and paper and shrinking newsstand sales. But advertising is the most crit-
ical and faltering piece, and isn’t necessarily solved by simply swapping 
out print advertising revenue for digital. Not only does advertising inven-
tory online reach nearly unlimited quantities; it can also be more highly 
targeted and personalized than ever before, with performance immedi-
ately measured. A new form of advertising has emerged— programmatic 
advertising— which uses software to purchase ads automatically, in an 
efficient and economic manner, bypassing the traditional, human- driven 
process that involves a magazine’s advertising sales rep or director.

Many websites— including those of magazines— serve up ads through 
an advertising network, and the technology that delivers such ads can slow 
down the site or otherwise prevent easy reading, which frustrates readers. 
As a result, ad- blocking technology has become increasingly popular, to 
the great dismay of magazines, which not only struggle to get digital ad 
dollars in the first place, but must now entreat readers to turn off their 
ad blockers, or even restrict access to those unwilling to do so.10 The next 
chapter discusses these issues in greater depth.

Advertising revenue will not bounce back to the levels that magazines 
once enjoyed— and of course it’s not only the magazine industry that’s 
affected. Newspapers have been hit even harder, and there’s no sign of 
recovery for them either. Some magazines are attempting to modify their 
business models by becoming even more specialized and focused in 
their approach— to reach a truly loyal and dedicated readership— and 
increasing per- issue and subscription prices.11 Of course, this approach is 
the same one they took when TV stole away ad dollars. Others are taking 
more radical steps. In summer 2016, Prevention magazine, published by 
Rodale since 1950, with a circulation of nearly two million, eliminated all 
print- based advertising, in addition to increasing the cover and subscrip-
tion price. By eliminating print advertising, the company was able to shed 
employees and related costs of securing such advertising.12

Another popular but controversial solution is to follow in the footsteps 
of internet media companies that accept or produce “native advertising.” 
Native advertising is paid content made to appear similar to the publica-
tion’s editorial content, and delivered to readers in the same manner as 
that editorial content. (It may or may not be labeled as paid placement.) 
Native advertising also goes by the name “sponsored content.” With print 
magazines suffering continued erosion of advertising revenue, and online 
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publications looking for paths to sustainability, some of the best- paying 
opportunities are now in the area of native advertising. There is consider-
able disagreement about the ethics of running pieces that aren’t disclosed 
as paid articles, but it has become a profitable business model for one of 
the most successful online media start- ups, BuzzFeed.13

Content marketing is yet another potential profit area. Content market-
ing refers to any kind of material that a corporation, business, or organiza-
tion produces to help market and promote its products or services. Blogs 
were one of the earliest forms of content marketing (and are still popular), 
but content marketing comes in many different forms: white papers, digital 
books, slide presentations, surveys and reports, infographics, and more. 
Businesses don’t often have the time or the skills to produce the content, 
so hire freelancers or companies that are already in the content business, 
such as magazines. The Atlantic has a content marketing arm, called At-
lantic Media Strategies, as does the New York Times, with T Brand Studio.

TyPes of magazines and magazine ConTenT
When the average person envisions a magazine, they tend to think of the 
glossy, pop- culture titles on newsstands or grocery checkouts. Often a ce-
lebrity is featured on the cover, and the cover lines tell and sell the content 
inside. These are known in the industry as consumer magazines, and some 
have a reputation for prestige and glamour— although shrinking advertis-
ing revenue has led to shrinking budgets for maintaining their glamorous 
appearances. The best- known consumer magazines pay freelance writers 
very well, often one to two dollars per word— possibly more for brand- 
name journalists.

Within the consumer magazine sphere, there are several overlapping 
categories:

• general interest magazines covering a wide range of topics, such as 
the New Yorker and Time

• women’s service and lifestyle magazines covering family, 
relationships, and home, such as Ladies’ Home Journal, Real 
Simple, and O

• style and design magazines, usually upscale publications, covering 
fashion and food, such as Bon Appetit, Garden & Gun, and Vogue

• active interest magazines focusing on health and fitness or outdoor 
recreation, such as Runner’s World, Outside, and Men’s Journal
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• special- interest magazines serving niche audiences, such as 
Modern Farmer, The Modern Scholar, and Mother Jones

There tends to be a significant divide between magazine writers who focus 
on service, how- to, or lifestyle content and those (typically journalists) who 
provide original news and reporting. Magazines may carry both types of 
content, but you can tell which way a publication leans by simply look-
ing at the cover lines. An issue of the New Yorker will inevitably feature 
in- depth reporting on a current event and profiles of important people in 
society. Real Simple, on the other hand, will feature stories on how readers 
can better organize their homes or get dinner on the table in twenty min-
utes on a weeknight.

It probably goes without saying, but writers themselves tend to put a 
higher value on reporting and journalism, while how- to or service content 
(including this book) is seen as a lesser form of writing. However, service 

maJor magazine ComPanies
These are the top three companies that publish consumer magazines in the 
United States. All have holdings that extend far beyond magazine media— 
including newspapers, broadcasting operations, and major online brands— and 
profits from magazines may be a very small part of the corporate picture. In 
late 2017, Meredith announced a plan to buy Time Inc.

Advance Publications (parent company of Condé Nast)
Number of magazine media brands: 21
Well- known titles: Vogue, New Yorker, Vanity Fair

Hearst Corporation
Number of magazine media brands: 21
Well- known titles: Cosmopolitan, Good Housekeeping, Woman’s Day

Meredith Corporation
Number of magazine media brands: 100+
Well- known titles: Better Homes & Gardens, Family Circle, Ladies’ 

Home Journal, plus the Time Inc. portfolio (People, Time, Fortune, 
Entertainment Weekly, Sports Illustrated)
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content has a long and proud history in both book and magazine pub-
lishing, and also plays an important a role in influencing culture. From a 
business perspective, service publications are typically more sustainable 
than those focused on reporting and journalism— which isn’t any different 
than in other types of media, such as TV and radio. Quality journalism is 
expensive to source, expensive to edit and fact- check, and expensive to 
find a devoted readership for— and controversial editorial content can also 
put advertising at risk. For that reason, publications devoted to quality re-
porting can be quite vulnerable. Even the New Yorker, often cited as the 
highest- quality publication in terms of artistic and journalistic excellence, 
is said to have operated at a loss for many years, although its figures have 
never been made public (and it’s now said to be profitable).14 Harper’s 
Magazine transitioned from a for- profit enterprise to a nonprofit one in 
the 1970s to protect its uncertain future.15 And the Atlantic was considered 
to be a lost cause in the mid- 2000s, until it refocused its efforts on digi-
tal media and posted its first profitable year in 2010 after a long period of 
multimillion- dollar losses.16

The Challenge Posed By disaggregaTion
Before the internet, if you subscribed to a newspaper or magazine but were 
only interested in one aspect of the publication, you didn’t have a choice— 
you bought all of it or none of it. Journalism has been sustainable in part 
because the most profitable or popular parts of the media operation have 
subsidized the reporting.

In the digital era, this model doesn’t work as it once did. People no lon-
ger have to buy a whole publication to acquire just the one or two types 
of content they really want. Think of all the newspaper content you can 
now obtain free online: top news headlines, Associated Press wire reports, 
weather forecasts, sports scores, classified ads, entertainment listings, 
reviews, and so on. Maybe you used to subscribe to food magazines for 
new recipes; now you can search for and acquire thousands of recipes for 
free through blogs and websites (and from the websites of the magazines 
themselves).

Today’s print readers have to desire the whole experience or package, or 
consider it part of their identity or community— to feel they would be miss-
ing out on an important shared experience if they didn’t subscribe. At the 
same time, more and more content is discovered and consumed through 
social media channels; friends and online relationships play an increas-
ingly dominant role in what types of content we’re exposed to. Rather than 
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an editor curating content for us, we’re each curating our own “publica-
tions” based on who we connect with and what we like— and social media 
or search algorithms fill in the gaps. This phenomenon has been criticized 
as a “filter bubble”— a media environment that excludes divergent views 
and opinions. However, people have always selected and supported media 
that appeals to their viewpoints and interests; online media simply makes 
such behavior more evident, and perhaps more extreme.

Regardless of how you view the phenomenon, there’s no going back. 
We won’t be returning to an age where we consume entire publications 
because that’s what the editors would prefer. Instead, readers will continue 
to cherry- pick, becoming aware of a range of outlets or media brands, grav-
itating toward some of them more often, and supporting a handful.

The era of magazine media
The Atlantic offers a case study in how a magazine that was once focused 
on delivering a single experience— the print magazine— can become a 
media- agnostic operation, driven by a philosophy or set of values associ-
ated with the brand we know as the Atlantic. That brand is now expressed 
in many ways, and profit arises from types of content and experiences that 
aren’t related to receiving the print artifact.

The New Yorker has also become profitable in recent years with what 
looks more and more like a media- agnostic strategy. While it has made 
some traditional changes to its business model— such as increasing sub-
scription prices— it is also pursuing other channels of profit and engage-
ment. Its Cartoon Bank allows readers to buy any cartoon— or cover— 
from the magazine, at a range of price points. Its podcasts and mobile 
apps provide additional advertising and sponsorship opportunities. It runs 
an annual festival with ticketed events that sell out weeks and months in 
advance, as well as a special one- day tech conference with a $1,500 price 
tag. The magazine has partnered with Amazon Prime Video to produce 
and distribute a TV series.17 If a reader wants to experience the New Yorker 
beyond its pages, there’s no shortage of opportunities to do so. Of course, 
the big question might be: Do readers really want more to consume or have 
time to consume it? (How many subscribers can even keep up with the 
weekly issues?)

But such a question is beside the point if the new channels and forms 
of media attract a new or different audience that expands the footprint of 
the New Yorker brand and offers more potential for advertising and long- 
term revenue. Rather than stubbornly insist on profiting only from print or 
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online advertising, the New Yorker is exploring the entirety of the demand 
curve for its voice, style, and brand. This is what it means to operate in the 
era of magazine media, and what most magazines have to look toward to 
remain sustainable. Eventually, it will become impossible to distinguish 
“magazine media” from media that originated online or as digital- first.

The emergenCe of ConTenT
In the mid- 2000s, as digital media became more central to every publish-
ing company, the word “content” took center stage. There were proclama-
tions such as “content is king,” and new professional positions emerged in 
the field of “content strategy,” including chief content officers. The more 
business- oriented and consumer- facing the publisher, the more likely 
you’ll hear the word “content” used instead of “writing.” This change has 
been unsettling for the writers, who rarely want to be seen as “content cre-
ators,” which sounds about as desirable as “widget maker.”

But here’s the reason “content” is preferred: it’s a broader, more inclu-
sive term that includes writing, visuals, infographics, audio, video, user- 
generated material, and more. Writing is a specific type of content, and 
most publishers— recognizing that what they do is about much more than 
writing— are ready to adapt to whatever form of media is preferred by their 
audience. “Content” can be reshaped, reconfigured, and reimagined for 
many different people, places, and purposes.

This, too, can upset writers, who may have a more artisanal outlook on 
publishing. In this view, writing (or the content) is specifically imagined 
and created for a particular container or mode of delivery— historically 
and traditionally, a printed book, magazine, or journal. If one takes that 
writing and excerpts it, serializes it, or condenses it, the integrity of the 
experience is lost, or the intent of the author may be undercut.

Publishers with an artisanal philosophy do exist, particularly in the 
literary publishing community. An excellent example is McSweeney’s, 
a publishing venture that began in 1998 with a quarterly literary journal 
that changed format with each and every issue, which was part of the ex-
citement and charm. One memorable issue arrived in a large plastic bag, 
packaged as a bundle of mail. McSweeney’s dedication to the integration of 
form and content motivated people to be collectors, not just subscribers. 
For publishers that single- mindedly take on such an artisanal approach, 
and are unwavering in their devotion to it, it can work— if there’s a strong 
“why” or mission that attracts a following. However, it’s far more common 
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in commercial and digital- age publishing to focus on adaptability. That’s 
not to say that it’s not important how the writing is presented— it is— but 
that today’s magazine business model is more robust and sustainable 
when media agnosticism is part of the approach: the content can be re-
configured and repackaged wherever there’s an audience to serve.
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7 :  online and digiTal media

The previous chapter focused on magazine media that have print legacies. 
This chapter is devoted primarily to media that came into being as digital- 
only or digital- first. The distinction is not without significance, since print 
publishers have overhead, staffing, and workflows that have been defined 
by print revenue— their expertise and instincts still lean toward preserving 
print and a print business model. New media companies start with a clean 
slate and nothing to preserve— which doesn’t, however, mean they start 
with a sustainable business model, as we’ll see.

When compared to print, the most striking quality of digital or online 
publishing is that there is little barrier to entry and low overhead cost. Any-
one, anywhere, at any time, can launch an online publication that costs 
little aside from their time and energy, and can distribute it through the 
same channels used by established publications. This is at once a blessing 
and a curse. It allows for publications to exist that would’ve never been 
possible before, and it allows for dramatic failure as people with little to no 
experience try to gain attention or revenue for their efforts.

If we judge a publication on its success as a business, then more online 
and digital publications have failed than succeeded. One of the earliest 
and best- known of them, Salon, has yet to turn a profit, as of this writing, 
and remains alive because of continued investment.1 Countless other on-
line publications have folded and disappeared, even though they had loyal 
followings. Why is it so hard to keep an online publication alive when it’s 
never been easier to get started— and when the digital world makes it pos-
sible to build a niche audience? Aside from the fact that new publishing 
enterprises throughout history have often failed, regardless of medium, 
here are the most talked- about factors.

The diffiCulTy of adverTising- Based models
A traditional ad- driven model for online publishing requires a high volume 
of free content to generate traffic. Only with a high number of visitors can 
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a publication attract sufficient advertising revenue to cover the cost of pro-
ducing that content. Some online publications have succeeded with this 
model; one of the best known is the Huffington Post. But it’s easy to end 
up in a race to the bottom, creating headlines that entice people to click 
on low- quality content (clickbait), producing stories or slideshows that 
require visitors to click multiple times, or aggregating content from other 
sources to increase the number of articles published— and thus traffic. 
There’s also continual demand for “hot takes”: to be among the first to pro-
duce a reaction to breaking news. The hotter, the better for traffic, which 
doesn’t necessarily lend itself to quality, but that’s not the point. Compli-
cating matters is the popularity of ad blockers, which make it harder to 
earn advertising revenue, since they erase as much as a third of traffic.  
(A website visitor who doesn’t see ads doesn’t count when a publication 
adds up the total number of ad impressions for an advertiser.)

Online advertising can be measured, targeted, modified, and redis-
tributed in an instant based on a variety of factors, such as click rate— the 
percentage of people who click an ad out of the total number who see it. 
Advertisers quickly discovered that the value of many online ads is exceed-
ingly low because they aren’t effective, a devastating blow to publications. 
In a digital world with millions of potential ad placements, the low- quality 
advertising inventory is practically infinite. The most valuable type of on-
line advertising as of this writing is original video— expensive to produce 
and in high demand— while website banner advertising has one of the 
lowest values because it is so common and ineffective.2

Furthermore, online advertising money is largely not captured by 
stand- alone publications. In 2016, Google and Facebook accounted for 
more than 65 percent of digital ad revenue.3 Most online publications 
don’t work with advertisers directly and instead work through ad networks, 
which programmatically place ads based on demographic considerations, 
and have little or no interest in any publication’s survival. It is, in short, a 
numbers game that only the largest publications or media corporations 
can effectively play. Niche publications are more likely to seek out spon-
sorships that aren’t based on site performance (or ad performance), which 
are sometimes driven by community or PR relationships important to the 
sponsor.4

free ConTenT
If an online publication seeks ad dollars, then the content usually has 
to be free to ensure sufficient traffic. When two of the earliest online 
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publications— Salon and Slate— faltered in their efforts to sustain themselves 
through advertising alone, they transitioned to a paid- subscription model. 
Traffic plummeted, advertising declined, and the subscription revenue 
wasn’t enough to make up for the advertising revenue lost. Both sites even-
tually abandoned their paywalls and made the content freely available again.

Once a readership has been developed based on free content, it is diffi-
cult to turn back the clock and make that same content pay- only. One suc-
cessful example is the New York Times, but even it uses a “leaky paywall” 
that allows readers up to ten free articles per month. If the transition from 
free- to- pay is to succeed, the content has to be unique, in demand, and 
hard to replicate. Otherwise, most readers will simply find another source 
that remains free.

One popular alternative to a paywall for publications seeking a finan-
cially supportive readership is to offer premium access or content to those 
who pay to become “members.” Benefits might include first- look opportu-
nities at new stories, direct engagement with the publication staff, access to 
a members- only area, ability to comment, and so on. Such models, instead 
of developing a punitive paywall, offer a “positive” paywall that rewards 
loyalty. Memberships and paywalls are discussed further in chapter 28.

For years, media observers have suggested a micropayment system 
as the solution: virtuous readers could devote a set dollar amount each 
month to the publications they read online, then the pool would be di-
vided among the sites visited. So far these systems have not been widely 
adopted and appear to be driven by wishful thinking. It’s hard to change 
established behavior, and people mostly act in their own self- interest, not 
in the interest of sustaining someone else’s business.

soCial media
Of greater concern to all publications is the growing dominance of social 
media as a destination where people spend the majority of their time 
online. Facebook, Snapchat, and others are no longer just places where 
people talk to each other. They’re places where content itself is hosted, 
effectively creating a “walled garden” that people need never leave. In 
2015 Facebook launched Instant Articles, basically a means for delivering 
content from publications without sending users outside of Facebook. 
While Instant Articles still allows publications to profit from views inside 
Facebook, it’s yet another step that puts more control into the hands of 
Facebook, and offers both print and online publications less information 
and access to their readership.
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In 2015 BuzzFeed saw its website traffic flatten, but consumption grew 
steadily in channels outside of the site— particularly videos posted on Face-
book.5 BuzzFeed now distributes its content in more than forty different 
places online and plans strategically for a time when the website matters 
little to its business model. Some new online publications aren’t even both-
ering to build a site as a first step; they begin by developing a following on a 
specific social media channel, such as Instagram, then expand from there. 
The increasingly prevalent philosophy is, Go where the people are already 
gathered because it’s getting harder to get anyone to come to you. This is 
yet another facet of the disaggregation challenge discussed in chapter 6.

laCk of a Business model
It is now a cliché in start- up culture to talk about gathering an audience 
first and worrying about the business model later. Silicon Valley has faith 
that if you’ve gathered many thousands of people to your site, service, or 
app, then of course you’ll find a way to monetize that attention. How could 
you not?

But the reality is more complicated, especially in the writing and pub-
lishing industry, which is not an easily scalable business. Scalable means 
that as the audience grows, the business becomes more profitable without 
added expense. Publishing can be difficult to scale because producing 
high- quality content consumes considerable resources, and investing in 
more content always means more cost, but not necessarily more readers 
or more revenue. Many start- ups have gone into publishing thinking they 
could “revolutionize” the industry, only to fail within a few years with little 
to show for their efforts. Or even if revolution wasn’t on their mind, they 
didn’t remain sustainable, even with significant readership. (See Byliner, 
GigaOm, and Medium, just to name a few.)

It’s not impossible to make online publishing pay; it’s that deciding 
you’ll figure out the business model at some later date can doom the ven-
ture from the start. The goal shouldn’t be to secure the largest readership 
but to reach a readership that supports the business model envisioned. 
Here are some examples:

• The Information is a premium subscriber publication, online- 
only, that offers high- quality journalism and analysis on the tech 
industry. It’s considered an essential read for tech insiders due to 
the value and relevance of the information, which is unmatched by 
competitors.
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• Stratechery is another tech- industry site, run by Ben Thompson, 
which features his analysis of breaking news and long- term trends. 
People pay for full access as well as discussion privileges.6

• The Skimm is an email newsletter that targets young women, 
delivering news summaries with a distinctive voice and personality. 
It’s free for readers to subscribe, so it runs on an advertising and 
sponsorship business model. For anyone who thought email was 
dead, The Skimm is an important reminder that understanding your 
audience is more important than chasing trends.

• Purchased by the New York Times in 2016, The Wirecutter is a 
review site that is the digital- age cousin of Consumer Reports. It 
helps people cut through the noise and confusion of purchasing 
decisions— especially for high- ticket electronics— and delivers 
what it believes to be the absolute best purchasing option, with an 
in- depth report on why. The publication is free and makes money 
from Amazon affiliate marketing.

• BuzzFeed has become, as the years pass, a serious publication with 
big- name journalists that reaches a demographic beyond that of 
young adults. Its business model is based on native advertising and 
sponsored content, discussed more in chapter 31.

loW- QualiTy ConTenT
Writers sometimes express frustration at what they perceive to be the flood 
of low- quality work now online, particularly at ad- driven sites. (I’m refer-
ring not to political “fake news” but to content that is poorly written or of 
little substance.) How do serious writers compete against the tidal wave of 
dreck? This question comes up at almost every talk I give these days, but 
each person is making a different statement or asking a different question. 
It can mean:

• I am appalled at the quality of work published today.
• I am worried that low- quality work will push out high- quality work.
• What will happen to us as a society if we allow low- quality work to 

proliferate?
• I am overwhelmed and anxious about all the horrible stuff out 

there. Will I lose what I love?
• I am tired of people talking about what they had for breakfast.

Such concerns have been expressed literally since the beginning of pub-
lishing. After the printing press was invented, and the world started filling 
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with books, intellectuals worried that the abundance would negatively af-
fect people’s consumption of the worthiest content. When novels emerged, 
they were disparaged as light entertainment that would rot the mind. Jo-
hann Adam Bergk, an intellectual dismayed at the quality of literature be-
ing produced in the 1700s, commented, “Reading is supposed to be an ed-
ucational tool of independence, and most people use it like sleeping pills; 
it is supposed to make us free and mature, and how many does it serve 
merely as a way of passing time and as a way of remaining in a condition 
of eternal immaturity!”7 An identical passage could be written about the 
dynamics of reading in the digital age, and the quantity of cat videos you’ll 
find in the average social media newsfeed. By nearly all accounts, young 
people are reading more now than they ever did, but what they read and 
how they read has changed.

Once you recognize this pattern— the same concerns about media 
consumption recurring throughout history— you can take consolation in 
it. It’s natural to be wary and dismissive of new forms. It’s normal to feel 
overwhelmed when confronted with change. But are the problems we face 
today any more dire or pernicious than those our predecessors faced? (For 
more on this, I highly recommend “Why Google Isn’t Making Us Stupid . . . 
or Smart” by Chad Wellmon.8)

When it comes to low- quality operations disrupting high- quality op-
erations (such as the Huffington Post disrupting the New York Times or, 
farther back, USA Today disrupting city papers), people forget that these 
low- quality operations often evolve and mature into high- quality oper-
ations. Outlets like BuzzFeed are implementing journalistic standards 
and getting closer to what traditionalists consider quality journalism.9 So 
arguments about quality aren’t productive or taking us anywhere new. 
There is an audience for all levels of quality; know your market and serve 
the quality that’s appropriate— and remember that the price reflects the  
quality.

When I interviewed longtime magazine industry insider Bo Sacks in 
2014, he discussed how survival of the fittest is the rule both in print and 
online. Regardless of medium, the success rate has always been low in 
publishing:

If you do not have excellence, you will not survive in print. There’s 
plenty of indifferent writing on the web— it’s free entry, and it doesn’t 
matter. But quality will out there, too. Really well- written, well- 
thought- out editorial will be the revenue stream. You must have such 
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worthiness that people give you money when they don’t have to, since 
they can get entertained elsewhere for free.10

Too often we equate content with its container. For much of our lives, 
quality content— especially journalism— has appeared in newspapers 
and magazines, so we equate the decline of that particular industry with 
the decline of journalism. But the survival of quality writing or journal-
ism is not tied to the future of the newspaper or magazine business. Those 
are delivery and distribution mechanisms, they are services to readers, 
and they have become less useful to us in the digital era. Many valuable 
digital- era operations give us plenty to be optimistic about. In addition to 
those mentioned above, there are journalistic efforts such as ProPublica, 
a nonprofit, and Pacific Standard, a nonprofit online magazine run out of 
the Miller- McCune Center for Research, Media and Public Policy.11 (Non-
profits and for- profit publishing operations often face the same issues of 
sustainability.)

The challenge, of course, is that we know how to monetize a print news-
paper or magazine— and it’s easier to charge for their perceived value. 
We’re still figuring out how to monetize digital forms. But amid this chal-
lenge, I’d argue we’re not seeing less quality journalism today, we’re seeing 
more, because there are fewer distribution barriers and low start- up costs. 
I’d also ask if we really think the system pre- internet was producing quality 
journalism, or if we merely prefer the devil we know. By the mid- twentieth 
century, media was operated by handful of conglomerates with significant 
control over the mass media of radio, TV, newspapers, and magazines, a 
system that was hard for outside voices to access. To be sure, these major 
media conglomerates are being disrupted by another set of powerhouses 
(Google, Apple, Amazon, Facebook), but the latter provide distribution 
and publishing opportunities to those who have traditionally had to work 
outside the mainstream media.
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8 :  l iTerary PuBlishing in The 
TWenTy- firsT CenTury

Literary publishing of books, journals, and other media, generally distin-
guished from commercial publishing, is lauded as being almost wholly 
concerned with artistic excellence. Big Five New York publishers and con-
sumer magazine publishers seek excellence as well, but they have to weigh 
whether a given project will earn back its investment in the marketplace. 
Just about every major publisher relies on blockbuster hits to offset losses 
on smaller books that may sell a modest number of copies. Editors gener-
ally won’t stay in the business long if they don’t pick books that enjoy some 
level of commercial success.

Literary publishers are more often run as nonprofits and support their 
artistic mission by applying for grants or seeking donations. McSweeney’s, 
a literary publishing stalwart since 1998, became a nonprofit organization 
in 2014 to remain sustainable. Other stars of literary publishing, such as 
Graywolf Press and most university presses, are also run as nonprofits.

But literary publishing doesn’t have to mean nonprofit publishing. In 
the nineteenth century, two of the most venerated literary publications in 
history, Harper’s Magazine and the Atlantic Monthly, began as commercial 
enterprises within years of each other, and built their reputations on pub-
lishing the most excellent writing for an upper- class, educated audience. 
Their contributors read like a Who’s Who of the time: Charles Dickens, An-
thony Trollope, Mark Twain, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Herman Melville, and 
many others. These publications were sustainable at first because of the 
growth of literacy and the middle class, lack of competition, and tremen-
dous reader interest in short fiction. But in the twenty- first century, each 
took a different path to survive: the Atlantic became a savvy digital media 
enterprise; Harper’s became a nonprofit.

The audience for quality literature has always been small, in both the 
magazine and the book publishing industry. Authors’ and publishers’ 
complaints about the lack of audience for serious literature date back to 
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at least the eighteenth century, when ghost stories sold better than formal 
poetry.1 More recently, Hamilton Nolan of Gawker wrote, “The audience 
for quality prestige content is small, even smaller than the actual output 
of quality prestige content, which itself is smaller than most media outlets 
like to imagine.”2 Although Nolan was speaking specifically about jour-
nalism, the same applies to all “prestige content” produced primarily for 
an upper- class, educated audience. And what constitutes “prestige” has 
changed over time. Short stories, venerated by those who value literature 
today, once served as light entertainment and were published heavily in 
magazines in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Many of those early 
pieces have more in common with today’s soap opera story lines or ro-
mance novels than with an F. Scott Fitzgerald story. Short fiction did not 
become unprofitable (and transform into something considered almost 
entirely “literary”) until well into the twentieth century, after TV became 
the primary vehicle of both entertainment and advertising.3

The greatest challenge facing literary publishers is that the audience 
they imagine for themselves has barely progressed beyond the audience 
captured by those first literature- focused magazines like Harper’s and 
Atlantic Monthly. Harper’s was fortunate to have a loyal and diverse au-
dience: “Some were poor scholars, some farmers with the advantage of 
an education, some rich and cultured people, but the one thing they all 
held in common was a passionate interest in culture, not only for them-
selves but for their children.”4 But it is next to impossible to publish for that 
audience today. The digital age has brought fragmentation of audiences 
and markets. Broad, general- interest publishers that have been around for 
decades, or even a century or more, struggle to stay afloat in the new envi-
ronment, and literary publishers are not spared this challenge.

At a 2014 Association of Writers & Writing Programs conference panel, 
Morgan Entrekin, president and publisher of Grove/Atlantic, a well- 
respected and independent literary publisher, identified two primary 
challenges facing literary publishing going forward: distribution and dis-
coverability. Entrekin argued that publishing needs diversity in distribu-
tion channels, largely because opportunities for books to be discovered by 
readers are disappearing and those that remain rely upon a few big com-
panies, such as Amazon, Apple, and Google.5 He’s right that it’s largely Sil-
icon Valley companies and the tech industry that are shaping the future of 
book distribution and discoverability. But there’s not really a distribution 
problem here at all. Indeed, that problem has gone away entirely in the 
digital age. Anyone, anywhere, can get their hands on any nearly any title 
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if they’re willing to make a purchase through an online retailer. That leaves 
the issue of discoverability, where the problem isn’t so much that readers 
have a hard time discovering new things to read, as that publishers have a 
hard time making their works visible to the right readers.

As discussed in chapter 5, one of the primary advantages a publisher 
can offer an author has been getting her book distributed to every bricks- 
and- mortar bookstore or retailer. As physical retail become less important 
to an author’s discoverability, what purpose does a publisher serve? For 
literary publishing in particular, the imprimatur of a house remains impor-
tant. It’s not enough to simply publish; literary authors must be published 
by a credible someone to attract the “right” types of reviews, awards, and 
attention. Literary authors are also concerned with quality editorial rela-
tionships that will nurture their careers for the long term, which presum-
ably a literary publisher cares about too.

In this sense, literary presses can be in a better position to serve authors’ 
needs than commercial publishers. Without the imminent pressure for 
profits, they can play the long game, be happier with small or “quiet” books, 
and focus on cultivating what is increasingly imperative in the internet era: 
a sense of shared values or community among readers. Unfortunately, a 
prevalent attitude in the literary community, particularly among authors, 
is that the work should “speak for itself”— that engaging in brand building 
or reader engagement can subvert one’s credentials as an authentic writer 
or publisher. As literary novelist Will Self said in a Guardian interview, “I 
don’t really write for readers. I think that’s the defining characteristic of 
being serious as a writer. . . . And if people like it, great, and if they don’t like 
it, well, that’s that— what can you do? You can’t go round and hold a gun to 
their head.”6 (A couple years later, without any sense of irony, he wrote in 
the same publication, “The literary novel as an art work and a narrative art 
form central to our culture is indeed dying before our eyes.”7)

But not everyone finds literary publishing incompatible with effective 
marketing and a strong brand that engages readers. The Paris Review is 
perhaps one of the most remarkable examples. Travis Kurowski observed, 
in his essay “In Exile and Against Criticism: The Paris Review and the 
Branding of Contemporary Literature”:

The editors saw that, in order for any readers in America or abroad 
to notice it during a time both color television and the hydrogen 
bomb came to fruition, when advertising had begun its stronghold 
on culture, they had to work hard to develop interest and trust in 
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the magazine through the magazine’s content, image, and overall 
concept. . . . For the majority of literary magazine editors, the content 
itself was supposed to be significant enough. And for the early Paris 
Review, the content of the magazine was still primary, but to get that 
content into the minds and hands of readers they had to do various 
things to make the magazine a marketable venue . . . [and] make new 
and experimental literature a part of the culture.8

A successful brand isn’t a sign of pandering to readers; rather, it evokes and 
emphasizes the why, or what the publication or publisher stands for. Per-
haps the most important reason this is now so critical— putting aside the 
fact that we live in a time where we need not struggle to find something of 
quality to read, even if we limit ourselves to what is free— is disaggregation, 
as discussed in chapter 6. Being able to cherry- pick an essay from ABC 
Review, a poem from DEF Journal, then a short story from GHI Quarterly, 
and consume it on a device of our choosing, leads to dramatic changes in 
reading behavior. Readers are less committed to any single publication if it 
doesn’t interest them from cover to cover, or if they’re not interested in its 
larger reason for being.

While disaggregation has a particularly powerful and immediate effect 
on literary journals, magazines, and online publications, book publishers 
face the challenge too: the proliferation of (quality) digital content that we 
can save and read for later can take us away from the to- be- read pile on the 
nightstand. One can easily fill all available reading time with a self- curated 
list of articles saved to Pocket, friends’ links from Facebook or Twitter, or 
breaks to play Candy Crush. The less visible and immediate physical books 
are in our lives (because bookstores disappear, because books become dig-
ital, because of the competition from other media), the less likely any book 
will find its audience through patience or serendipity.

Without a framework and context for what is published, literary publica-
tions can feel virtually indistinguishable from one another, with no criteria 
guiding the selection of work aside from artistic excellence. Many submis-
sion guidelines and editors’ letters talk about seeking “quality” work, but 
what does that really mean— to the staff and the publication’s supporters, 
the readers, or the community at large? Journals especially can be guilty of 
making work available but not known.

Fortunately, the digital era has made it easier to succeed with a niche 
publication and target a narrow readership. Through digital marketing 
and distribution, it is possible to identify and directly reach a potential 
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audience, without special distribution, a large advertising budget, or even 
physical shelf space. But doing this requires a publisher that knows its in-
tended market and how it’s different from other publishers. Even once this 
is known, it takes time to develop an ongoing connection with readers, and 
it’s a very different game than the one that is (and will be) played by the Big 
Five in New York. In 2009 Richard Nash theorized:

Basically, the best- selling five hundred books each year will likely 
be published like Little, Brown publishes James Patterson, on a TV 
production model; or like Scholastic did Harry Potter and Doubleday 
Dan Brown, on a big Hollywood blockbuster model. The rest will be 
published by niche social publishing communities.9

Literary publishers produce niche work, and as such are poised to become 
leaders of the community of readers and writers who have matching mis-
sions and belief systems. Literary publishers can add value and credibility 
to niche communities, through the act of publishing, of course, but also 
through forms of leadership and support that go beyond print and extend 
into events, services, grants, fellowships, reading groups, and more. Coffee 
House Press is one example of a literary publisher that has reconsidered its 
activities to encompass more than just releasing new books. Its publisher 
Chris Fischbach wrote:

We think of our role as catalyst and connector, driving various kinds 
of cultural and community engagement. Sometimes that takes a 
solid and sellable form, and sometimes it’s performative, electronic, 
participatory, or even culinary. This is the kind of publishing we’re 
interested in, and what we think literature, and publishing, needs 
more of.10

Building community is primarily about intimate knowledge of and respect 
for that community, combined with creativity and imagination in serving 
it. Publishers that survive, whether they focus on traditional publications or 
digital media, must be indispensable to the communities they serve. While 
at one time a publisher might have been indispensable by communicating 
quality ideas and stories by remarkable authors, a publisher who does that 
today— and nothing more— can be seen as merely adding to the burden 
we all now face. There are too many wonderful things to read, and too few 
sign posts as to what’s worth our time. Thus, the literary publisher needs to 
be a beacon, a strong signal amid all the noise, and organize ideas, content, 
and stories within an identifiable and useful context. Otherwise, many of 
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us will turn away because we simply can’t find the time to understand or 
discover the meaning or the quality of what’s presented to us.

The Challenge faCed By liTerary Journals
Good luck trying to find (or run) a profitable literary journal. Nearly all 
of them are supported by universities or by individuals who love literary 
publishing and are willing to put their own time and money into them. 
A literary journal’s costs are rarely, if ever, covered by subscriptions, but 
rather by a combination of grants, institutional funding, and donations. 
Even extremely well- regarded, award- winning journals— such as the 
aforementioned McSweeney’s— have found themselves on the edge of a 
precipice, and continue in part due to dogged persistence and commit-
ment from their founders and staff, who repeatedly raise the funds needed 
to continue.

A sustainable model for a new print literary publication likely requires a 
combination of crowdfunding, grant writing, and traditional fundraising, 
in addition to the usual business of ginning up subscriptions and renewals. 
If a founder can’t identify at least a few initial patrons willing to under-
write the publication for its initial year or two, or some kind of institutional 
sponsor, then a digital- only start is the smarter option. In other words, first 
build the audience that might support a print publication later on. Some 
literary journals survive because staff members work with little or no pay 
(or as part of a faculty position), or interns work for free in exchange for 
experience and connections.

In recent years, public expressions of frustration with literary journals 
have been on the rise, particularly when it comes to reading or entry fees. 
Writers feel exploited and taken advantage of, especially those struggling 
to find full- time jobs under a load of student debt.11 But writers don’t seem 
to realize that their struggles and literary journals’ struggles are two sides 
of the same coin. The journals rarely have sufficient funding or support and 
rely on writers, whose own lack of funding or support affects their ability to 
prop up literary journals’ fragile business model. Someone has to pay— so 
who should it be? Writers should hesitate before pointing the finger at pub-
lications that are struggling just as hard as they are to stay afloat. There is 
a difference between publications that have the ability to pay (or absorb 
costs) and those that don’t, but writers have trouble appreciating the dif-
ference between the two, understanding the business model of the average 
journal or magazine, and recognizing the dramatic change underway in all 
types of publishing business models.
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The role of The gaTekeePers
Well- known literary journals and publishers aren’t shy about publicizing 
an acceptance rate of 1 percent or less. Scarcity is the assumed rule; many 
must be rejected and only a few can be accepted. If getting published is 
not difficult, how do we know who or what really matters, or that quality is 
being represented?

However, except for a few elite publications, literary journals (and many 
literary books) reach a couple thousand people at best. Gaining entry into 
the club still means something, of course— it’s a respected rite of passage 
for emerging writers who want to be taken seriously by a particular liter-
ary community. A literary journal’s influence and prestige is presumed to 
outpace its actual reach, and thus it can retain its relevance to the writing 
community as well as the broader culture. Even if very few read the publi-
cation, and it is a failure in commercial respects, if people have heard of it 
and equate its name with respectability and exclusivity, then isn’t publica-
tion in its pages worthwhile?

Still, important questions have been raised about this model in the 
current publishing environment— an environment where there is an 
overabundance of content, increased competition from digital media, 
and many high- quality reading options. Before the days of the inter-
net, something published in a literary journal would be amplified and 
would reach more people than it might through self- distribution or self- 
publishing. That’s not the case today, and placing work in a well- read 
online publication— whether inside or outside the literary community— 
often can be done more quickly and with more perceptible impact than 
gaining acceptance in a print literary journal.

In an absurd twist, literary journals premised on great literature must 
now play the exclusivity game even harder, and manufacture what is ul-
timately a false scarcity— which usually means posting little or none of 
their content online. In 2013 Richard Nash wrote an essay for the Virginia 
Quarterly Review on the disruption of publishing’s business model, argu-
ing that the gatekeeping function was never that effective in the first place. 
While he is speaking of book publishers, the same principles apply to any 
publisher or editor of literature:

The skill that is commonly associated with the pinnacle of editorial 
talent— picking the right book— is, frankly, nonsense. Success, in 
terms of picking things, is a hybrid of luck with the non- self- evident 
and money with the self- evident, and even the self- evident often 
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requires luck. . . . The advent of self- publishing has rendered this ever 
more visible. . . . Publishing has no particular ability to discern what 
is good or not, what is successful or not. This is true not just at the 
level of predicting commercial success, but also at predicting critical 
success. . . . This is not a knock on publishing. There’s no evidence that 
stockbrokers can pick good stocks, or touts good horses.12

Nash doesn’t see this as evidence that publishing will die— quite the con-
trary. But he does call for publishers, if they are to survive the disruption to 
their business, to focus on other valued functions. Again, publications have 
to stand for something more than “we publish great work” if they want 
reader support. Still, few literary journals have responded to the new pub-
lishing environment by setting aside or de- emphasizing their gatekeeping 
function.

In 2015 Michael Nye, then managing editor of the Missouri Review, wrote 
about a staff discussion where one editor explained to an intern why they 
wanted writers to keep submitting after getting rejected multiple times:

Getting rejected by a magazine repeatedly and then, finally, getting 
work accepted is, actually, fairly normal. It’s a little frustrating for an 
editor, she said, when a writer submits to us five times and then just 
stops and we never get the chance to read the writer’s work again. To 
emphasis this point, she noted that TMR has published several writers 
who sent manuscripts to us for over a decade before we published 
their work.13

While Nye was trying to be encouraging, his post provoked a significant 
backlash from writers who felt tired of banging their heads against the 
wall— pursuing success within a system that never seemed to work that 
well in the first place. Many writers commented via social media on the 
futility of waiting years to be published in a journal that very few would 
read or see in any case. One said:

At last count, I had 24 respected literary journals request to see more of 
my work, but just couldn’t get there. I was at it for 12 years before I gave 
up with a serious hit to my self- esteem as a writer. I indie published 
a collection of my Southern short stories . . . and it is the readers now 
who are reminding me why I write. They love good stories and some of 
them even let me know. AND they don’t charge me $2– $18 to get read. 
They actually pay me!14
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When the number of visits to a publication’s submission guidelines page 
is greater than that for its content— but there’s no interaction with those 
writers, and in fact writers are asked to pony up to subscribe or submit— 
that sets up a dynamic in which the people who should value you come to 
either hate you or ignore you. And that is what is happening among young 
and old writers alike.

a final Word
Too many literary publishing efforts launch with the expectation that qual-
ity automatically sells. It does not. Anything that requires good will and 
charity to survive is a risky enterprise. But for a publisher with patience to 
see an audience grow, and with a strong vision, it’s possible to survive on 
sales or subscriptions if a specific readership is targeted. Rather than pur-
sue a general audience, it’s imperative to go after a defined one— people 
must feel inspired by the vision. Because the audience for literature is so 
fragmented, this approach is nearly essential unless a publication pos-
sesses vast resources to draw upon for years or decades.

Today’s public reads more than ever and has more access to literature 
than ever. A lot of the anxiety and concern surrounding literary publishing 
today is a concern about changing media consumption habits and discov-
ery habits. We don’t need to read the traditional journals or magazines to 
discover the next great writer. We can discover that person through a blog, 
Twitter, Tumblr, or a newsletter. Traditional publishers and journals may 
be right to be nervous about such changes, but they have no reason to be 
nervous about the demand for literature. It’s the same as it’s ever been, but 
its distribution and discovery will no longer be reliant upon them. This is a 
win for the writers, and an identity crisis for the publishers.
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Part Two grounded you in the business models of the publishing industry, 
across print and digital, books and periodicals. Now, with a holistic under-
standing of the artistic and financial concerns at play in the industry, you 
are better equipped to meet the challenge ahead: to successfully position 
and pitch your work.

Getting published doesn’t depend on who you know. You can get edi-
tors, agents, magazines, and literary journals to consider your work even 
if they’ve never heard of you, by following a traditional, cold submissions 
process. That said, it doesn’t hurt to get your portfolio started by working 
through whatever connections you have in hand, to score a few easy ac-
ceptances. My first pieces were published in an undergraduate literary 
journal, as well as in a journal edited and published by one of my writing 
professors. Early wins build confidence and give you something to put in 
your cover or query letters to other publications. As your career advances, 
you may submit cold less often, and secure new credits based on relation-
ships. This can be ideal, but doesn’t push you to stretch beyond your com-
fort level, and risk rejection— a key to growth.

Some say you’re not really a writer until your work has been rejected. I 
tend to agree. Rejections will come from people you know, from strangers, 
and from publications that later accept you. Stick with it long enough, and 
you’ll receive form- letter rejections, personalized rejections, rejections 
that contradict each other, and rejections that give you strength to con-
tinue.

If you’re actively producing work but have never been rejected, it’s likely 
you aren’t sending your work out frequently enough or widely enough. You 
might be playing it too safe, trying to avoid the sting of rejection. That’s 
understandable, but not helpful for a writing career. You don’t have to de-
velop a thick skin, but you do have to find the wherewithal to keep your 

Part Three
geTTing PuBlished
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work in circulation— to keep trying— especially early in your career. If you 
aren’t actively submitting, you will not get published. Period.

As you gain more publishing credits, it becomes easier to ride this wave. 
You start to understand that no single rejection means anything, that rejec-
tions happen for a million reasons, and are only sometimes related to the 
quality of the work. The more you can see rejection as a business response, 
and not an attack on your ability as a writer, the better mindset you’re in. 
So avoid giving up on your work after only a handful of rejections. Too 
many writers get discouraged early in the process and abandon an effort 
before they’ve given it a fair chance.

While this section addresses getting published in many forms, it pre-
dominantly emphasizes books, as they’re the aspirational form for most 
creative writers and involve the most complicated procedures for getting 
published. Chapters 16– 18 cover the basics of publishing shorter forms. 
Later, in part 5, we’ll look at publishing opportunities that are more entre-
preneurial and digital in nature, as well as how to seek funding to support 
your writing projects, particularly prior to publication.
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9 :  Book PuBlishing
f iguring out Where your Book f its

Before we begin this very in- depth exploration, a brief warning: Getting a 
book published is a significant accomplishment that sometimes doesn’t 
happen for years into a writing career, and securing a book deal for your 
very first manuscript is extremely unlikely. Still, “published author” is the 
expressed goal and dream for the vast majority of creative writers. So that’s 
where we’ll start.

The first step on the path to book publication is understanding how a 
publisher would categorize your work. You should be able to define your 
book’s genre or category, and have some insight into how commercially 
viable it is. This will help set, or moderate, your expectations of your work’s 
potential, plus help you submit it to the right agent or publisher.

If you consider your work so unique that it can’t be categorized, that’s 
not a selling point for a publisher. To market a product, publishers need to 
be able to identify an audience and point to comparable work that’s been 
successful. If your work is truly cross- genre or mixed genre, then you’ll 
have to approach publishers that expressly accept that type of work (hint: 
there aren’t many). Ultimately, if you’re unsure, pick the genre that best 
aligns with your story or content. Then, once the book secures interest, you 
can further discuss how to best position it. Here’s a high- level overview of 
fiction and nonfiction categories.

fiCTion: liTerary versus CommerCial
Fiction publishing can be broadly divided into two areas: commercial fic-
tion and everything else. Commercial fiction encompasses well- known 
genres such as romance and women’s fiction; mystery, crime, and thriller 
fiction; science fiction and fantasy; historical; and young adult fiction.

What defines commercial fiction is a matter of great debate, but most 
people agree it focuses on delivering a compelling story— a priority is to 
keep readers turning the page. There’s a clear hero or set of heroes, and 
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probably a villain or other characters who get in the hero’s way. There’s a 
traditional narrative arc: rising tension that culminates in a thrilling cli-
max, with a satisfying or definitive ending.

This basic structure has been around since humans first gathered 
around the campfire to tell stories. And, with adjustments to fulfill the 
requirements or expectations of the various genres, it’s a “formula” you’ll 
see repeated across commercial fiction. Such work is not boring or deriv-
ative, but it does build on narrative techniques proven to work time and 
time again. Joseph Campbell compared myths and religions over time 
and across cultures, and wrote several works arguing for the existence of 
a “monomyth,” a basic pattern that underlies narratives from around the 
world (he borrowed the term from James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake). This 
monomyth is (at least in the film industry) commonly summarized as “the 
hero’s journey.” You can find writing instruction books, such as The Writer’s 
Journey, that teach you how to apply its principles to your own stories.

Work that doesn’t fall under the rubric of commercial fiction is often 
referred to as “literary,” a category discussed in chapter 8. What literary 
means depends on who you ask. If you were to pose the question to a panel 
of editors or agents, you’d likely hear a chorus of sighs; no one likes to de-
fine it, especially in front of an audience of writers. That’s because the dis-
tinction is based on stereotypes. Literary writing is sometimes regarded as 
more complex, artful, and nuanced than commercial fiction, work written 
by smart or deep people for other smart or deep people— with the obvious 
implication that commercial fiction is for simpletons who probably don’t 
even notice bad writing. That’s a stereotype you need to be aware of, and 
one commercial writers especially hate having to do battle with.

Neither literary nor commercial fiction has a monopoly on being com-
plex, artful, and nuanced, or on being “good” writing. However, those who 
write and read literary fiction do tend to have a more pronounced concern 
with language. They care deeply about not just the story, but exactly how 
that story is expressed. The aesthetics of the writing are as important as 
what happens.

Some people read to be entertained, as an escape; others read to be 
intellectually challenged. Either commercial or literary fiction can accom-
plish these goals. But commercial fiction does tend to focus on entertain-
ing readers, while literary fiction is more likely to challenge them. Literary 
novelists may be less inclined to satisfy readers than to discomfort them. 
Literary authors may take five or ten years to write a book that they hope 
will be carefully read and analyzed for its many layers of meaning.
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As the very name indicates, “commercial fiction” is work that’s posi-
tioned to make money. Literary fiction is notorious for selling few copies 
and not making publishers much of a profit. It usually reaches a large read-
ership only if the author is a household name or the book receives national 
recognition.

Most writers don’t choose to write literary work or commercial work. 
They’re simply drawn to produce one or the other. Creative writing pro-
grams, however, tend to favor literary work and aim to produce literary 
writers, not commercial novelists. Perhaps not surprisingly, most commer-
cial authors are not graduates of writing programs. As is well known, John 
Grisham was a lawyer before he became a full- time novelist, and James 
Patterson worked in advertising when he produced his first novel.

When pitched a short story collection from an unknown writer, most 
agents or commercial publishers will immediately say no and ask if a novel 
is available instead. Short story collections, as distinctly literary work, are 
most appropriate for small and nonprofit presses that specialize in pub-
lishing and promoting the art of the short story. Most are based outside of 
New York and offer little money, but there can be prestige and opportuni-
ties with well- recognized presses.

As for poets: You’ll find the commercial market even less receptive to 
poetry collections than short stories— unless you’re a social media ce-
lebrity. (See Rupi Kaur’s Milk and Honey, first self- published, then picked 
up by a commercial publisher. Kaur has more than 1.5 million Instagram 
followers.) Still, as with short stories, there are literary publishers and uni-
versity presses devoted to publishing collections. But even if you interest 
one, don’t expect to earn much money or see your book widely available 
in stores.

nonfiCTion: narraTive versus PresCriPTive
According to industry estimates, nonfiction makes up a large majority of 
published work in the United States, perhaps as much as 70 percent.1 That’s 
not surprising if you study the layout of a large bookstore. Shelf space in 
stores may be divided among dozens and dozens of nonfiction categories, 
but here it will be more useful to think of two broad areas: narrative non-
fiction and prescriptive nonfiction.

Prescriptive nonfiction is driven by information and advice. If you’re 
teaching lessons, cultivating skills, or helping someone improve their life, 
then you’re solidly in the realm of prescriptive nonfiction. These are prac-
tical books: The reader is trying to achieve something or derive a specific 
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benefit from their content. As such, prescriptive nonfiction books are most 
often sold on the basis of an author’s platform— their visibility in the field 
or to their target readership. You don’t have to be a highly skilled writer to 
produce a best- selling prescriptive nonfiction book; rather, the book has to 
deliver on its promise to readers, with clarity and directness. While great 
writing is certainly a bonus, and a merely satisfying prescriptive book can 
become transcendental when written with great artistry, that’s not the goal. 
The reader is not primarily interested in being entertained or delighting 
in what an artful writer you are; they want the benefit of your knowledge, 
experience, or unique insights.

Narrative nonfiction tells a true story, often using the techniques of fic-
tion, such as narrative tension, well- crafted scenes, and character develop-
ment. Memoirs fall into this broad category, as do biographies and auto-
biographies. If you’ve seen the movies Seabiscuit or Unbroken, both were 
based on best- selling narrative nonfiction books by Laura Hillenbrand. 
Sometimes narrative nonfiction is called creative nonfiction, although the 
terms aren’t quite synonymous. The latter term is most often used within 
academic settings and literary publishing communities— not commercial 
publishing— and often refers to essay- length works that use techniques of 
both fiction and poetry.

Unlike prescriptive nonfiction, you need some experience or skill as a 
writer to produce a memoir, history, or other fact- based work that’s meant 
to entertain through storytelling as much as it is to inform. Also, don’t 
expect that you can research and write a nonfiction book from the com-
fort of your home office, relying solely on an internet connection and the 
local library. Armchair reporting isn’t likely to pass muster with a New 
York publisher. Most successful narrative nonfiction work involves serious 
legwork, some amount of travel, and plenty of interviews. If you want to 
build a career in this nonfiction category, staying at home probably won’t 
be an option. At the very least, you’ll have to become skilled at using the 
phone or online video conferencing to get at information that is otherwise 
unavailable.

A Word about Memoir
Many people— especially those new to writing and publishing— attempt 
a memoir as their first book- length writing project. This sets up a signifi-
cant challenge: the writer usually hasn’t developed sufficient skills to tell 
the story, and— complicating matters— memoir is one of those categories 
where good writing doesn’t necessarily seal the deal. The writer must have 
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something new to say that sets her book apart from many similar stories. It 
can’t just be about how hard her life has been and how others can survive 
a hard life too— which sums up the majority of memoirs being pitched in 
today’s market.

You should be able to sum up the story in a couple sentences, in a way 
that encapsulates your unique and compelling perspective, but it must go 
further than just “growing up in a small town” or “overcoming addiction.” 
For example: a New York City cop tells how he became a Bronx detective 
after being a bartender (NYPD Green). Or a woman tells about becoming 
a new mother while her parents are being sent to prison (This Is Not My 
Beautiful Life). Or a young woman recounts a six- month adventure with 
her dying 160- pound English mastiff (Gizelle’s Bucket List). Notice how 
these stories zero in on a particular period in the writer’s life. Don’t expect 
to sell a memoir that begins during your childhood and ends in the present 
day. That’s not actually a memoir so much as an autobiography. A memoir 
tells the story of a specific time, a span of months or a few years. Trying 
to tell your entire life story is a giveaway that you don’t have a focused or 
cohesive narrative.

Also, it’s best to avoid the book idea that combines elements of narrative 
or memoir with elements of advice or self- help. For example, you might 
want to tell the story of advocating for your special- needs child, while giv-
ing parents of similar children information they desperately need but can 
gain only from someone who’s been through the same experience. Such 
hybrid narrative/self- help works can be difficult to sell because they don’t 
firmly land in one category or the other. If the primary goal is to help oth-
ers and build a reputation as an expert in the subject matter, commit to 
the prescriptive angle. If your motivation is to tell your story or build your 
career as an author, commit to memoir.

essay ColleCTions, anThologies, and humor
File all of these under “difficult to get published,” similar to short story and 
poetry collections. Few publishing goals are more difficult to achieve than 
selling a book- length work as an essayist, humorist, or satirist without first 
establishing a track record of publishing shorter work. Although there has 
been a resurgence of interest in essay collections, with the best- selling ex-
amples of Bad Feminist by Roxane Gay and The Empathy Exams by Leslie 
Jamison, both writers had years of experience before their collections were 
published. It’s best to focus on small presses to land a book deal for a col-
lection, and the same goes for anthologies with multiple contributors.
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Children’s Books
While children’s publishing could command an entire book of its own, 
there are usually three areas of interest to creative writers: picture books, 
middle- grade books, and young adult books. The age of the target reader is 
often critical when pitching children’s work, since the work should address 
issues that would be most appropriate for the child’s age, as well as use 
language that fits their reading level.

A picture book is meant for younger children, typically pre- readers or 
beginning readers. It features pictures on every page and tells its story 
through both the text and the picture. The traditional picture book is thirty- 
two pages and has no more than a thousand words. Generally, the shorter 
the better.

Middle- grade books are for young readers, ages eight to twelve, who ar-
en’t yet ready for young adult novels. They might include a few illustrations, 
but the story is told solely through the text. A well- known middle- grade 
series is Encyclopedia Brown. (If you’ve heard of chapter books, those are 
for a slightly younger audience, usually have larger type and illustrations, 
and make a point of not being intimidating. An example is the Captain 
Underpants series.)

YA, or young adult, has experienced astronomical growth and is cur-
rently one of the most commercially successful genres. In 2004 adult fic-
tion comprised about a third of all books sold in the United States. By 2014 
it had dropped to 23 percent, partly as a result of gains in the young adult 
market. More adults are reading young adult fiction; if you’re an adult 
who’s read Harry Potter, The Hunger Games, or the Twilight series, then 
you’re part of this trend. YA has many subgenres (such as paranormal or 
“realistic” YA), but their unifying quality is that the protagonist is a teen-
ager, with parents in the distant background, if they’re around at all.

These categories are all related to what we would consider leisure read-
ing for children, or reading that happens outside of school requirements. 
Writers tend to have considerable leeway in how the stories are told and 
what vocabulary is used. If you intend instead to write children’s books 
that will be used as school texts, then you need to study the very specific re-
quirements and guidelines that are available from educational publishers.

Some writers think that, since children’s work is often short, it must be 
easier to write and publish. The opposite is probably true. Especially when 
it comes to children’s picture books, you’ll find an extremely competitive 
market. It seems that every parent, grandparent, teacher, and caretaker has 
a picture book they want to publish. But picture books are among the most 
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WhaT’s your Word CounT?
Publishers think about the books they’re considering in terms of word count, 
which they translate into printed page count. The average book in today’s 
market is 80,000 words, or somewhere between 200 and 300 published pages. 
The average for some genres, such as science fiction and fantasy novels and 
histories, can be longer, perhaps 100,000 or more. But once you reach 120,000 
words or longer, you’re decreasing the chances that an agent or editor will be 
interested in your work.

Word count for nonfiction widely varies— an illustrated book may have 
fewer than 10,000 words, while a reference book might be well beyond 
100,000 words— but you can use 80,000 words as a rule of thumb for any 
type of nonillustrated narrative. Prescriptive nonfiction often runs shorter 
than 80,000 words.

Upon hearing these recommendations, some writers rightly point out that 
best- selling books can be very long indeed. The Da Vinci Code is nearly 200,000 
words, almost three times the length of a typical novel. As J. K. Rowling 
passed the midway point of the Harry Potter series, the books were exceeding 
500 published pages. So what gives?

If you’re a first- time author, you’re an unknown quantity. The longer your 
book is, the more it will cost to edit, manufacture, and ship. Therefore, the 
financial risk increases. No editor wants to be responsible for a 500- page 
commercial failure. Not that they want to publish failures of any length, but 
the longer the book, the more it will hurt. While there are always exceptions 
to length rules, don’t count on being one of them. In most cases, a very long 
manuscript indicates a work the writer hasn’t been disciplined enough to edit 
down.

If you have a manuscript that’s between 20,000 and 40,000 words, you 
haven’t written a book. If it’s fiction, you’ve written a novella, and you’ll have 
to look for publishers or journals that accept them; one example is Nouvella. 
If it’s nonfiction, depending on the category, your work might be called a 
“single” by digital- only imprints and publishers; see Amazon’s Kindle Singles 
program for an example. Generally, it’s better to avoid this manuscript length 
given the publishing difficulties you’ll encounter, assuming you want to publish 
traditionally.
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difficult to get right. You have very few words, not to mention a limited 
vocabulary, in which to tell your story. Plus you must know what children 
are like today— what situations and difficulties they face in current times— 
and not write only from your childhood memories.

Before you Begin The suBmissions ProCess
There are different levels of commercial viability: some works are suitable 
for Big Five traditional publishers, while others are better suited to midsize 
and small presses, as discussed in chapter 5. Most writers find it difficult to 
be honest with themselves about their work’s potential, but the most im-
portant thing to remember is that not every book is cut out to be published 
by a New York house or represented by an agent. Remember that the Big 
Five’s hope is to sell each book they publish in every bookstore across the 
nation. Does your work merit national distribution and promotion?

Once you’ve determined what type of book you have, you can begin re-
searching agents or publishers for your work, preparing your submissions 
materials, and pitching your work via snail mail or email— or even at a 
conference. (These topics are covered in the chapters that follow.)

Fiction writers should finish and polish their manuscripts before ap-
proaching editors or agents; it is nearly unheard of for a debut novelist 
to secure a book deal based on a partial manuscript. Nonfiction writers, 
however, can secure a deal by writing a book proposal (usually including 
at least one sample chapter, as discussed in chapter 13) instead of the full 
manuscript; this way, they can receive an advance up front to support the 
time and research required to produce the manuscript.

Before you embark on the process of submitting your work, be confident 
that you’ve made it the best you can, and can see no further way to improve 
it. Don’t expect agents or editors to act as your coach on a problematic 
manuscript or book idea, and, most important, don’t proceed through the 
submissions process as if you’re running a race. One of the biggest mis-
takes new writers make is rushing to get a book published. In 99 percent of 
cases, there’s no reason to rush.
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10 :  undersTanding liTerary agenTs

Within the more than five- hundred- year history of book publishing, lit-
erary agents are a recent phenomenon: they started appearing in late 
nineteenth- century Britain. The publishing landscape was growing in 
both size and complexity, so writers had greater need of a representative 
to navigate the market, protect their interests, and negotiate more lucrative 
contracts.

Publishers weren’t initially pleased with this development. William 
Heinemann, who founded one of the oldest imprints still operating in the 
UK, wrote, “This is the age of the middleman. He is generally a parasite. He 
always flourishes. I have been forced to give him some little attention lately 
in my particular business. In it, he calls himself the literary agent.”1 Soon 
enough, these so- called parasites became valuable to both the publisher 
and the author. While agents served as authors’ representatives, placing 
their clients’ work at the best possible publishing houses, they also became 
talent scouts and a trusted filter for publishers. The biggest publishers 
stopped accepting unagented work, and the gatekeeping responsibility 
passed to the agents.2

Then, as now, agents might be former editors, or they might be 
lawyers— or neither. There isn’t a formal industry credential for literary 
agents; anybody can call themselves one. Similar to editors, they have their 
own subjective tastes and opinions, and many specialize in certain types 
of work.

Whether you need an agent depends on several factors. Probably the 
most important is whether you want your work considered by the Big Five 
New York publishing houses, which generally don’t look at material un-
less it’s sent by an agent. But there are other benefits. Today, as was the 
case 140 years ago, agents know the market better than authors. They have 
relationships with specific editors at many publishing houses. They’re 
experts in what’s selling and how to pitch your work to the right place at 
the right time. They bring many years of experience, along with a network 
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of contacts— and hopefully a reputation for uncovering talent. They’re 
trusted by publishers to bring marketable projects to the table. When an 
agent represents you, you’re getting the benefit of their insider knowledge 
and contacts.

The advantages don’t stop there. Once they’ve negotiated the best deal 
for you, the agent should remain closely involved as your book progresses 
on the path to publication, running interference during any disagreements 
you might have with your editor or publisher. If there’s ever a contractual 
dispute, your agent is the one who will handle it; if there’s a problem with 
payment, your agent should be the first to spot it. Most authors appreci-
ate how an agent allows them to focus more on writing, confident that the 
agent will take care of business and raise red flags if they see something 
amiss.

The very best agent serves as an author’s career manager, taking an in-
terest not only in the first book but in how to best strategize and sell future 
books. The agent alternates between roles: coach (pushing you to get your 
work done), therapist (helping you cope with the inevitable bad reviews), 
cheerleader (celebrating every win), and sharp- nosed accountant (en-
suring you get every dime that’s due). Some even become active in your 
book’s marketing campaign. The best agent for you is someone who truly 
understands and believes in your work, and is committed to looking out 
for your long- term interests. You should trust your agent implicitly.

Before we discuss how to find an agent in chapter 11, you should first 
understand the standard business practices of a traditional literary agent, 
what their legal responsibility is, and what commitment you’re making 
when you choose to be represented by one.

First, agents are supposed to make money only when they sell your 
work. Their standard commission is 15 percent of everything the author 
receives. That means 15 percent of your advance, 15 percent of any royalties 
you earn, and 15 percent of other earnings that come from selling rights to 
your work. This of course gives them incentive to find the best opportuni-
ties for selling your work and to negotiate better deals.

A small number of agents charge a fee for reading your work, but this 
isn’t standard practice. Generally you should avoid anyone who charges 
up- front fees, because this is how publishing scams typically operate. 
Watch out as well for the agent who offers paid editing service, or refers 
you to an editing service in exchange for representation. While it is com-
mon for agents to say they’ll consider representing your work if you revise 
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it according to their specifications (known as a “revise and resubmit” re-
quest), it is not usual for them to do this work themselves and charge you 
for it, or to send you to a specific person they approve for help. In such 
cases, the agent may receive a kickback for referring you, which is consid-
ered unethical.

While agents have traditionally worked based on handshake agree-
ments with their authors, they now often formalize the relationship in writ-
ing. The author- agent contract spells out how long the representation lasts, 
how it can be renewed or terminated, the agent’s commission, and how 
disputes will be resolved. While the agent has the right to be your exclusive 
agent of record, your relationship should give you the freedom to represent 
yourself or market your own work when desirable. In other words, if and 
when you negotiate a deal for your own work without the agent’s assis-
tance, she shouldn’t earn a commission on it. But for any and all works that 
the agent sells and negotiates a contract for, she is entitled to earn a com-
mission for as long as that contract remains in effect. In fact, the publishing 
contract you sign with a book publisher will include what’s known as an 
“agency clause”— which is written and provided by the literary agent. This 
clause binds the agent to the book deal as the agent of record, who receives 
all payments and distributes them to you, the author, until the contract ter-
minates. Even if you break up with your agent, she will continue to receive 
a 15 percent commission while the publishing agreement remains in effect.

So, you should sign only with an agent you trust. Your agent oversees 
and double- checks your royalty statements from the publisher, and is 
responsible for sending you payments due. If either of you suspect the 
publisher isn’t being accurate or honest in its financial reporting, it will be 
your agent who oversees the auditing process.

hoW To evaluaTe agenTs
In the following chapters, I’ll discuss in detail how to research potential 
agents and how to submit materials to them. Assuming your search is 
successful, when an agent offers you representation, you should receive 
an email, and likely a phone call, to discuss the arrangement. Don’t feel 
pressured to agree to the offer of representation immediately— it’s OK to 
(respectfully) play hard to get. If your manuscript is under active consid-
eration by other agents, you should say so and ask for at least a week or 
two to see if the other agents are also interested. You’ll also want to ask if 
the agent requires you to sign a contract, which you’ll need time to review. 
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Finally, you’ll want at least a day or two to go back to your research notes 
about this agent, formulate a list of questions about how they work, and 
ask about next steps.

If you find yourself in the lucky position of being courted by two or more 
agents, then your phone conversations— which should give you the first 
signs of good or bad chemistry— may be the determining factor in which 
agent you ultimately choose. But also consider the following criteria.

First, look at the agents’ track record of sales, or their client list and the 
publishers they have recently sold to. (You should be able to find this infor-
mation on their website.) Are the publishers they sell to the types of pub-
lishers you consider appropriate for your work? Ensure that your agent has 
success in representing the type of work you’re trying to sell. If she doesn’t 
have the experience or connections you would expect, then ask her about 
it— again, respectfully. Publishing tends to be driven by relationships and 
reputation, and if your agent is trying to break into new business territory 
with your book, you should know prior to committing.

Sometimes it’s easier to get represented by a new agent who is trying 
to build a roster of clients, someone who may not have a lot of sales under 
their belt. If an agent’s track record is still developing, take a look at their 
previous experience in publishing. For example, were they formerly an 
editor at a New York house? What’s the experience and reputation of the 
agency they’re associated with? If they’re working at a solid agency with 
an identifiable track record, or have a long history in the publishing world, 
these are good signs.

The second thing to look for is industry professionalism. This can be 
tough for a beginner to gauge, but the agent should be treating you in a way 
that inspires confidence. They should get back to you in a timely manner 
and communicate clearly. Their business operations shouldn’t be cloaked 
in secrecy, and they should treat you as an equal. If you feel you’re being 
treated shabbily, others might feel the same way— and that includes edi-
tors at publishing houses.

I should note here that I’ve observed some unpublished writers who 
can be very demanding and cling to expectations that are exceptional and 
outside the norm for the publishing industry. So be reasonable. You can’t 
call your agent at any hour and expect to have a lengthy discussion, or 
demand daily contact, or count on near- instant responses to your emails. 
Remember: Most agents work for free until your book is sold. Their most 
immediate responses go to established clients whose continued book sales 
pay their bills.
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The final thing you’re looking for is enthusiasm. Do you get the feeling 
that the agent genuinely believes in you and your work? While agents are 
certainly interested in a sale, they’re also interested in projects that ex-
cite them and clients they are proud to represent. While it’s not possible 
to quantify “enthusiasm,” think of it this way: Your agent represents your 
cause to the publisher throughout the life of your book’s publication, and 
helps to resolve conflicts. Does this agent feel like your best champion? 
Having an agent you’re not confident is doing the best job for you is often 
worse than having no agent at all.

One thing you shouldn’t worry about too much is the size of the agency, 
which doesn’t necessarily correlate with the size of the deals it negotiates. 
Some reputable agencies consist of only one or two principals, with per-
haps a few associates— you might call these “boutique” agencies. Midsize 
and large agencies may have many agents on board, as well as specialized 
staff, such as a contracts manager or foreign rights specialist. Finally, there 
are mega- agencies, like William Morris Endeavor or ICM Partners, that 
have far greater scope than just literary talent— they also deal with actors, 
singers, and other performers.

WhaT haPPens afTer you’ve signed WiTh an agenT
Once you’ve secured an agent, that doesn’t mean your work will be sent 
out to publishers immediately. Agents’ practices vary widely in this regard: 
some will help you further refine your manuscript or book proposal, some 
will ask you for revisions, and others might rework your submissions pack-
age to increase its chances of success. Only when the agent is satisfied with 
your materials and their presentation will they start contacting editors.

You’ve probably heard that publishers spend less time on editing than 
they once did, sometimes shifting pressure to agents to fulfill the role of 
nurturing editor. While you will find some agents who are very hands- on 
editorially, this isn’t true of all agents. They aren’t supposed to take the 
place of the editor at the publishing house. If you want to know if your agent 
is a hands- on type, look closely at their website, read any interviews they’ve 
done, or simply ask them directly if they make an offer of representation. 
There isn’t really a right or wrong level of editorial involvement, but agents 
who are new to the business may be more inclined to put in substantial 
editorial work. That’s because early on, while they’re still establishing them-
selves, they’re probably not attracting cream- of- the- crop projects. If you’re 
seeking an agent who will take an active hand, it can be smart to target these 
“hungry” agents who may have more time to spend on nurturing talent.
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Before the agent sends your work out, she’ll probably discuss her pitch 
strategy with you— typically a round of submissions to the most desirable 
editors, or sometimes an auction. Auctions take place when an agent has 
what she thinks is a hot property. She might establish a floor price— the 
minimum for which she will sell the book— and then make submissions to 
potential editors, giving a deadline for responses. If one publisher’s bid is 
topped by another’s, the first publisher is given the opportunity to top the 
competitor’s offer. Obviously, this process hinges on one factor: the book 
must be one that the industry believes will be a big seller. Nothing is more 
embarrassing for an agent than holding an auction and finding no bidders.

Sometimes, before the auction starts, a publisher issues something 
called a preempt, an offer conditioned on the agent immediately taking 
the project off the market. If the publisher and author are a good match 
for each other, and the offer is good enough, then a preempt can be a sat-
isfying deal for everyone. Preempts often happen when an editor loves 
the project and doesn’t want to compete with other publishers for it. If the 
preempt is declined, the agent and author then take their chances with the 
auction process.

However the process plays out, an agent can never force you to accept a 
deal or work with a publisher you’re uncomfortable with. It’s not uncom-
mon for authors to turn down better money with one publisher to go with 
another house, or another editor, that offers a better fit.

When The agenT Can’T sell your Work
Having an agent doesn’t guarantee a book deal. These days it’s common to 
hear from agents, after several failed rounds of submissions, “I could have 
sold it five years ago.” Today’s market is tougher than ever. So if this is what 
your agent tells you, hopefully they can offer more specifics about why. 
Is the market saturated? Are publishers demanding authors with bigger 
platforms? Have the publishers cut back on the number of titles they’re 
signing?

Agents should specify what imprints or publishers they’ve contacted 
and been rejected by. It’s your right to know this information, especially 
after a long period of time has passed. You can also ask for the rejection let-
ters, though your agent is under no obligation to provide you with specific 
contact information of editors and publishers.

Don’t assume that your agent isn’t “good enough” because your book 
didn’t sell. But they should have an open and frank discussion with you 
about any patterns in the rejections you’re receiving. Perhaps there’s a way 
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to revise your book or its concept to make it more marketable, although 
you shouldn’t expect that your agent will undertake a revision process 
with you. Sometimes, it’s better for agents to cut their losses if they can’t 
be confident of a sale worth their time. However, if the agent is genuinely 
enthusiastic about representing you, they’ll likely encourage you to start or 
finish another, more marketable manuscript they can shop around.

If you feel your agent is failing you, and you want to shop for another, 
you might not find it easy to secure a new agent. Having had representa-
tion in the past won’t in itself help you attract another agent. In fact, some 
agents might wonder if you’re a difficult client, especially if they think 
well of the agency you’re leaving. However, if you feel that terminating is 
your best option, and it might be, then look at the author- agent contract 
you signed. What are the rules? Some contracts stipulate you have to give 
the agent at least a year to find a home for your work. Others allow for 
you to terminate the relationship at will, within 30 days of notice. If you 
do part ways with an agent before they sell your work, make sure you get 
a list of all the publishers they’ve submitted to. That’s the first thing your 
new agent will want to know. If your first agent exhausted every possible 
outlet, it’s not really possible for another agent to approach them a second 
time. Once a rejection, always a rejection. Even if you reconceptualize the 
book, or dramatically revise the manuscript, most editors will be unwilling 
to take a second look at a project they’ve already considered. They would 
be doing an agent a major favor to reconsider, and most of the time, the 
answer would still be no.

If an agent’s efforts lead to a dead end, another option is to begin sub-
mitting your work to smaller presses or digital publishers that the agent 
didn’t pursue because they didn’t represent enough of a financial op-
portunity. If you get an offer from a small press, it’s possible to negotiate 
your own contract if you know what to look for. (See chapters 11 and 14 
and appendix 1, “Contracts 101,” for more on small presses and contracts.) 
Alternatively, you can sometimes find an agent to work on an hourly basis 
to negotiate the contract for you.
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11 :  researChing agenTs and PuBlishers

Once you’re confident about your category or genre of work, and have 
some idea of how it fits into the literary landscape, you’re ready to begin 
researching specific agents or publishers to approach (known collectively 
as “markets” for your work). When conducting this research, you need to 
answer three questions: (1) Is this agent or publisher actively considering 
new work? (2) Do I think this agent or publisher is a good fit for my work? 
(3) What materials does the agent or publisher require for my work to be 
considered?

Some writers wonder if they can hire someone to handle this head-
ache for them— to identify the right markets to approach, put together 
their materials, and track responses. They find the process to be complete 
drudgery, as well as depressing when the rejections start rolling in. While 
there are services that will undertake this process for you, I’m not a fan 
of them. First, I don’t think they care about your work as much as you. If 
it were me, I’d want to know that sufficient time, attention, and research 
went into selecting the right agents and editors for my work. Why spend 
years writing and revising your book only to outsource the very important 
business decision of identifying its best home?

But there’s another reason I recommend you do the work yourself, 
which is perhaps old- fashioned of me: It’s good for you. You should do the 
work that helps you get more familiar with the business side of writing, so 
you can make better decisions for your career. Plus, by trying to escape it 
or pay someone else to worry about it, you’re ignoring an important lesson 
of every writer’s life: you have to give due attention to both the art and the 
business.

You should focus on researching agents if you believe your work has 
significant commercial potential and is a good fit for a major New York 
publisher, or if you want your work considered by other presses that ac-
cept only agented work. You might also want to research competitions, 
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especially for literary work, since it’s not uncommon for short story col-
lections, poetry, or essays to be published by university presses as part of a 
prize package. See chapter 26 for more about competitions.

I recommend you take a methodical approach to the research and 
submissions process to ensure that you give your work the best possible 
chance. Here’s the big- picture overview:

• Begin with online databases or print market guides that list 
hundreds, even thousands, of agents and publishers. Develop 
a broad hit list that includes every potential market you might 
approach.

• Next, dig deeper into each potential agent or publisher by doing 
online research. You’re looking for any information that might  
help you understand what submissions they want to see from 
writers.

• Then start to categorize the agents or publishers according to fit: 
“my dream,” “good fit,” “maybe.”

You’ll be gathering lots of information, so use your favorite note- taking 
tool or software. I like Evernote. Other writers use Microsoft Excel. What’s 
important is that you log the information so that you can easily find it later 
and refer to it during the query writing and proposal process. You might 
also use this same document to track your submissions process, to keep 
track of who hasn’t responded and who’s sent a rejection.

If you have any interest whatsoever in having an agent, or in pursuing 
commercial publishers, then try to secure an agent first. Do not pitch your 
book simultaneously to agents and to publishers. Agents prefer to start 
with a blank slate and be the first to introduce the project to the market. If 
you collect lots of rejections from publishers, then enlist an agent’s help, 
the agent faces a difficult challenge: to turn a “no” into a “yes.” So don’t 
make their job harder than it needs to be. You can always approach pub-
lishers on your own (at least those who accept unagented work) if you fail 
to interest an agent.

If you have a relationship with an editor who has specifically requested 
to see your work, then it’s OK to submit it without an agent. When and if 
the editor makes an offer, you can seek out an agent through the usual 
query process, and let them know you already have an editor interested. 
An agent can hardly object to that, although they may want to strategize 
with you on whether you should fish around for more or better offers.
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maJor daTaBases for researChing 
agenTs and PuBlishers

Some of the following resources are free. Others require you to pay a sub-
scription fee. As you might expect, the fee- based services typically offer 
higher- quality information, and your research process would likely be in-
complete without investing in at least one of them.

• WritersMarket .com. By far the best place to research book 
publishers, with thousands of listings. Pay a monthly fee to 
access its database, or use the annual print edition at a library or 
bookstore.

• PublishersMarketplace .com. The best place to research literary 
agents; many agents have member pages with helpful information. 
A paid subscription is required.

• AgentQuery .com. Free site offering about a thousand agent listings 
and an excellent community for writers going through the query 
process.

• QueryTracker .net. Some publisher listings and a lot of agent listings. 
The basic service is free.

• Duotrope .com. A very useful database if you’re shopping around 
poetry, short stories, essays, or literary novels. Paid subscription 
is required, but some writing programs have an institutional 
subscription— be sure to check if you’re enrolled in one.

Databases include, among much else, information such as the mission 
statement or publishing philosophy of an agent or house; what types of 
work are accepted; what submission materials to send and when; and 
specific tips from the editors or agents being listed. Publishers may also 
indicate how many titles they publish per year and how much they pay.

Publishers Marketplace, though expensive, can be particularly insight-
ful since it gives you access to book deals that have been made recently (as 
well as going back to 2000). For each book deal listed in its database, you’ll 
find the following information:

• the author and title of the book, along with a one- sentence 
description

• the agent who represented the book
• the editor and publisher who bought the book

You can search the deals database based on your own book’s category or 
genre, and can narrow your search further by using keywords. While it’s 
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far from a complete listing of publishing deals, Publishers Marketplace 
quickly gives you sharp insight into who’s buying what, and what agents 
are actively selling. That said, when you run your search, be careful how 
far back you go. While it can be instructive to see the history of sales in a 
category, so much changes over time that only more recent years will give 
you a strong indicator of what’s marketable right now.

All of these market guides and databases have that problem in common: 
they can go out of date quickly. They also tend to provide only the broadest 
brushstrokes of a particular market. It takes further digging to understand 
the tastes of an agent or publisher.

going Beyond daTaBase researCh
Once you’re armed with your list of agents or publishers, undertake a 
more in- depth investigation of each. First, visit their websites, where you’ll 
typically find the most up- to- date information, including whether they’re 
open for submissions. Even if you’ve found submission guidelines else-
where, always confirm them on the website. If you uncover discrepancies, 
follow the instructions that seem to be the most recently updated.

For literary agencies, read the descriptions of all member agents and 
determine which one is the best match. Usually you should only approach 
one agent per agency, but check their guidelines to be sure. If an agency 
offers tips for writers, obviously you should read them and note anything 
you’ll want to remember when you put together your submissions pack-
age. Some agents have active blogs or news and events pages, which can 
be useful to scan. Look for any comment on the types of queries they’re 
receiving (particularly within the last year), what they’ve recently sold, and 
what projects they want to see more of.

Publisher websites tend to be far more conservative in their informa-
tion and advice for potential authors. In fact, you often have to hunt for 
anything at all related to submissions. If you can’t find anything explicitly 
labeled “Submissions,” check the small type at the top and bottom of the 
homepage for “About Us,” “Contact Us,” or “Site Map.” Worst- case: Google 
the publisher’s name along with “submission guidelines”— that usually 
turns up something. As with agents, research which editor to approach 
within the company, look for editor bios to assess the best fit, and ap-
proach one. If you can’t find any specific editor names, that’s OK. Address 
your submission generally to “the editors.”

While you’re at the publisher’s site, study their recent releases. Usually 
books are released in two seasons— a fall list and a spring list. Looking at 
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TiPs for researChing small Presses
If you undertake the submissions process without an agent, you’ll have to 
evaluate the qualities of small presses, and look for signs that they will be 
a good business partner and likely to produce a successful book. Given the 
extreme ease of publishing and distributing e- books and print- on- demand edi-
tions, just about anyone can call themselves a publisher. While working with 
a newly minted press might suit your needs, you should know it going in and 
adjust your expectations. Here are some questions to ask when researching 
small publishers or digital- only presses:

• Where are their books distributed? Publishers should clearly 
state on their website where their books are available or how they 
can be ordered. Can you find their titles in physical bookstores? The 
largest publishers— the Big Five— sell direct to bookstores, while 
smaller publishers work with distributors to reach stores. Very small 
presses may sell their books only through online retailers such as 
Amazon.

• Does the publisher invest in a print run or use print- on- 
demand only? This is a back- door approach to the bookstore 
question. Print- on- demand (POD) is a technology that allows 
publishers to print their books one at a time, as they are ordered. 
Your book is unlikely to be stocked on physical store shelves unless 
the publisher invests in at least a small print run. A print run also 
represents an investment and indicates some commitment to selling 
and marketing a book. Ask the publisher what its typical print run is; 
most publishers will commit to a minimum of 500 or 1,000 copies of 
any title they publish.

• For digital- only publishers, what value do they provide that 
you need? You’ll find many varieties of digital- only publishers— from 
innovative imprints at the Big Five houses to start- up companies. Most 
pay higher royalties but no advance— or a very low advance. The 
digital market remains in flux, with no established standards. So you’ll 
have to study carefully the titles released, who’s authoring them, and 
what level of success they seem to have. Do you want to be part of 
the family the publisher is building? Do you trust it to provide good 
editors, marketers, and publicists for your work?

• What’s the publisher’s editing process like? Will you be 
assigned an editor? Some small presses will take exactly what you 
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an entire season gives you an excellent idea of how many titles the pub-
lisher handles, the types of authors it looks for, and what topics it publishes 
on. In the case of nonfiction, you may end up researching some of these 
titles in depth as part of your book proposal.

Study any formal series or imprints that specifically apply to your work. 
For instance, Sourcebooks, an independent publisher in Chicago, has an 
imprint specifically devoted to young adult books, called Sourcebooks Fire. 
Harlequin, a romance publisher and itself a division of HarperCollins, has 
more than a dozen different imprints. Most imprints have specific guide-
lines and market considerations that are distinct from those of the overall 
company. It’s easy to go down the rabbit hole and get confused. If you find 
you need a map of how all the pieces fit together, check Writer’s Market, 
which every year publishes an updated listing of all the major publishers 
and their imprints.

give them and publish it, without any copyediting or proofreading. 
Even if you like the idea of your manuscript remaining pristine, this 
shows lack of engagement and care. Virtually no manuscript will be 
ready to publish without considerable editorial work.

• What marketing and promotion do their titles receive? Ask 
what the publisher’s baseline marketing plan is for every title. Do 
they send out advance review copies? Write a press release? Submit 
the book to specific media outlets for coverage? Find out the bare 
minimum they commit to, and if it amounts to little more than making 
the title available for sale, rethink whether you want to publish with 
them. You can also get a good feel for the sophistication of publishers’ 
overall marketing and promotion by simply studying their online 
presence and how they present themselves.

• How can you terminate the deal? It’s less risky to sign with 
a small press when there’s a defined way for you to leave if things 
don’t work out. Some new presses will agree to a limited term that’s 
renewable by mutual agreement. See appendix 1 for more about 
contract negotiation.

• Can you speak to recent authors? This can be the best 
litmus test of all. Are other authors pleased with the publisher’s 
communication and level of involvement? How much value did the 
publisher add to the process? Will the authors stay with this publisher 
for their next books?
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After studying the website of the agency or publisher, it’s time to move 
on to social media. Twitter is very popular in the publishing community, so 
you’ll likely find a presence there. It’s also worthwhile to check for public 
accounts at Facebook, Pinterest, and Tumblr. Many agents and editors use 
social media to have conversations with authors, potential authors, and 
other industry insiders. Studying these communications not only provides 
insights into the submissions process but helps you ascertain fit. Is this 
someone you want to do business with? Do you like their demeanor? What 
gets them enthusiastic?

You’ll find that some publishing professionals offer specific information 
and advice for writers through social media, and some invite questions 
during specific chat windows. These are good opportunities to ask that 
market- trend question you’ve been pondering that maybe only they can 
answer. Also, a phenomenon has emerged on Twitter whereby agents and 
editors tell writers what’s on their “wish list”— what types of projects they 
want to sell but haven’t been receiving from writers. You can stay informed 
about wish list requests by following the #MSWL hashtag on Twitter, or by 
visiting MSWishList .com, which tracks what requests are tweeted.

As a final step in your online research, run a Google search on each of 
your markets. Put the name of the specific agent or publisher in quotation 
marks, and see what you get. If you get a lot of results, it can be helpful 
to add the word “interview,” “submissions,” or “query.” You could also use 
words connected to your book’s genre, category, or theme.

Once you’ve collected all the information you can find on your target 
markets, start to prioritize your list. Any agent or publisher who is a weak 
candidate should not be approached— “Hail Mary” queries will only waste 
your time. For better candidates, you might further research what confer-
ences or events they attend. Could there be an opportunity to pitch or meet 
in person?

If you have any doubts about the quality of an agent or publisher on 
your list, Google their name and add the word “scam.” You’re probably not 
the first person to wonder, and that search will help you find the message 
boards where people discuss their experiences with agents and publishers. 
You can also check several sites where industry watchdogs actively post 
warnings. Writer Beware is the best known and most respected.

oTher meThods of researChing agenTs and PuBlishers
One of the oldest recommended methods of finding an agent is to look in 
the acknowledgments section of a book you’ve read that’s similar to your 
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own. Just about every author thanks both their agent and their editor. An 
added benefit is that you now have an excellent way to open your query 
letter, which we’ll discuss in the next chapter.

Another tried- and- true method is to ask published friends— if you 
have any— for a referral to their agent. The danger is that your author 
friend might not believe your book is all that good. If he knowingly sends 
his agent a dud manuscript, he’ll hurt his ability to refer other deserving 
writers. So it can be a delicate situation. Sometimes it’s best to ask your 
friend if they’d be willing to take a look at your work and offer feedback, 
which might then lead to a referral. However, many authors have dozens of 
friends making the same request, and it can be hard to avoid an awkward 
situation for both of you.

If you’re willing to work with a new and “hungry” agent or publisher, 
then keep a close eye on new market announcements. You can find them 
reported at Publishers Marketplace, which you can access if you’re a sub-
scriber; Writer’s Digest’s Guide to Literary Agents blog, which posts about 
new agents; and online writing communities that have dedicated threads 
for such announcements. Also, every year, Writer’s Digest publishes a spe-
cial agent issue in October, highlighting twenty or more agents who are 
seeking new clients.
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12 :  Book Queries and synoPses

As you research agents and publishers, you’ll soon discover that almost 
no one accepts a full manuscript on first contact. Instead, an author com-
monly sends a query letter. The query letter is the time- honored tool for 
writers seeking publication, used by magazine writers and book authors 
alike. In book publishing, the query functions as a sales letter that attempts 
to persuade an editor or agent to read your manuscript or proposal.

At its heart, the query is about seduction. In fact, it’s so much about 
charming persuasion that you should be able to write the query without 
having written a single word of the manuscript. That doesn’t mean it’s easy. 
For some writers, the query represents a completely unfamiliar way of think-
ing about their book and their story. You have to begin seeing your work in 
terms of a marketable product, which requires having some distance from it.

In addition to the query, you may be asked for a synopsis if you’re writing 
a narrative work. This commonly reviled document (at least among writers, 
and even some editors) is sometimes requested because an agent or pub-
lisher wants to see, from beginning to end, what happens in your book. It 
helps them determine, without having to read an entire manuscript, if you 
are able to tell a story, specifically within the conventions of your genre.

As a reminder: Novelists should pitch their work only when the man-
uscript is final; nonfiction writers can pitch based on an idea alone and 
some sample material. We’ll tackle novel queries first, then nonfiction. I’ll 
be referring to agents throughout, but the same principles apply when ap-
proaching editors.

novel Queries
I divide the query into five elements:

• some element of personalization, where you customize the letter
• what you’re offering: your book’s title, word count, and genre/

category
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• a compelling story premise (the meat of the query)
• biographical note
• closing

Personalization. This isn’t required, but it can set your letter apart from 
the hundreds of others sitting on an agent’s desk. A surprising number of 
writers do little or no research before submitting their work, and blast their 
materials to any address they can find. Agents, of course, can easily spot 
blanket submissions, and appreciate writers who are more thoughtful and 
considerate.

If you consider your query a sales tool, then you’re striving to be a good 
salesperson. And good salespeople develop a rapport with the people they 
want to sell to, and show that they understand their needs. By personal-
izing your letter, you can show that you’ve done your homework and that 
you’re not pushing your work out to everyone indiscriminately.

There are several ways to personalize your letter meaningfully. If you’ve 
studied what type of books the agent represents, you can compare your 
work to that of an existing client. If you’ve read interviews that mention 
the agent’s interest in what you write, you can cite that as a specific reason 
for approaching them. Even better, if you’ve heard the agent speak or met 
them at a conference, you can reference that. The key here is demonstrating 
awareness of the marketplace you’re trying to enter. It’s not that you want 
to appear chummy, but you should come off as informed and deliberate.

That said, you’re not going to be rejected for not personalizing your 
query— and in some cases, you might find it hard to personalize the letter 
in a meaningful way. At the very least, address a specific agent (not just 
“Dear Agent:”) and demonstrate some knowledge of the types of work they 
deal in, based on your research. (A sentence is more than enough, avoid 
more than two.) This alone will set you apart from the many writers query-
ing, and that’s the point.

What you’re offering. Even though the title is tentative, even though the 
genre may be tweaked later due to marketing considerations, even though 
that word count may change during editing— include all of these details. 
They signal that you have a fully realized project that’s targeted to a partic-
ular audience. They could also unwittingly signal some problems with your 
project. For instance, if your query states that you’ve written a memoir that 
runs 250,000 words, that fact alone can lead to a rejection. You’re selling a 
project that doesn’t fit well within current market standards.



108 } c h a p t e r  1 2

Sometimes it can be useful to draw comparisons between your book 
and another title or the work of another author. You can say that your 
book is written in the same manner or style, or that it has a similar tone or 
theme. Just be careful not to overdo it. One or two comparisons should be 
more than enough, and the more thoughtful the comparison, the better. 
Comparing yourself to a current New York Times best- selling author can 
come across as arrogant or too easy; it’s better to demonstrate a nuanced 
understanding of where your book falls within the literary spectrum.

The story’s premise or hook. The most common mistake is to cram in 
too much detail about the story. Instead, you want to focus on the story’s 
premise. The premise consists of the protagonist(s) and the challenge they 
face. We need a fairly equal balance of character and plot here— enough 
to connect with the character and enough to be interested in the problem 
that will drive the story from beginning to end. We want to avoid anything 
that might sound or feel like a book report, or an accounting of the plot 
twists and turns. (If agents want to know that, they will turn to the synopsis, 
which we’ll discuss later.)

When a hook is well- written but boring, it’s often because the story 
lacks anything fresh. It’s the same old formula. The protagonist feels one- 
dimensional, the angle pedestrian, the premise indistinguishable from 
a hundred others the agent has seen. Your story may be compelling on 
the page, but your query fails to capture its unique qualities. Figuring out 
what’s truly special about your story, and expressing that in a compelling 
way— this is the toughest part of writing the query. I recommend you start 
with one of the following prompts:

• What does your character want, why does he want it, and what 
keeps him from getting it?

• State your character’s name, give a brief description, describe the 
conflict she faces, and convey the choices she has to make.

Once you have a draft of your hook, work on improving it. You should be 
able to write an effective hook in 100 to 200 words. Some hooks are just 
one paragraph, or you might have a few short paragraphs. Usually you only 
need to mention the protagonist(s), the romantic interest or sidekick, and 
the antagonist. If you’re trying to explain more than three or four charac-
ters, you’re on the wrong track. If you’re getting sidetracked into minor plot 
points that don’t affect the protagonist’s choices or the story’s outcome, cut 
them. Finally, don’t reveal the ending in your hook. (Again, that belongs 
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in the synopsis.) Your best strategy is brevity. The more you try to explain, 
the more likely you’ll squeeze the life out of your story. Get in, and get out.

Biographical note. This is usually 50 to 100 words. Include any relevant 
publication credits; if you’re unpublished, there’s no need to state that. 
Mention any writing degrees, memberships in major professional writing 
organizations, and well- known awards or grants you’ve won. Such things 
signal your seriousness and intention to develop a career as a writer. But 
avoid cataloging every single thing you’ve done in your writing life. If you’re 
unsure whether to include something, skip it. If your book is the product of 
some intriguing or unusual research— say you spent a year in the Congo, 
and that informs your characters and plot— mention it. Unique details can 
catch the attention of an agent. If you have a career outside of writing that 
informs your work (e.g., you’re a former lawyer writing legal thrillers), by 
all means mention it. But even if there’s not a direct connection, agents are 
often curious about what background you bring to your writing. You are 
allowed, even encouraged, to be a multifaceted person!

Just about every agent will Google you if they have any interest in your 
work, and they’ll likely find your website or blog whether you mention it 
in the query or not. If you’re proud of your online presence, and very ac-
tive, you might want to mention it in the query. But it doesn’t say anything 
about your ability to write a great story, and for novelists and memoirists, 
the art and craft of story come first.

If you’ve previously self- published your work, the query presents a mi-
nor dilemma. Should you mention your track record as a self- published 
author? That’s totally up to you. Lots of people have self- published these 
days, and while in the past there was a stigma surrounding self- publishing, 
it no longer affects your chances for traditional publication in the future. 
If you do mention it, it’s best if you’re proud of your efforts and ready to 
discuss your success (or failure). If you consider it a mistake or irrelevant 
to the project at hand, better to leave it out. Just understand it may come up 
later, and don’t make the mistake of thinking your self- publishing credits 
make you somehow more desirable as an author. That would require in-
credible sales success.

Closing. You don’t read much advice about how to close a query letter, 
perhaps because there’s not much to it, right? You say thanks and sign your 
name. But you want to make sure you leave a good final impression and 
follow good etiquette. You don’t have to state that you are simultaneously 
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querying, as everyone assumes this already. However, if the manuscript 
itself is under consideration by another agent or editor, then mention it if 
or when someone else requests it.

Resist the temptation to editorialize in the closing, or at any point in 
the letter. Don’t proclaim how much the agent will love the work, or how 
exciting it is, or how it’s destined to be a best seller if only someone will give 
it a chance. Thank the agent, but don’t carry on unnecessarily, be cloyingly 
subservient, or beg.

Never introduce the idea of an in- person meeting. Don’t say you’ll be 
visiting their city soon and suggest you might meet for coffee. The only 
possible exception is if you know you’ll hear them speak at an upcoming 
event— but don’t ask for a meeting. Just say you look forward to hearing 
them speak. Use the conference’s official channels to set up an appoint-
ment if it makes sense, perhaps instead of sending the query.

nonfiCTion Queries
There is tremendous variation across nonfiction queries, because nonfic-
tion spans vastly different types of work. However, it can be roughly di-
vided into two categories, as discussed in chapter 9:

• prescriptive nonfiction (such as business, self- help, and reference)
• narrative nonfiction (including memoir and biography)

For prescriptive nonfiction, rather than relating a story premise, you craft 
a hook that effectively tells what your book is about and why there’s a need 
in the market for it. You also have to describe your platform: why you’re 
the best person to write the book and in a strong position to promote it. 
Before querying, you should have a book proposal written and polished 
(see chapter 13); your query letter will end up being a condensed version 
of the book proposal’s overview— the summary that discusses the most 
important and salable qualities of your book. (It’s OK if your query and 
proposal include the same or similar language.)

In a prescriptive nonfiction hook, it’s very powerful to claim that your 
book will be the first and only book to do X, assuming it’s the truth. Such a 
statement indicates uniqueness sufficient to set your book apart from the 
competition. You may be entering a crowded field, so you need to nail the 
concept and make it irresistible. Discuss how your book offers a compel-
ling solution to a problem faced by your target audience. Ask yourself the 
following questions:
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• What special features or content does your book offer?
• What research or investigation does your book include that can be 

found nowhere else?
• What proven systems, methods, secrets, or lessons do you share?
• How will readers benefit from your book? How will their lives 

change for the better?

Unless you have platform muscle, it’s unlikely that New York publishers 
will be interested in your prescriptive nonfiction book. Platform basically 
equates to visibility, or the ability to sell books. You should have visibility 
among the specific target audience you expect to buy your book. And it’s 
not enough to say you have visibility— you have to be able to point to it, 
quantify it, and show how you’re ready to lift off into the stratosphere of 
book sales. (For more on platform, see chapter 19.)

For narrative nonfiction, the query looks much the same as it would for 
a novel. Writing quality and storytelling is usually the primary consider-
ation, and your hook plays an important role in conveying the quality of 
the story. But the publisher must also be able to envision a sizable audi-
ence for the story— so you need to show how the topic is timely, relevant, 
or otherwise of interest to readers. It’s instructive to look at the rejections 
Rebecca Skloot collected for The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, now an 
award- winning book. Skloot had trouble persuading editors that her story 
was marketable to a wide audience. Here’s what a couple of those rejection 
letters said:

• “I’m sorry to say that I’m not entirely confident that the approach 
taken here to tell us the story is the kind of treatment which will 
reach the broad nonfiction readership that we’re looking for.”

• “She’s a graceful writer with a real talent for presenting scientific 
material in a lucid and very human way. That said, though, I have to 
admit I can’t quite imagine how a book on this chapter in science 
might reach more than a very limited audience. To me, the real 
heart of the story is somehow too short- lived to create a strong 
sense of narrative tension, and its repercussions, I think, may not 
spark the interest of a wide enough readership for [our] list.”1

If you’re pitching a memoir, then write the query in first person. Be aware 
there are a lot of tired story lines out there, as pointed out in chapter 9. 
From the comments in a 2010 agent roundtable on memoir in Writer’s Di-
gest, you can get a feel for what makes agents’ eyes glaze over:
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• “On some days it seems as though every therapist in the country 
who is dealing with addicts of one kind or another has told them to 
journal their recovery and then turn it into a book. Quitting booze 
or drugs is a good thing to do, but it isn’t the triumph of the human 
spirit.”

• “I’m sick of dysfunctional family stories, but I’m a big fan of 
memoirs by people who have lived lives the rest of us only 
dream of.”

• “Though books by cancer and disease survivors are prevalent, I find 
them very tough to sell to publishers unless the survivor has some 
kind of name recognition.”

• “I try to steer [writers] away from, ‘I was born in a big/small town, 
and I liked listening to punk music, and I hated my mother and 
blahdee blahda blah blah.’”2

PuTTing iT all TogeTher and sending iT ouT
The very first paragraph of your query should put your best foot forward, or 
lead with your strongest selling point. Some strong ways to start:

• If an existing client or author has vouched for or referred you to the 
agent or editor, that’s your lead.

• If you met the agent or editor at a conference, and especially if your 
material was requested, put that information right up front.

• Some authors do best to lead with their credentials or prestigious 
awards. This is especially true for previously published authors, or 
those with MFA degrees from well- known programs.

If none of these scenarios applies to you, then the default way to begin your 
query is either with the personalization described in the section on novel 
queries or with your story hook. As far as polite terms of address, it’s best 
to open formally, such as “Dear John Smith.” If an agent writes back using 
your first name and signs with their first name, you’re welcome to match 
their informality in your response.

Once you have a working draft of your query, it’s time to check for a few 
red flags.

• If your fiction query runs longer than one page, single- spaced, 
you’ve said way too much. You need to simplify and trim back your 
hook or your biographical note. Nonfiction queries may merit a 
second page, but don’t go onto a third.
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• Avoid directly commenting on the quality of your work. Your query 
should show, not tell, what a good writer you are.

• Avoid long explanations of what has inspired the work. It may be OK 
to reference briefly your inspiration, but this kind of material is best 
saved for publicity interviews after the work is published. Agents 
rarely care about your inspiration and can have jaded responses 
to it.

• When pitching a novel, you don’t have to talk about trends in the 
market or the book’s target audience. Your novel’s genre already 
speaks to that, and your publisher will be very familiar with how 
well that genre sells. What you have to sell is the story. Some writers 
get confused on this point, because nonfiction queries do need to 
delve into evidence of marketability. But for fiction, it’s the craft that 
matters at query stage, and little else.

Ask this about every detail in your query: Will it be meaningful, charm-
ing, or persuasive to the agent or editor? Ideally, the query should reveal 
something of your work’s voice or personality, rather than being too stiff. 
While the query isn’t the place to divulge too much personal detail, there’s 
something to be said for expressing something about yourself that provides 
insight into the kind of author you are— that ineffable you.

Once your query is final, I recommend sending it out in batches, to five 
or six markets at a time, beginning with agents or editors who represent 
the best fit for your work. See what the response is like. If you’re getting 
no responses or form responses, reevaluate your query and see if you can 
improve it. If you’ve been sending the synopsis or first five pages along 
with the query, you may need to consider if any red flags are hidden there.

You might wonder if it’s better to query via email or snail mail. If the 
submission guidelines allow for either, then email queries can lead to 
faster response times. However, emails are easier to delete or reject. They 
usually have to get to the point even more quickly than paper- based que-
ries. When you’re ready to email a query, copy and paste it from your 
word processing document into the email message as plain text, without 
any special formatting. Make sure it can be read in a glance or two, with 
minimal scrolling. Don’t include your mailing address, special headers or 
contact information at the beginning of the email— that’s wasted time and 
space. Be captivating and essential with your lead sentence and paragraph; 
the agent or editor might not reach the end of the message.

When you receive positive responses, they will tend to be something 
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like, “Yes, send the first three chapters,” or “Yes, send the full manuscript.” 
If someone asks for an exclusive, that means they want to be the only one 
considering the project, and you must promise not to send the work to 
anyone else during the exclusivity period. I would only grant an exclusive 
if it’s for a very short period, maybe two weeks to consider a full proposal 
or manuscript. When you do receive a manuscript or proposal request, ask 
specifically when you should expect to hear back, then follow up within 
one week of that date.

Email replies from agents are typically very short. Don’t use a positive 
response as an opportunity to launch into a lengthy reply talking more 
about yourself and your work. That’s better saved for a phone call if the 
agent makes an offer of representation.

If you don’t hear back at all after an initial query letter, follow up about 
two to four weeks after the response time stated in the submission guide-
lines. If no response time is given, wait a couple of months. If you queried 
via snail mail, include another copy of the query in your follow- up. If you 
still don’t hear back after one follow- up attempt, it’s best to assume rejec-
tion and move on.

• See businessofwriting.org for examples of query letters.

The dreaded synoPsis
Now that we’ve tackled the query, we come to what may be the single 
most despised document that novelists— and some narrative nonfiction 
writers— are asked to prepare: the synopsis. The synopsis conveys your 
book’s entire narrative arc. It shows what happens and who changes, and 
it has to reveal the ending.

Don’t confuse the synopsis with sales copy, or the kind of material that 
might appear on your back cover. You’re not writing a punchy marketing 
piece that builds excitement in potential readers. Rather, you’re writing for 
agents, who are looking to see if the characters’ actions and motivations 
make sense. Plus, a synopsis will reveal any big problems in your story. If 
it turns out the whole book is a dream, or it’s an act of god that saves the 
day, an agent may skip reading the manuscript altogether. A synopsis has 
an uncanny way of highlighting plot flaws, serious gaps in character moti-
vation, or sweeping failures of story structure.

Because there is no standard method for writing a synopsis— and you’ll 
find different opinions on the appropriate length— this can be confusing 
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territory, for new writers especially. I recommend keeping your synopsis 
short, or at least starting short. We’ll focus on how you can write a one-  or 
two- page, single- spaced synopsis and use that as your default.

You’ll need to accomplish at least three things with your synopsis, with-
out exception:

• First, you need to tell us what characters we’ll care about, including 
the protagonist, and convey their story. Generally you’ll write the 
synopsis with your protagonist as the focus, and show what’s at 
stake for them.

• Second, we need a clear idea of the core conflict for the protagonist, 
what’s driving that conflict, and how the protagonist succeeds or 
fails in dealing with it.

• Finally, we need to understand how the conflict is resolved and 
how the protagonist’s situation, both internally and externally, has 
changed.

If you cover those three things, that doesn’t leave much room for subplots 
or minor characters. You won’t summarize each scene or even every chap-
ter, and some aspects of your story will have to be broadly generalized. If 
events and interactions don’t materially affect the story’s outcome, leave 
them out. While avoiding detail, you can still impress with lean, clean, 
powerful language. From a mechanics point of view, this means using ac-
tive voice rather than passive, and third- person, present tense.

Don’t make the mistake of thinking the synopsis just outlines the plot. 
A purely mechanical account suggests no depth or texture— or emotion. 
Consider what it would sound like if you summarized a football game by 
saying, “Well, the Patriots scored. And then the Giants scored. Then the 
Patriots scored twice in a row.” That’s sterile and doesn’t give us the feel of 
how events unfolded. Instead, you would say something like, “The Patriots 
scored a touchdown after more than an hour of scoreless play, and the 
MVP led the play. The crowd went wild.”

So you need to share some context and convey the characters’ feel-
ings about what’s happening. You tell about an incident, which advances 
the story. The character feels something or reacts to that incident, and 
makes a decision that further advances the story. As you do this, avoid 
editorializing— adding phrases such as “In a thrilling turn of events.” 
Transitions between paragraphs should make it clear how events connect, 
but don’t spend any time explicitly deconstructing themes the story may 
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address. It’s best to avoid dialogue. If you must include dialogue, be spar-
ing: make sure the lines you include are absolutely iconic of the character 
or represent a linchpin moment in the book.

While your synopsis will reflect your ability to write, it’s not the place 
to get pretty with your prose. Don’t attempt to impress through poetic de-
scription. You can’t take the time to show what happens in the synopsis— 
you really have to tell. Sometimes this is confusing to writers who’ve been 
told for years to “show, don’t tell.” The opposite is true in the synopsis. 
Here, for example, it’s OK to come out and say your main character is a 
“hopeless romantic” rather than illustrating it.

Finally, your synopsis shouldn’t be coy or mysterious. The agent needs 
to know what happens and how your book delivers. Some writers think 
“spoilers” in a synopsis will kill the enjoyment of reading the manuscript, 
but this misses the entire point of why the synopsis is being requested. 
Assume that an agent has seen it all before. Anyone who asks for a synopsis 
blatantly does not want their curiosity piqued. They want the goods— and 
to evaluate whether those goods have money- making potential. Without 
a clear and accurate synopsis, professionals can’t make an informed deci-
sion about your project.

Once you have a first draft of your synopsis, set it aside for a week if you 
can, then return to it. Does your protagonist come to life, and feel inter-
esting? Does the plot effectively build tension? Do we clearly understand 
what’s changed for the protagonist by the end? Does the overall tone or 
style of the synopsis match that of your novel?

• See businessofwriting.org for examples of synopses.

ParTing adviCe
If you write your query or synopsis and start to get a bad feeling— a feeling 
that your story has structural flaws— push pause on the submissions pro-
cess and consider whether you need to revise. Problems with your manu-
script won’t get resolved by the agent or the publisher— instead you’ll get 
rejected. Since you only get one chance to pitch each work, make sure you 
resolve any problems that surface during the query and synopsis writing 
stage.
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13 :  The nonfiCTion Book ProPosal

For most types of nonfiction books, the most important document you’ll 
prepare for an agent or publisher is a book proposal. At its heart, a book 
proposal explains why your book will sell. Rather than writing the man-
uscript first, as you would with a novel, you instead write a proposal to 
attract a publisher, who will contract and pay you in advance to produce 
the book.

Sometimes, a book proposal is not required for memoir if you have a full 
manuscript, and on rare occasions, you might be able to skip writing the 
proposal for other nonfiction projects if the manuscript is ready. Only by 
reading submission guidelines can you determine what an editor or agent 
prefers to receive, and requirements vary tremendously since each non-
fiction category is so unique. But if you’re an unpublished writer pitching 
any kind of narrative, who doesn’t have proven journalistic or storytelling 
skills, agents will likely want to see your full manuscript, in addition to the 
proposal, to ensure that you can successfully produce a compelling story. 
Just never assume that having a full manuscript negates the need for a pro-
posal if the submission requirements ask for one.

Securing a contract before writing the manuscript can be desirable if 
your book requires intensive research, travel, or some other commitment; 
funding can make the difference in whether you’re able to devote time and 
energy to the project. Furthermore, there are a number of advantages to 
drafting a proposal early on. Crafting a proposal requires that you do mar-
ket research, which should provide insight into what content your book 
needs to include, or how it needs to be positioned, to compete on the shelf. 
Just a little advance legwork can save you considerable time and energy. 
You don’t want to spend a year on research only to find that a competing 
title has covered the same territory. Be aware, though, that book propos-
als are complex documents. They can take weeks or months to prepare if 
properly developed and researched, and it’s not uncommon for them to 
reach fifty pages or more.
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undersTanding The nonfiCTion markeT
As I have emphasized, there are many types of nonfiction, and each cat-
egory has different market considerations. A sizable platform is typically 
required to sell a prescriptive nonfiction book to a major publisher, espe-
cially in categories such as health, self- help, or parenting, where readers 
aren’t likely to trust your advice without authoritative credentials and the 
publisher relies on the author’s visibility or popularity to drive sales. How-
ever, with smaller, more specialized publishers, your platform may have 
less effect on whether your proposal is accepted. For example, a university 
press will be more concerned with the quality of your scholarship or ideas 
than the quality of your platform.

For narrative nonfiction, agents and publishers like to see an estab-
lished track record of publication related to the book’s topic. When the au-
thor has established a reputation and hopefully a network of relationships 
related to the subject matter, there’s a greater chance that the book will 
be successful once it reaches the market. If you’re unsure how much your 
platform will matter to a publisher, ask yourself: Does the book need to 
succeed based on its artistic excellence and ability to tell a story? If so, the 
manuscript must prove your strength as a writer, and the proposal may be 
secondary. If your book instead focuses on sharing information or a com-
pelling idea, then you’re selling it based on your expertise, your platform, 
and your concept— and your proposal must effectively argue why the book 
will sell and how you’ll make the work visible in the market.

There is no “right way” to prepare a book proposal, just as there is no 
right way to write a book. Proposals vary in length, content, approach, and 
presentation. Each book requires a unique argument for its existence— or 
a specific business case— and thus requires a unique proposal. However, 
all book proposals need to answer three strategic business questions:

• So what? Why should your book exist? What unique selling 
proposition sets it apart from others in the market? Why is this 
book needed now, and how will readers be enticed to spend twenty 
dollars or more to buy it? You want to show evidence of need in the 
marketplace for your work.

• Who cares? Who is the target readership or audience for your 
book? How large is this audience? What do we know about these 
readers? Knowing your audience or market and having direct and 
specific ways to reach them gives you a much better chance of 
success.
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• Who are you? What are your credentials for writing the book? 
How visible are you to the target audience? Do not pitch a book 
expecting that the publisher will bring the audience to you. It’s the 
other way around. You bring your audience and your platform to 
the publisher.

These three questions will run through the mind of every publishing pro-
fessional who considers your project. To be persuasive, you want not only 
a well- written proposal, but a market- informed proposal. Your proposal 
should demonstrate a deep knowledge of the community that is concerned 
with and publications that address your book’s topic, and an understand-
ing of the needs of your audience. You’ll have a much easier time writing 
your proposal, and it will be more successful, if you take time beforehand 
to conduct market research and analyze how you’ll reach your target au-
dience.

ConduCTing markeT researCh for your Book ProPosal
Your first step in putting together a worthy proposal is surveying the com-
petitive landscape. Visit bookstores in your area— preferably both an in-
dependent bookstore and a chain bookstore. Go to the shelf where you 
would expect your book to appear. What’s there? Study the books closely 
and take notes. Record titles, authors, and publishers, but also pay atten-
tion to price, length, and format. Read the back- cover copy: How are the 
books being positioned? Who do they seem to be targeting? What prom-
ises are being made to the reader? Study the authors’ credentials. How is 
each author visible in the market? How do they reach readers? Take note 
of forewords, introductions, blurbs, or reviews by important people— you 
may need similar endorsements to establish your credibility.

This initial search will probably give you a list of a dozen or more titles 
that are at least comparable, if not directly competitive, to your book. If 
you’ve come up with absolutely nothing that’s comparable, that’s not a 
good thing. It may mean your idea is too weird to have a market, or maybe 
the market isn’t driven by mainstream booksellers. Either way, finding no 
competitive titles— or just a handful of titles— may rule out pitching your 
book to agents and large commercial publishers, unless you have another 
way to prove there’s a market for it.

Next, look for publications, websites, and media offerings that are con-
nected to your book idea. Run online searches for keywords and phrases 
that relate to your book. Where, other than books, does your target 
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audience go for information on the topic? Determine how easy it is to find 
online information, and whether that information is trustworthy. Is the 
information free, or do you need to pay for it? How well known are the 
authors or organizations behind the information? If you’re savvy about 
your subject, you’re probably already familiar with the key publications 
and media surrounding it— and you may even be involved with them. 
Your goal is to understand how your target audience fulfills its needs for 
entertainment, education, or resources. As you research relevant on-
line and multimedia sources, as well as books, magazines, and events, 
think about how they could play a role in your marketing and outreach  
plan.

Study the authors, experts, and influencers you found as you researched 
competing titles and complementary media. Dig deeper into the platform 
and reach of these people. Determine how you can set yourself apart and 
look for hints for developing your own platform to appeal to a publisher. 
Ultimately, while these authors or influencers might be competitors, they 
might also become collaborators. Consider how they might play a role in 
your marketing plan. Look for opportunities to build relationships with 
them and include them in your own network of contacts.

You may know from the beginning exactly who your book is for. If not, 
these research steps should strengthen your understanding of the target 
audience and what they need or want. If not, go back and look for clues— 
the language being used in comparable and competing sources, the design 
aesthetic, and how the material is packaged.

It’s a big red flag in your proposal if you say that your book is for 
“everyone” or a “general readership.” Successful books and media, even 
those with broad appeal, are geared toward some primary audience. 
Maybe your book could interest everyone, but there’s a specific audience 
that will be the most likely to buy it. Who are those people, and how and 
where can you reach them? Again, this initial research has probably given 
you some pretty good hints. The more you know about your primary target 
market, the better you’ll able to build a proposal that speaks to that first 
crucial question: Who cares? Plus, a deep understanding of your audience 
leads to a better book.

Being thorough and thoughtful in this research will help you eliminate 
the most common problems in book proposals: no clearly defined market, 
often combined with a concept that lacks freshness or specificity. Your pro-
posal has to show why your idea isn’t like a million others.
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WriTing The nonfiCTion Book ProPosal
Once you’ve completed your market research, you’re ready to begin writ-
ing. Although every book proposal is different, they all have several key 
sections. We’ll discuss each of these in depth— not in the likely order of 
their presentation, but in an order that you might find them easiest to write.

Competitive title analysis. This section analyzes similar books, and 
why yours is different or better. You don’t want to skimp or rush here— 
editors can tell when you haven’t done your homework. Gather your re-
search, and determine which titles are the most important to discuss in 
your proposal. The goal is to pinpoint how your book fits into the landscape 
of available titles. You might assess as many as ten titles if the category is 
popular and far- reaching, such as self- help, business, or health. You might 
be OK discussing just a few titles if your book is on a specialized topic or 
for a narrow audience.

For each entry in your competitive title analysis, begin by listing the 
title, subtitle, author, publisher, year of publication, page count, price, for-
mat, and ISBN. If it has a specific edition number, include that too. You 
can leave out things like Amazon ranking, star rating, and reviews. And 
don’t worry about including sales numbers; there’s no way for the average 
author to find out that information, and the agent or editor can look it up 
for themselves.

Briefly summarize each book’s key strengths or approach in relation to 
your own. This is where you differentiate your title from the competition, and 
show why there’s a need for your book despite the existence of related titles. 
These summaries usually run 100 to 200 words. You have to play a bit of a 
game here: you don’t want to trash the competition when you might end up 
pitching the agent or editor who worked on a competing book! On the other 
hand, you can’t describe the book without referencing your own. You need 
to point out how it’s different from your book or if it has limitations. If you 
haven’t read the book, then check out the professional reviews and customer 
reviews; you’ll often find constructive criticism or insightful comments about 
how the book might be improved or what territory it fails to cover.

Once you’ve described all of the titles in your list, go back to the begin-
ning and write an introduction that summarizes your book’s unique posi-
tion in the market when compared to the competition. A typical analysis 
will be three or four double- spaced pages, possibly longer.

Author bio. It can be helpful to begin with a bio you already use on your 
website, but don’t just copy and paste it into the proposal and consider the 
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job done. Instead, tailor your bio and background for the book idea you’re 
proposing. Show how your expertise and experience give you the perfect 
platform from which to address your target audience. If this is a weak area 
for you, look for other strengths that might give you credibility with readers 
or help sell books— such as connections to experts or authorities in the 
field, a solid online following, and previous success in marketing yourself 
and your work.

The worst thing you can do here is paste in a résumé or CV and expect 
someone to pick out what’s important or relevant to your book. Instead, 
focus on telling your story in a way that positions you as an ideal author 
who’s on an inevitable path to success. A typical author bio is between one 
and two double- spaced pages. Of course, if a résumé or CV is specifically 
requested in the submission guidelines, as it may be for a university press, 
you should provide one, but still include a short narrative bio.

Target audience or market. In this section, you identify the readers 
who will be compelled to spend money on your information or story in 
book form.

It can be very tempting to make broad statements about who your au-
dience is, to make it sound like anyone and everyone is a potential reader. 
For instance, let’s say you’re writing a book that shows readers how to be-
come effective activists and community organizers in their city or region. 
You might say the audience is “anyone who wants to make a difference.” 
But this broad, vague description is unhelpful and obvious; you need to 
dig deeper and describe more specifically the interests and characteristics 
of your potential reader. (You should also avoid describing or detailing the 
demographic of people who commonly buy books— publishers already 
know that. They want to know who specifically you’re targeting within that 
known audience of book buyers.)

To help describe your audience, first consider who your ideal reader is. 
Consider what demographic they belong to, and take into account their 
behaviors, motivations, and beliefs. Perhaps your community organizing 
book is primarily for twenty- something female activists who live in urban 
areas and have likely marched in at least one protest. Now we’re starting 
to go somewhere specific and useful. While your book may end up having 
broad appeal, be disciplined in your initial assessment of who it should 
primarily target. After you describe the primary audience for your book, 
you can also describe potential secondary audiences.

Your target market analysis will be more powerful if you can cite news 
and trend articles, or any research, that comment on the problem your 
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book addresses or the audience you’re trying to reach. Features published 
by esteemed journalistic outlets, as well as reports from government and 
nonprofit agencies (such as Pew Research), can help back up your claims. 
You can also try searching Google Trends to track your topic’s popularity 
over the years and identify significant news stories. Again, be careful to 
avoid generic statements and meaningless statistics. The number of search 
results for certain keywords, for instance, tells us nothing about the au-
dience who will buy your book. Instead, try to craft statements like this 
one, for a cookbook: “There is growing evidence that amateur chefs want 
to cook more sophisticated dinners at home— such as the success of Blue 
Apron, founded in 2012. Forbes estimated that its sales crossed $100 mil-
lion in 2015 and commented, ‘It’s not a grocery delivery start- up . . . but 
a cooking company.’ Blue Apron now delivers 8 million boxed meals a 
month to homes in the US.”

You won’t always find specific, relevant data, but don’t assume it’s not 
out there. Many magazines and websites that accept advertising do routine 
customer research and include extensive data in media kits available at 
their websites. Businesses of all kinds write press releases that tout their 
growth and the qualities of the market reached. These can be a rich re-
source for your market analysis.

A typical market analysis will be two to four double- spaced pages. You 
know you’re finished when it’s clear what’s at stake for the target audience 
and how your book speaks to their needs. An agent or editor should have 
enough information to envision how the book can be successfully posi-
tioned and packaged in the market to readers.

Marketing plan. This is where you spell out what you can do to market 
and promote your own book to readers. Never discuss what you hope to 
do, only what you can and will do, without publisher assistance, given your 
current resources and platform. Saying that you’re “willing” to do some-
thing if asked (e.g., “I’m willing to appear on TV”) is not helpful. Instead, 
be confident, firm, and direct about the marketing and promotion efforts 
you’re prepared to undertake. Make it concrete and realistic, and attach 
numbers where possible (e.g., you’ll market to your email newsletter list 
of 1,000). This section can run anywhere from two to six double- spaced 
pages, sometimes more.

The marketing plan reflects the strength of your author platform. Plat-
form (discussed in detail in chapter 19) influences the publisher’s decision 
when you’re pitching a nonfiction book. A major reason nonfiction books 
are rejected by agents is “lack of author platform.” That naturally leads 
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authors to ask how big their platform must be. This is an unanswerable 
question, because every publisher is different, every book is different, and 
every author is different. Still, as a rule, for your nonfiction book to secure a 
New York publishing deal, you need some kind of publication track record 
or authority in your field, probably an established online presence, and 
visibility to thousands of readers.

I think of the marketing plan as having four facets: First, illustrate every-
thing you can do to reach readers directly through channels you control, 
such as your blog, email newsletter, and social media accounts. These are 
your resources to capitalize on, and part 4 of this book describes how to de-
velop them, both before you begin pitching your work and as you develop 
your career. Second, show how you can tap your personal and professional 
connections and ask them for support. Third, mention how you can con-
nect with influencers who may not yet be part of your network but who 
reach your target audience. And fourth, discuss opportunities that can put 
you in front of your target readership in new and hopefully bigger ways. 
Here are key areas to consider:

• If you have a website or blog that reaches thousands of readers per 
month, lay out a specific strategy tied to the launch of your book.

• Email newsletters are powerful marketing tools. Discuss how you’ll 
use any existing list to spur sales.

• Describe how you’ll use social media to bring awareness to your 
book. (Don’t just state numbers. State your strategy.)

• If you actively speak or teach, indicate how you will ramp up your 
schedule of engagements and secure more gigs to support the book 
launch.

• Mention any special contacts or organizational and business 
relationships that can be tapped to gain coverage or visibility for 
the book. For example, if you’re a former employee of Google, and 
you’re writing a book that would interest the company, would they 
invite you to speak as part of their Talks at Google program?

• If you can become a regular contributor at a well- known 
publication in advance of your release date, or if you can place 
articles or guest posts at influential sites, mention it.

• Who can you tap to be an early supporter of the book— someone 
who will feature it on their site, blog, or podcast, or otherwise 
recommend it to their audience?
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The secret to a strong marketing plan isn’t necessarily the quantity of ideas 
you present, but how well you deploy the network or advantages you have. 
Show that your ideas are not just pie in the sky but can be connected to 
tangible resources or action steps.

Aside from your own network, it’s helpful to offer a vision of how and 
where you think the book might receive media coverage. While you might 
be tempted to go for the obvious big hitters, like the New York Times Book 
Review or the New Yorker, consider outlets your publisher might not al-
ready know that reach your target audience. Media- savvy authors may 
link to interviews or clips of their appearances on TV shows or radio, to 
prove an ability to effectively market and promote to a national audience. 
The same goes for any author who frequently speaks or teaches; it helps to 
show what you’re like in front of an audience.

Some marketing strategies shouldn’t be discussed, even if you know 
they’re frequently used. Anything related to book giveaways, discounting 
or price promotions, or advertising may not be within your control. Don’t 
base your marketing plan on initiatives your publisher would need to in-
vest in, or suggest things that could interfere with normal operations with 
their business partners. For example, suggesting an Amazon- focused book 
launch, or giving away the book for free, won’t be an acceptable strategy for 
most traditional publishers.

Overview. This is the opening section of your proposal, a compelling 
summary of your business case. Think of it as an executive summary for the 
entire document. Because it’s the hardest to write, I recommend authors 
save it for last. Typically one to three double- spaced pages, the overview ef-
fectively and holistically answers the three questions: So what? Who cares? 
and Who are you? The most compelling and juicy details from your pro-
posal should appear in the overview. Some agents and editors recommend 
you envision the overview as your book’s back cover copy, which should 
speak directly to readers trying to decide whether or not to purchase your 
book. That’s a good way to start.

oTher Book ProPosal elemenTs
If you’re hitting the average length for most sections, you’ll have around 
fifteen to twenty double- spaced pages once you’ve completed the above 
sections. At the end of your proposal, include a table of contents or a chap-
ter outline for the book, followed by one or two sample chapters.

A chapter outline works better for narrative books, while a table of 
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contents makes sense for information- heavy books with a lot of sections. 
For a chapter outline, write a brief summary of the idea, information, or 
story presented in each chapter, about 100 to 200 words each. If you want 
to include both a chapter outline and a table of contents in the proposal, 
that’s acceptable. Just show how your book concept plays out from begin-
ning to end, and strongly convey the scope of material covered. If there 
are special features or sidebars— or any kind of unique presentation of 
content— make sure that’s conveyed. Any book element that might be used 
as a selling point to readers should be clearly described and included.

As for the sample chapters, they have to prove that you can deliver on 
your promise of quality information or storytelling. If the content or writ-
ing doesn’t measure up to the promise made in the proposal, you won’t get 
a deal. Your best strategy is to include one of the meatiest chapters of the 
book as your sample. Don’t slap together a lightweight chapter that might 
be easier to write but that doesn’t showcase your best material. (Memoir-
ists and others who are telling a story are an exception. For book proposals 
pitching a long- form narrative, it’s best to include the opening chapters, up 
to twenty- five pages or so. Editors need to see that the story starts strong.)

Before the chapter outline, include a brief statement that conveys the 
anticipated length of the book (or the actual length if it’s finished) and 
how much time you will need to finish it. Typically, authors are given six to 
twelve months to complete the book after signing a contract. If you need to 
conduct any special research, or have any considerations that would affect 
your ability to complete the project— such as travel costs or the ability to 
gain access to interview subjects— mention them. This page is usually titled 
“Manuscript Delivery and Specifications.” Note that it’s usually not appro-
priate to discuss what format the publisher should use— such as paperback 
versus hardcover— or pricing. The publisher decides these matters.

For books that require photography or illustrations, you’ll need to in-
clude a section that explains how the art will be sourced, obtained, or com-
missioned. Discuss costs or permissions issues involved with obtaining the 
art. If you intend to create or source the art yourself, include samples in the 
proposal so the editor can review the quality and appropriateness for book 
publication.

If you want to include additional materials in the proposal, agents and 
editors are generally accepting of anything that contributes to the case 
for your book’s publication. One of the more popular additions is a fore-
word, introduction, or advance praise from influential people or successful 
authors. If the author lacks sufficient authority on his own, this can be a 
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useful way to bolster the book’s credibility. You might well ask, How do I 
obtain such materials from important people before I have a book deal? 
The short answer is, you ask very nicely. Typically you only ask people you 
have a strong connection to. It’s difficult, even impossible, to get endorse-
ments from a completely cold contact.

You’ll need to come up with a tentative title and subtitle. For pre-
scriptive nonfiction pitches in particular, it’s best to be clear, direct, and 
benefit- oriented with your titles, rather than vague or overly clever. If you 
absolutely can’t resist getting creative with the main title, then make the 
subtitle explanatory to eliminate any confusion as to the book’s topic. Most 
publishers like to see your topic keywords somewhere in the title or sub-
title, to make sure the book can be easily discovered through an Amazon 
or Google search. While it’s true that the publisher will likely change your 
title, take time to create something that draws attention and identifies the 
book’s audience and purpose.

assemBling your ProPosal
When all sections are written and ready, create a cover sheet for the pro-
posal that includes your book title, name, and contact information. Cen-
ter it all on the page. Follow that, on a fresh page, with a table of contents 
for your proposal, listing all of the proposal sections and what page each 
starts on.

The sections are usually put in the following order: Overview, Author 
Bio, Target Market, Competing Titles, Marketing Plan, Manuscript Specifi-
cation and Delivery, Table of Contents, Chapter Outline, Sample Chapters. 
The chapter outline and sample chapters traditionally come at the end 
of the proposal, but other than that, you can organize the information in 
whatever way makes the best business case for your book.

• See businessofwriting.org for examples of book proposals.
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14 :  Working WiTh your PuBlisher

For first- time authors, signing a book contract can be one of the most exhil-
arating events of their lives. It can also be one of the most terrifying when 
they realize how much they still don’t know.

The first order of business is writing and revision. You’ll be assigned an 
editor responsible for reviewing your work and providing feedback. Some-
times this editor is the same one who bought your book. Other times, the 
acquiring editor hands you off to another for development. Either way, 
it’s important to understand that your editor serves as your champion for 
the book inside the publishing house. Treat this relationship as one of the 
most important factors in the success of your book, because it is. For deep 
insights into editors’ roles, I recommend Peter Ginna’s What Editors Do: 
The Art, Craft, and Business of Book Editing.

Depending on the publisher and the type of book, you may be asked 
to submit partial drafts on the way to the final deadline, to ensure you’re 
making sufficient progress on the manuscript. And even if you have a 
completed manuscript when you sign the contract, you’ll almost always 
be asked to revise. When you submit your work for review, it may take 
several months for you to receive any feedback. Try to be patient. You’ll 
be anxious to hear what the editor thinks, but that editor is likely juggling 
a dozen other authors and projects, if not more, at various stages of de-
velopment. When you first submit your manuscript, ask when you might 
expect to hear back so you’re not left wondering at the timeline. If you’re 
concerned about how long it’s taking, ask your agent for guidance, if you 
have one. Sometimes the contract specifies how much time the publisher 
has to review and respond, as well as how much time the author has to 
revise after receiving feedback.

Writers new to the business sometimes consider an editor’s requests for 
revision a personal affront, when in reality the editor is only trying to pro-
duce the best possible manuscript for the intended audience. Editors know 
what works for the market, and they are eager to help you achieve your 
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best effort— they wouldn’t have contracted your book otherwise. Good 
author- editor relationships are clear and communicative; you deserve to 
know why an editor is asking for certain revisions, and to receive guidance 
on how to revise to the publisher’s satisfaction. You should be able to com-
promise if necessary, and say no to specific revisions that you don’t agree 
with. Good editors know that it doesn’t help anyone to force an author to 
revise in a way that makes him lose confidence in the integrity of the work. 
If there are difficulties or misunderstandings, don’t overlook the editor’s 
essential goodwill toward the project. In worst- case scenarios, your agent 
should step in to handle any disagreements that threaten to jeopardize the 
contract or publication date.

Whatever deadlines you’re given, respect them. While publishers try to 
build in a cushion— authors are notorious for missing their deadlines!— 
don’t assume there is one. If you think you’ll miss a deadline, inform your 
editor as far in advance as possible, and propose a new deadline. The 
more transparently you communicate about your situation, the more un-
derstanding your editor is likely to be. The worst thing you can do is let a 
deadline pass by in complete silence or avoid contact with your editor. Be 
proactive and professional, and work with your editor to ensure the delay 
doesn’t have an adverse impact on your book. Sometimes a deadline is 
critical if your book is to release on the right date for special marketing 
and promotion opportunities. You don’t want to miss an opportunity that 
could lead to greater sales because you didn’t take a deadline seriously. Of 
course, manuscript deadlines are included in your contract too, and pub-
lishers may have the right to terminate and ask for the advance back if you 
fail to deliver your work on time.

About nine to twelve months before your book’s release date, or some-
times as soon as your contract is signed, the publisher will begin a formal 
titling process. Your contract may give you the opportunity to consult on 
this process, but the publisher almost always has the final say. About six 
to nine months before your book releases, after the title is finalized, the 
cover and interior design process will begin. As with the title, when a pub-
lisher accepts a book, it almost always reserves the right to determine the 
package design. Publishers work with in- house designers and marketers 
who typically have a deep understanding of the market, but if you feel 
the cover design, title, or package conveys the wrong idea or feel for what 
you’ve written, raise your concerns with your agent or editor. Be as specific 
as possible about how or why the title or design misses the mark for the 
intended readership.
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Working WiTh your PuBlisher: markeTing and sales
As you’ve probably heard, not all books are adequately marketed and 
promoted. This is primarily because publishers don’t have sufficient 
resources— money, time, or staff— to invest in all of the titles they release. 
Also, while publishers are well schooled in targeting bookstores and trade 
accounts to make your work as visible as possible, the marketing oppor-
tunities related to those channels tend to be limited and competitive. The 
end result is that publishers sometimes rely largely on hope that a book 
will find its audience— by simply being in stock at stores and talked about 
in the mainstream media or by important review outlets.

You may have heard horror stories about authors whose books are “or-
phaned” during the publishing process— that is, their editor leaves. Some 
books never seem to recover their momentum and receive lackluster sup-
port from sales and marketing because no one inside the publishing house 
is invested in their success. Let’s hope you don’t find yourself in that po-
sition, because there’s not much of a cure; it illustrates the critical role of 
the editor in ensuring your work gets the sales and marketing attention it 
deserves. Your editor is responsible for distributing early versions of your 
work to the in- house sales and marketing staff to drum up enthusiasm and 
support. The editor will also pitch your work during a season sales meet-
ing, and make suggestions for how the book can be best positioned in the 
market. Important decisions are made while you are still writing or revising 
the book.

Publishers are known for putting most of their efforts behind A- list au-
thors or books they’re betting will sell big. They’ll also better support a book 
if it receives an encouraging response or commitment from important re-
tail accounts, such as chain bookstores or big box stores. Unfortunately, 
this leaves the majority of authors behind. You need to find out early in the  
process— at the time of contract, if possible— if your book will receive the 
bare minimum support, so you can plan appropriately. If you’re one of  
the rare authors who’s received a six- figure advance, you might feel assured 
of more support because the publisher has a significant investment at risk. 
But even then, don’t assume.

One of the first marketing tasks you’ll likely have is the completion of 
an author questionnaire. The publisher sends you a document that asks 
about every facet of your network and platform: names and contact infor-
mation for important relationships or professional connections, informa-
tion about your local and regional media, and much more. Be thorough in 
completing this form. The more the publisher knows about your resources 
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and potential networking opportunities, the more they can potentially 
support your book. They’ll want to build on existing assets.

Around the same time, the publisher may nudge you to ask your impor-
tant connections for advance praise (a blurb) or, for nonfiction, possibly 
an introduction or foreword. By attaching well- known names to your book, 
you add credibility and authority to your work, especially if you’re a debut 
author. The publisher, and even your agent, will help in securing these— 
but they will expect you to reach out to people you know personally, as 
such appeals are more effective in getting someone to say yes.

Blurbs are always offered without fee— you don’t pay for them— while 
forewords and introductions may involve an honorarium. The size of the 
honorarium depends on several things: the length of the material required, 
how well known or in- demand the person is, the complexity of the material 
to be written, and how “big” or important your own book is. Rates range 
from a couple hundred dollars to thousands. If the author is personally 
interested in your book and you are well connected to them, you may pay 
little or nothing. In some cases, the publisher will pay the honorarium, or 
offer to split the cost.

If your publisher is serious about your book gaining traction, they will 
produce what’s known as an advance reading copy, or ARC (also known as 
a galley), about four to six months before your book releases. ARCs are sent 
to trade review outlets such as Publishers Weekly, Kirkus Reviews, and Li-
brary Journal. These publications are read by booksellers and librarians to 
help them decide what to read or order. ARCs are also sent to publications 
and media outlets to solicit additional mainstream reviews and coverage.

As for book tours, the costs often outweigh the benefits. Only A- list au-
thors who can be sure of drawing crowds typically receive book tour sup-
port. If you’re a new or midlist author, don’t expect it— and you should hes-
itate before planning one on your own. (For more on this, see chapter 22.)

Roughly four to six months before your book is released, once your book 
has a relatively final cover and title, the publisher’s sales process will begin. 
This tends to coincide with the release of the publisher’s seasonal catalog. 
Ask your editor for a copy of this catalog. Turn to the page that lists your 
title. How is it positioned? If it has a full- page listing near the beginning, 
that indicates A- list treatment and support. If it’s buried, not so much. 
What does the catalog say about the publisher’s marketing plan for your 
book? If you’ve been communicating well with your editor or publisher, 
nothing you see in the catalog will come as a surprise.

The biggest traditional publishers send out sales reps to call on key 
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WhaT’s The PuBlisher for Then?
When I first started working in publishing, no one questioned the value of a 
publisher. Now they do. When I tell nonfiction writers they’ll need to demon-
strate to an agent or editor that they have a big enough platform— enough 
visibility— to sell books without the help of a publisher, they ask, “What’s the 
publisher for then?” When I tell fiction writers that their work needs to be 
compelling, polished, and ready for publication before they query, they too 
ask, “What’s the publisher for then?”

For first- time authors who have no readership, the answer is easy. Quality 
considerations aside, a publisher raises your profile and makes you look bigger 
than you’ve ever looked before. Someone is taking a financial risk to launch 
your work into the world and make your name recognizable, and the risk can 
be taken only for a finite number of authors, so readers make quite logical 
assumptions about quality that are in your favor.

Of course, publishers fail at launching authors every day. But authors pro-
moting themselves tend to fail at it more dramatically. It’s not that publishing 
is hard. It’s the ability to spread the word about your work’s existence at the 
right time to the right people that’s crazy difficult. So far, most publishers are 
still better at doing that.

If you’re an author who can make influencers jump when you ask, or have 
a siren call that lures readers to your door, then all bets are off on what the 
publisher is for. You’ll have to decide. But these are just a few of the reasons 
some authors prefer working with publishers.

They want the security of an advance. For nonfiction authors who 
require money up front to research and write a book, this can be a significant 
motivation. Novelists may secure multibook deals with the promise of a pay-
check over a span of years, allowing them to focus on producing the next work.

They trust the editor they work with. It’s one of the romantic fan-
tasies of every author: to have a nurturing editorial relationship that makes 
every book better. It does still happen, and once authors find an editor they 
trust, they tend to be invested in staying with them.

They don’t want to fuss with the details. Publishers take care of 
many administrative tasks related to publication that are time- consuming or 
confusing for an author to handle— everything from registering for ISBNs to 
filling out book metadata to filing for library CIP data to managing distribution 
across multiple formats.
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National print distribution is important to their goals. An author 
working alone will rarely see their book distributed widely to stores or to 
libraries without the help of a publisher, plus getting on the New York Times 
best- seller list requires nationwide print sales.

They seek credibility or attention from industry media and 
mainstream media. Publishers have established relationships and connec-
tions that open doors. Without their backing, authors are more likely to be 
brushed aside by reviewers and the media, as well as teachers, librarians, 
booksellers, and other gatekeepers.

They hope to see their work widely licensed. The Big Five houses, 
as well as midsize publishers and literary agents, attend international book 
fairs and are better able to secure licensing or subrights deals that may lead 
to increased income and visibility. (Think: translations, audiobooks, book 
club editions, and more.) Publishers and agents also have relationships inside 
Hollywood and can shop book projects to producers and studios. It’s nearly 
impossible for an author— especially a new or unknown one— to tackle these 
kinds of deals on their own.

Having a publisher can give you more power and visibility, even if the pub-
lisher isn’t particularly engaged in marketing, promoting, and selling your book. 
Plus, authors often take pride in the fact they’ve been vetted, selected, and 
anointed as someone deserving of investment and publication. This isn’t an 
invalid reason to want a publisher, but getting a publisher’s stamp of approval 
doesn’t guarantee success or sales. Rather, it’s just the first step in a long jour-
ney; every author must then make the most of the business partnership— and 
any prestige it brings— by marketing and promoting their work to the best 
of their ability.

accounts, which include chain and independent bookstores, wholesal-
ers, distributors, and specialty retailers. They will suggest order quantities 
based on sales of comparable titles, as well as the enthusiasm and support 
coming from inside the publishing house. (Remember: it’s your editor’s 
job to stoke this support, and hopefully they’ll have done so effectively.) 
Because a major publisher releases dozens, if not hundreds, of titles per 
year, not a lot of time can be spent on each. A- list titles tend to get the most 
attention, and the sales person will emphasize those titles over the oth-
ers. By the end of the sales meeting, there’s usually a rough indication or 
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informal agreement as to how many copies the account will take, but this 
isn’t a sure thing until the order actually comes through.

Sometimes, accounts will ask for changes to a book before they will 
place an order. For example, it’s not uncommon for a buyer at Barnes & 
Noble to ask for a cover to be changed. An account may also push for a 
better marketing plan or support from the publisher. In most cases, the 
publisher tries to please the account if a large sale is at stake.

By the time the sales call is made, the publisher has already determined 
and budgeted for the most important marketing initiatives for each book. 
Advance praise should be secured, large- scale advertising campaigns will 
be on the calendar, and forthcoming media commitments— such as an ex-
cerpt set to run in a magazine or online outlet— will be touted as a reason 
to commit to a strong sales number. This is why it’s so important that you 
communicate what you’ll be doing to support your book many months be-
fore its release— I’ll offer some tips on that in a moment. If your efforts are 
to contribute significantly to the prepublication sales push, the publisher 
should have that in its plan before making sales calls.

There are a few good signs that your publisher is extra invested in your 
book. One of the best is securing display space at a major retailer— because 
every display is paid for, displays are limited to the most marketable and 
sales- worthy titles. It’s a significant coup for both the publisher and the 
author to get display placement, so celebrate if that happens. You may also 
be invited to appear with the publisher at an industry event, such as Book-
Expo or an independent bookseller show. Such an invitation means you’re 
considered worthy of personally meeting booksellers, librarians, and other 
opinion makers who have the power to hand- sell or place your book in 
prominent display positions. Finally, there’s a chance you’ll be invited to 
the publisher’s offices to talk to the sales and marketing team personally, to 
help build a better relationship, support, and understanding for your work.

hoW To Be a ProaCTive markeTing ParTner
Most authors work from afar with their publisher, and may never meet the 
sales and marketing team. Here’s what you can do at any point after signing 
the contract to help ensure you get the best possible results from them.

First, come up with a marketing plan that you can execute on your own. 
If you have already developed such a plan— for example, as part of the pro-
posal for your nonfiction book— now’s the time to follow through on it, as 
well as update it with new resources and ideas. Tell the publisher what you 
will be doing, and identify areas where the publisher could be of assistance 
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to you. Publishers are much more likely to be helpful if you proactively 
show them your plan and ask for what you want— as opposed to calling up 
and demanding to know what they’ll be doing to support your book.

If you have a really early start— let’s say you sign a contract two years 
before the book is due to be released— then you’re in an even better posi-
tion. You can begin to establish your online presence (see part 4) and de-
velop relationships with your target readership as well as influencers who 
recommend books. Make a dream list of online and offline publications 
where you’d want your book reviewed or mentioned; then start cultivating 
relationships with the people related to them. Identify groups or organi-
zations that would be most interested in your book, and start compiling 
a spreadsheet of email and snail mail addresses. As you write and revise 
your work, think of ancillary materials or products that would complement 
the work. Consider competitions or giveaways that would be interesting to 
someone who enjoys the book.

All of these things can contribute to a strong marketing plan you send 
to your publisher, which then goes into their sales pitch to the accounts. 
You should also inform your publisher if you plan to hire an independent 
publicist or firm to assist you. They will see it as a wise investment— and 
certainly not be offended. But they need to know early on, so their own 
team can either collaborate effectively with your publicist or focus on areas 
that your publicist isn’t covering. Look at it as a partnership that will work 
best if the right hand knows what the left hand is doing. (More on this in 
chapter 22.)

Around the time the sales calls begin— again, about four to six months 
before your book’s release— you’ll be introduced to the publicist who’ll be 
working on your book. This person will likely schedule a phone call with 
you to talk about the game plan, or otherwise send you information on 
what their process looks like, what media outlets they’ll be pitching or tar-
geting, and how to direct your own requests or needs for assistance. Un-
fortunately, publicists at most publishers are stretched to the limit. They 
might do a great job with the time they have, but they probably won’t have 
time for an in- depth approach, which is why it’s often a good idea to hire 
your own publicist. People need to hear about a book many times and in 
several ways before they really notice it.

ParTing adviCe
Very few books succeed without any marketing and publicity— somehow, 
the book needs to gain visibility among potential readers. Most publishers 
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rely heavily on retailer placement and visibility, as well as the serendipi-
tous word of mouth that may occur among reviewers or other influential 
figures in the bookselling community. Once your book releases, most of 
that work is already finished. Much of the media coverage you’ll receive 
will have been seeded weeks or months earlier. If nothing happens to help 
the book gain sales momentum in its first three months or so, the pub-
lisher will turn its attention to the next season of books. But it’s not until 
their book’s release date that some authors have this horrifying realization: 
that some of the critical elements of their book’s success played out many 
months before the book reached the market. If the book doesn’t sell in suf-
ficient quantities in its first six months on the shelf, it will be returned and 
not restocked, to make way for next season’s titles.

If your launch ends up being a disappointment, and it was a hardcover 
release, there is still hope. It may find new life as a paperback, with a sec-
ond shot at best- seller lists and editorial coverage. Or if your book scores 
a major award or media attention after its release, that may give the pub-
lisher a way to resell or repitch the book to accounts, to argue for a bigger 
buy. It’s rare, but it happens. However, to avoid disappointment in the first 
place, start with the assumption that your publisher will do nothing but act 
as a packager and distributor for your book, and that you’ll need to take 
responsibility for the marketing.
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15 :  self- PuBlishing

Until the late 1990s, only one viable option existed for 99 percent of authors 
seeking publication: to gain acceptance from a traditional publisher. While 
it’s popular to say that authors have been self- publishing since the time 
of Walt Whitman (if not earlier), the chances of gaining visibility without 
a publisher’s stamp of approval were slim to none until distribution and 
formats began shifting in the digital era. The predominance of online retail 
and e- book formats for adult fiction in particular have leveled the playing 
field and made it possible for authors to effectively compete against books 
published by the Big Five.

Especially in the United States and United Kingdom, an outspoken class 
of successful self- published authors now promotes the tenets of “indie” 
authorship. They’re likely to portray traditional publishers in a negative 
light, as dinosaurs about to go extinct, especially given the growing power 
of Amazon. Because it’s common for authors to feel underserved and un-
supported by their publishers, the freedom, control, and potential earnings 
offered by self- publishing is very real and potent. However, even if thou-
sands of authors abandoned traditional publishing tomorrow, more than 
enough people would take their place and accept a book deal. Most writers 
need and prefer guidance from industry professionals, and particularly in 
the literary publishing community, it’s difficult if not impossible to gain 
acceptance, critical acknowledgment, or a teaching position through self- 
publishing.

Still, what’s happening today in the publishing industry— the emer-
gence of self- publishing and indie authorship as a viable and sustainable 
career— remains a confusing and divisive issue. With so many divergent 
voices and opinions, it’s not surprising that new authors struggle to un-
derstand their choices. Not only have dozens of new publishing services 
entered the market, but there are now “hybrid” publishers that don’t fit any 
known model, either traditional or indie. Whether these new publishing 
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options are right for you will depend on your goals, your personality as a 
writer, and the qualities of your work.

a Brief hisTory of self- PuBlishing
For most of publishing’s history, if an author wanted to self- publish, she 
had to pay thousands of dollars to a so- called vanity press (as opposed to 
being paid at least a nominal royalty by a traditional publisher)— or other-
wise study up on how to be an independent publishing entrepreneur. That 
all changed with the advent of print- on- demand (POD) technology in the 
1990s, which allows books to be printed one at a time. POD publishing 
services arose that focused on providing low- cost self- publishing pack-
ages. Without print runs, inventory, and warehousing, the only expense 
left was creating the product itself: the book. Outfits like iUniverse, Xlibris, 
and AuthorHouse (which have since merged and been consolidated as 
AuthorSolutions) offered a range of affordable packages to help authors 
get their books into print, though most books never reached a bookstore 
shelf and sold a few dozen copies at best.

If the low cost of POD weren’t enough to change the game, two other 
developments made it possible for authors to hit a best- seller list and 
sell thousands of copies at a significant profit without a publisher. First, 
Amazon not only became the number- one retailer of both print books and 
e- books, but also began offering easy self- publishing services that authors 
could use for free (CreateSpace for POD books, Kindle Direct Publishing 
for e- books). Ingram also began offering services to authors at a nominal 
cost (via IngramSpark), giving self- published titles the advantage of its dis-
tribution muscle around the globe. Second, e- books took off as the pre-
ferred consumer format for popular fiction. Every online retailer offers a 
portal for authors to upload their e- books directly for sale. Amazon and 
its competitors now attribute some 25 to 30 percent of their overall e- book 
sales to self- published work.

Bottom line: anyone can make their book available for sale, in print 
or e- book format, at the most important retailers, without significant up- 
front costs, aside from creating book production files. Every time a self- 
published book is sold— either print or digital— the retailer takes a cut, 
and delivers the author’s cut after the close of the month.

should you self- PuBlish?
As late as the mid- 2000s, a significant stigma surrounded both self- 
published books and self- published authors. I recall speaking at the 
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Chicago chapter of the Romance Writers of America during that time, and 
running a workshop on how to self- publish. Three people showed up, and 
two of them were already self- published; it was by far the worst- attended 
session I’ve ever run at a major writing event. At the time, self- publishing 
was not a well- regarded path to success, but was seen to indicate some 
kind of author failing or eccentricity. Today, romance authors are the most 
successful indie authors and lead the charge in innovative marketing and 
promotion of self- published titles.

Even though it’s become straightforward and more attractive to self- 
publish, every author needs to carefully evaluate their goals in doing so. 
Here are the key factors to consider:

Do you expect or want to see your book physically stocked 
in bookstores across the country? It’s next to impossible for a new, 
self- published author to achieve on- shelf placement at bricks- and- mortar 
stores. You may be able to get your book stocked locally or regionally, es-
pecially if you have the right connections or are a well- known person in 
your community. But for the most part, self- published books sell primarily 
through online retail. That’s not the drawback it used to be, given that’s 
where most books sell today, regardless of who the publisher is.

Do you want to hit the New York Times best- seller list? If so, 
you’ll probably need a traditional publisher’s muscle behind you. That 
said, self- published authors are not uncommon on Amazon best- seller 
lists or the USA Today list.

Do you want major media attention? Self- published authors, at 
least those who are unknown, struggle to secure major media attention. 
(Traditionally published authors struggle as well— just not as terrifically 
hard.) It’s difficult to score traditional book reviews or media coverage, or 
even hire a traditional publicist. New indie authors find it exceptionally 
frustrating how much they’re ignored by traditional media. Traditional 
publishers have a much easier time getting those doors to open. However, 
if your book appeals to a niche audience, the media outlets that serve that 
audience are probably open to coverage.

Does your book appeal to a specific audience that you can (or 
already) reach on your own? It makes little sense to partner with a tra-
ditional publisher if you can reach the audience easily and comprehen-
sively on your own— whether through your own business, website/blog, 
speaking engagements, or anything else that brings you in touch with 
your readership or fan base. If you’re looking for a book to increase your 
readership in some way— or to help you pivot— then a publisher can be 
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useful in setting the stage, helping secure traditional media, or extending 
distribution in a way that supports those goals. For example, best- selling 
indie author CJ Lyons partnered with Sourcebooks when she started a new 
young adult series, since it was a departure from her previous work that 
focused on adults.

What are the qualities of the market you are targeting? Some 
genres or categories of work are ideal for self- publishing efforts because 
the audience is already primed to consume things digitally and to discover 
their next read through online channels. Romance and erotica are prime 
examples. But in other markets, you may find it difficult to gain traction 
because either they haven’t moved predominantly to digital consumption, 
or the traditional publishers still perform a valued gatekeeping role. Liter-
ary work is one such market: you’ll find it hard to gain acceptance within a 
certain community unless your work has been editorially selected, plus the 
literary audience still prefers print. Children’s books— especially books for 
young readers— is another area where it’s challenging to gain acceptance 
without a traditional publisher. Educators, librarians, and others who are 
in a position to introduce books to children still use trade publications, 
reviews, and other traditional methods to guide their selections.

How much of an entrepreneur are you? Becoming a self- published 
author means you are fully responsible for your book’s success. If you’re 
a first- time author, you may have little or no knowledge of what a profes-
sionally published book looks like. You may not understand the editing 
or design process, or how sales and distribution work. Some authors out-
source as much of the work as possible, and that’s not a bad thing— as a 
self- published author you can hire whomever you want to assist you— but 
some authors’ personalities are a really poor fit for the demands of a pro-
fessional self- publishing operation. You need an entrepreneurial mindset 
to undertake a serious and successful effort.

If you would rather work with a team of people, or feel like you have a 
business partner, you may be better suited to traditional publishing. Some 
authors have always dreamed of working with a traditional publisher, and 
nothing other than that experience will satisfy them. The Catch- 22, how-
ever, is that once you experience what traditional publishing has to offer, 
you may end up disappointed by it. Or maybe not. Authors’ experiences 
vary so widely (even within the same publishing house) that it is difficult 
to generalize.

Finally, successful self- publishers must have some level of pro-
ficiency and comfort with being active online. Because most of your 
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sales will happen through online retail, you need to show up and be famil-
iar with how books get marketed and promoted in online environments, 
plus be willing to experiment with new digital tools and tactics to gain vis-
ibility and readers.

WhaT aBouT agenTs Who offer 
self- PuBlishing serviCes?

Increasingly, agents are helping their clients self- publish. Help might con-
sist of fee- based services, royalty- based services, and hybrid models. Such 
practices are controversial because agents’ traditional role is to serve as 
advocates for their clients’ interests and negotiate the best possible deals. 
When agents start publishing their clients’ work and taking their 15 per-
cent cut of sales, a conflict of interest develops. In their defense, agents 
are changing their roles in response to industry change, as well as client 
demand. Regardless of how you proceed, look for flexibility in any agree-
ments you sign. Given the pace of change in the market, it’s not a good 
idea to enter into an exclusive, long- term contract that locks you into a low 
royalty rate or into a distribution deal that may fall behind in best practices.

Before you deCide To self- PuBlish
One of the worst possible reasons to self- publish is the belief that it will 
help you score a traditional publishing deal for the book. Such efforts 
rarely succeed. Even though there is no longer a stigma associated with 
self- publishing (at least for most genres), it will be exceedingly difficult 
to garner agent or publisher interest for a book you’ve already published. 
Of course, you can find exceptions. For example, The Martian was self- 
published and then picked up by a traditional publisher. But such cases 
are outliers, far from typical of the average author experience.

Don’t worry, though, that self- publishing will hurt your chances at tra-
ditional publishing on some future project. You’ll more or less start with a 
clean slate when pitching a new and different project to agents and editors. 
One caveat, however: Don’t self- publish a series unless you’re committed 
to self- publishing the entire series. A traditional publisher will almost 
never pick up book two in a series when the first book is self- published.

I see some writers self- publishing mainly because they lack patience 
with the querying and submissions process of traditional publishing. Or 
they want the instant gratification of seeing their work on the market. But 
if you have any interest whatsoever in traditional publishing, exhaust all 
your agent and publisher options first. Get thoroughly rejected (as much as 
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that may hurt), and then self- publish. It’s very, very hard to go in the other 
direction successfully.

Perhaps the best argument offered in support of self- publishing— at 
least within the self- publishing community itself— is that you will earn a 
lot more money than you would with a traditional publisher. That may be 
true. It’s possible to sell far fewer copies as a self- published author and still 
earn more than a traditional deal would pay you. But it’s also possible to 
sell more copies as a self- published author and not earn as much as you 
would with a publisher’s advance and royalties. It all depends on the book 
and the type of deal or contract you’re offered.

The success rate is not that different for self- publishing and traditional 
publishing. A few authors end up as best- selling superstars. Some do very 
well. And the majority do not make a living from it. Self- published authors 
may find that marketing and promoting their book is much tougher than 
they imagined. Self- publishing careers typically take years— and four or 
five books— to gain traction and produce earnings that are meaningful. 
Are you committed to producing more work, and marketing that work, 
month after month and year after year?

As I’ve continually stated, each author is different, and each book is dif-
ferent. If you know your target market, and have a clear set of goals for your 
book, you should be able to figure out the right publishing strategy for you.
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16 :  PuBlishing shorT sTories , 
Personal essays, or PoeTry

Rather than pitching or publishing a book, most writers’ first experience 
with the business of publishing comes in the form of submitting to a lit-
erary journal— or working for one as a creative writing student. My pub-
lishing career started at an undergraduate literary journal, the Evansville 
Review. When I became editor in 1996, it was the first paid editing job I’d 
held. What I found most astonishing about the position was the volume 
of submissions we received, as a virtually unknown publication, from all 
types of writers around the country, both skilled and beginner. It was a 
tremendous education in what it means to read a “fresh” piece of writing. 
I began to realize the slush pile is accurately named; it is a shapeless mass 
of submissions often lacking distinction.

The slush pile can hardly be avoided if you wish to build a reputation as 
a short story writer or poet, since literary journals and magazines are the 
most likely and appropriate outlet for such work. Creative nonfiction writ-
ers and essayists have a bit more flexibility: it’s possible to make a name for 
oneself by focusing on online publications alone. The world of online me-
dia is highly driven by nonfiction, and hardly at all by fiction and poetry, 
although there are exceptions in genre fiction and fan fiction.

Agents almost never pitch and sell short work unless it’s for existing cli-
ents who are also book authors, or for very high- profile clients (think: US 
poet laureate). That’s because the payment for short work, particularly in 
literary magazines and online markets, is low and sometimes non existent, 
except for exclusive or high- end markets such as the New Yorker. So pub-
lishing short work is a process the emerging writer must undertake for 
himself.

It is practically impossible to make a living based on publishing short 
literary work. Such pursuits must be supplemented by other sources of 
revenue— such as teaching, grant or prize money, freelance editing, or any 
combination of the options outlined in part 5. The most common business 
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reason to seek publication of short pieces is to build up a track record of 
publication that can lead to other milestones. It may also be important to 
your creative process or to your identity as a writer, and it may advance 
your reputation in the publishing community. It may even attract an agent 
and book deal, as it did for Yiyun Li, discussed in chapter 3. But it will rarely 
make you a living all by itself, unless you start writing for consumer maga-
zines (see chapter 17) or move into more journalistic forms of writing. Even 
then, as any freelance writer would tell you, it’s far from a lucrative living 
except for an elite few.

PuBlishing in PrinT liTerary Journals
Publishing short stories, poetry, and personal essays is a much more 
straightforward process than pitching book projects or even maga-
zine articles. You’re not selling your work so much as submitting it for 
consideration— it has to be read (a few sentences, anyway) before an edi-
tor can know if they want to publish it.

Whereas you’re likely to send a query letter to book publishers, liter-
ary agents, and most commercial magazines— and hope you’re invited to 
send more, or given a contract— you typically send a cover letter to literary 
journals along with the manuscript. The cover letter literally “covers” the 
work and introduces you; it mainly consists of a biographical statement. 
You should include the following:

• past publication credits (if these are numerous, be selective; 
mention those that would carry the most significance to the staff of 
the publication you’re submitting to)

• awards, fellowships, or grants received— the more recognizable, the 
better, of course

• any writing degrees or credentials

Mainly, the cover letter gives the publication a sense of where you’re at 
in your career. If your track record looks intriguing or impressive, it may 
favorably influence editors or staff readers, and make them slow down and 
consider your work more carefully. It can also do the opposite, if you por-
tray yourself as a type of writer the publication avoids. It’s easy to figure out 
a publication’s “type”: look at the last few issues and read the biographical 
notes of the writers it’s published. Do you feel like you fit in?

If you’re unpublished, there’s no reason to belabor that status in your 
cover letter, but it does raise a question: What do you say if you have abso-
lutely zero writing experience or credentials? You’ll have to exercise your 



 p u B L i s h i n g  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  p e r s o n a L  e s s ay s ,  o r  p o e t r y  { 145

creative writing muscles, but your letter will likely remain brief regardless. 
You can mention specific pieces or contributors you’ve enjoyed in the jour-
nal (it’s always best to peruse some recent issues before submitting), and 
maybe discuss what influences your writing— but don’t get carried away. 
It’s better to keep your cover letter to a few brief sentences than to write 
paragraphs of material that may turn off the editors. The more you go on, 
the more you may get yourself in trouble, unless you’re particularly charm-
ing. The good news is that because you’re sending the work along with the 
query, readers may only glance at the cover letter before turning to the 
submission itself.

Almost every publication has specific submission guidelines you should 
follow when submitting work. They cover the rules and etiquette for send-
ing unsolicited work (that is, work that the publication did not ask you to 
send). The guidelines will tell you

• what categories of work are accepted (poetry, short fiction, essays, 
reviews, etc.)

• what length of work is accepted (minimum and maximum word 
counts)

• how many pieces will be accepted as part of a single submission
• when it’s possible to submit (some journals read submissions only a 

few months of the year)
• if they accept paper submissions or electronic submissions
• where to send your submission
• how long it takes them to respond (or if they’ll respond at all if they 

don’t accept your work)

In addition to stipulating what the publication will consider, the guidelines 
may spell out what you should put in the cover letter, as well as what kind 
of work they’re most looking for. For example, the Gettysburg Review ex-
plicitly states that it’s interested in stories that are “off- beat, penetrating, 
and surprising” and does not publish genre fiction.1 Some magazines run 
themed issues, and submissions must conform to that theme to be con-
sidered.

Most literary publications demand that writers send only unpublished 
work for consideration, which sometimes leads to confusion. Does your 
work remain unpublished if it has appeared at your blog or website? 
What if it appeared briefly on your blog but was then taken down? What 
if you posted portions of the work on Facebook? What if it appeared in a 
private writing community or forum? Generally speaking, literary journals 
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consider your work published even if you self- published it or put it on your 
website (or social media account) for a short time. It is generally consid-
ered unpublished if it was shared in a private forum or community for cri-
tique purposes and not meant for reading by the general public.

In the past, it was common for journals to prohibit simultaneous 
submissions. This is when writers submit the same work to many differ-
ent publications at once. However, because of very long response times 
(and because writers began ignoring the prohibition, which is very hard 
to enforce), simultaneous submissions are now generally accepted. Still, 
it’s polite and expected that you’ll mention in your cover letter that you’re 
making a simultaneous submission.

If your piece is accepted for publication at Journal A while it’s still being 
considered by Journals B and C, then you should send a respectful notifi-
cation to B and C that says you’re withdrawing the work. If you submitted 
your work using the popular service Submittable (see below), then it takes 
only a click or two to withdraw your submission. If you don’t withdraw your 
submission, and you’re then contacted with a second offer of publication, 
you’ll be in an awkward position, and the second journal’s editors are likely 
to remember your name for a long time, and not in a good way.

reading fees
When I began my publishing career, there was one ethical guideline that 
reputable journals, magazines, publishers, and agents all agreed on: no 
reading fee, ever. Writers should never be charged for the opportunity to 
submit their work, nor should publications make a profit off writers hoping 
to get their work published. This was a rule of thumb I repeated often at 
conferences and workshops. It helped writers avoid scams and target their 
efforts to the most reputable outlets.

In 2010 a start- up entered the scene that has forever changed that rule: 
Submittable. Submittable has two standout benefits: (1) it allows publica-
tions to streamline and automate their submissions review process, and 
(2) it gives writers a single portal through which they can submit to many 
publications at once, track what’s been submitted, and see the status of 
those submissions at a glance.

This efficiency and frictionless submissions process has come at a cost: 
submissions can be made with little effort by the writer, which increases 
the volume of submissions journals receive. Publications pay to use Sub-
mittable based on that volume of submissions: fees start around $150 a 
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year and go up to more than $1,000 per year for nonprofits, which generally 
have to pass along this cost to writers using the service.

Writers often feel ill- used by reading fees. But it’s important to look at 
what the fees would really add up to if you were submitting to the most 
popular literary journals. At the time of this writing, I checked on the 
policies of twenty well- known publications. About 75 percent charge no 
reading fee at all, although some require writers to mail in submissions 
and thus pay postage. The remaining journals that do charge waive read-
ing fees when writers are also subscribers, and only two journals charge 
nonsubscribers to submit while not offering a free mail- in option. So de-
spite complaints, it’s still easy to submit your work widely without paying 
reading fees.

When reading fees are instituted, they roughly equate to what a writer 
would pay for postage and handling— two to four dollars— which helps 
the publication cover the cost to use Submittable, and possibly pay staff or 
readers to go through the increased number of submissions they’re receiv-
ing. Keep in mind that Submittable takes a percentage of reading fees, in 
addition to charging journals to use its service— that, after all, is its busi-
ness model.

inCreasing your ChanCes of aCCePTanCe
The number- one way to increase your success rate with literary journals 
is to be selective and purposeful in how you submit, and make sure you’re 
submitting only the most appropriate work. While it may not be feasible 
to read multiple issues of each journal you submit to, you should become 
familiar with the publication. At the very least, study its website, look at 
recent contributors, and look for interviews with the editors. If you can get 
your hands on a couple of recent issues through a library or newsstand— or 
by buying digital issues from the website— not only do you increase your 
knowledge of what kind of work is being accepted and published, but 
you’re supporting the literary community in doing so.

If you have an opportunity to attend the Association of Writers and Writ-
ing Programs (AWP) conference, then reserve at least a couple of hours (if 
not much more) to walk the AWP Bookfair, where you can look at hundreds 
of publications firsthand, talk with editors, and immediately get a sense of 
which publications are a good fit for you. It also helps editors put a face 
with a name when they see your submission come through. You may even 
be personally invited to submit if you hit it off with the staff. (That said, I 
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recommend you do not walk the AWP Bookfair asking editors why they 
rejected your work. No editor wants to have that conversation with you.)

You can also supercharge your writerly intelligence by becoming a vol-
unteer, reader, or editor at any type of publication where you’re exposed to 
the slush pile. By reading a high volume of submissions yourself, you’ll be-
gin to notice patterns in the work that’s submitted: how writers tend to start 
off stories in the same way (making them boring and easy to skip over); 
what styles and voices have become tired, cliched, or overdone; what it 
means to write work that’s “surprising,” “unique,” or “interesting.” Those 
descriptive words are vague and cliches in themselves, but once you’ve 
tunneled through a stack of submissions at a journal, you begin to under-
stand the recurring problems that pervade writing— particularly work by 
writers who haven’t yet found their voice or uncovered stories really worth 
telling.

While it’s more common in book publishing, some writers look for 
an “in” at a publication— such as a recommendation or referral by a 
contributor— in hopes of receiving priority consideration from the editors 
(rather than, say, the interns, editorial assistants, or other readers who may 
go through unsolicited submissions first). This won’t necessarily improve 
your success rate. And in asking for such a favor, you may be putting the 
contributor in an awkward position— not just with you, but with the ed-
itor. This also raises the question of how you should submit your work if 
you do have an “in” with the staff. Unless you’re directly invited to sub-
mit your work to an editor, or you’ve been previously published by the 
journal, it’s typically best to use the normal channels of submission (and 
follow the guidelines) rather than consider yourself the exception and go 
straight to your contact. Mention your connection or referral in your cover 
letter— that’s usually the best way to help your work get priority. If you try 
to bypass the standard process, you may be told to go ahead and use it 
anyway— meaning that rather than gaining an advantage, you’ve wasted 
the editor’s time.

you’re aCCePTed! noW WhaT?
Every acceptance, no matter how small, deserves recognition. Consider 
having a ritual to celebrate each publishing victory (and possibly a ritual 
for each rejection— but make it a brief ritual that aids you in moving on).

Just about every publication will have some editing suggestions, even if 
they are minor copyediting changes, that require your review and approval 
prior to publication. If you’re asked to make a significant revision, then you 
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have a decision to make. Do you think the editor’s suggestions will improve 
the work? Do they make sense to you? It’s best to sit on suggestions for at 
least a day or two before making a decision or sending a response— unless 
your response is undeniably positive and you feel happy about making the 
changes. Most editors consider this process a series of compromises and 
negotiations. You may not be expected to agree with all the changes, but 
you may be asked to send your reasoning or justification for not revising 
certain areas. If you hit a major roadblock during the editorial process, and 
see no way to productively revise in a way you’re comfortable with, then 
you may have to withdraw your submission. Unfortunately, it’s not unusual 
to end up in a cycle of confusing revision suggestions, especially if a lower- 
level editor loves your work just the way it is but a higher- level editor wants 
changes made.

At some point prior to publication, you’ll be sent a contract or letter of 
agreement that stipulates payment, rights, and other terms. Read this care-
fully and make sure you understand it. (See appendix 1, “Contracts 101,” 
for a breakdown of common contract language.) Typically, a print journal 
will demand rights to be the first to publish your work in print, and also to 
make it part of its digital edition, if one exists. Thereafter, rights should re-
vert to you, although the publication may reserve the right to reprint your 
work, anthologize it, or make the work indefinitely available on its website. 
Payment for short stories, poems, and essays are typically in the hundreds 
of dollars, or you may be paid only in copies of the journal.

side- sTePPing liTerary Journals
Publishing in journals is only one way to crack the nut; it’s entirely feasible 
to build a respectable reputation and publication record (and a writing ca-
reer) without placing a single piece in a traditional print literary journal. 
Take the example of Ashley C. Ford, whom I first met while she was a Ball 
State creative writing student. Her first pieces appeared in well- known on-
line publications— such as PANK and The Rumpus— and she later became 
a staff writer at BuzzFeed. She’s now a full- time freelancer, writes for Elle 
online, and has a book deal.

Still, there’s an overriding bias in the literary community in favor of 
print- based publication, even though it demands waiting for years, re-
ceiving little or no pay, and being seen by few readers. Entrepreneurial- 
minded writers should direct their efforts more widely— consider print but 
also publish, experiment, and distribute through digital media to build a 
readership directly. We’ll discuss these strategies in parts 4 and 5.
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17 :  TradiTional freelanCe WriTing

Freelance writing is typically associated with the big glossy magazines on 
the newsstand. But, as discussed in chapter 6, it’s an increasingly complex 
market. While a writer might’ve got their start freelancing for mainstream 
magazines thirty years ago, that’s less and less likely today. It now takes 
considerable experience and expertise to land paying work at a traditional 
print publication, and I don’t recommend it as a first line of attack. New 
writers will do better to look to online- only publication. Fortunately, the art 
of pitching and understanding how editors think is more or less the same 
no matter what type of publication you’re dealing with. Thus the following 
advice applies equally to traditional print magazines and to online- only 
publications (e.g., Slate, Salon, The Awl, LitHub, and so on, as discussed in 
chapter 7). Later, in chapter 23, I’ll discuss the big picture of what it means 
to establish a full- time freelance career, whether that involves writing, ed-
iting, or other types of work done on a temporary, by- contract basis.

The mosT Common TyPes of arTiCles
While every publication has its quirks, across the business you’ll find con-
sistent types of pieces that get assigned and come with certain expecta-
tions from editors. A feature article is the most visible and important part 
of a print magazine’s content, usually mentioned on the cover; the “feature 
package” refers to the collection of features a magazine offers in a particu-
lar issue, which may be built around a theme. (For instance, the New Yorker 
does an annual feature package focused on food.) Features may be written 
by full- time staff writers or freelancers, or even by the editors. Departments 
and columns are recurring pieces written by a mix of staffers and freelanc-
ers. By studying a publication carefully across two to three issues— or the 
span of a few weeks online— you can get a sense of what material is written 
by editors and what’s regularly assigned to freelancers. Here are the most 
common article types you’ll find across all publications:
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• Front- of- book items. It’s common wisdom that if a writer wants 
to break into a print magazine, the easiest place to do so is in the 
“front of book”— those first pages, where the magazine offers quick- 
to- read, browsable items that ease the reader into longer articles 
and features. A front- of- book item might be as short as 50– 100 
words; rarely does it run longer than 500 words.

• Profiles and interviews. Interviews may run Q&A style— always 
with editing for length and clarity— or as profiles, which present 
a bigger challenge for the writer and require a narrative structure 
to retain reader interest. Q&As work well with people who are well 
known, where readers ostensibly prefer unfiltered, direct answers. 
Profiles may work better for lesser- known people, and for figures 
where there’s as much of a story to be uncovered or told through the 
people who surround them. Both are staples of all print and online 
publications.

• How- to. A how- to article teaches readers to do something, step- 
by- step. It’s almost always written in second person. Both print and 
online publications do well with how- to content, and it’s a favorite 
of advertising- driven sites such as wikiHow.

• Roundups. A perennial favorite, roundups may be annual features 
and, if successful, can attract significant advertising. Think of 
“Women We Love” in Esquire or the annual debut poets roundup in 
Poets & Writers magazine. Annual roundups tend to be written and 
curated by the magazine’s staff.

• Listicles. Consider this a fluffy version of the roundup: same 
principle, just less formal, and a staple of high- traffic, pop- culture 
websites such as BuzzFeed. Think: “10 Cute Kittens Caught Asleep 
in Odd Places.” Listicles are ubiquitous online— people just can’t 
resist clicking and browsing.

• Service pieces. A service piece offers information that promises 
to better the reader’s life: to lose weight, to invest money more 
wisely, to improve relations with their spouse. While it may sound 
straightforward, the challenge is to offer advice that’s both fresh 
and written in a style and voice that appeals to the target audience. 
A service piece on spicing up a romantic relationship may work 
for Cosmopolitan but not the readers of Woman’s Day. Service 
pieces can be written by experts or by journalists who conduct 
sufficient research. For online publications, service pieces can drive 
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consistent traffic over a long period of time, assuming the content is 
“evergreen” (meaning it doesn’t go out of date).

• Reporting. A reported piece requires interviews and research, 
usually out in the field. Magazines like the New Yorker or the 
Atlantic will expect key interviews and research to be conducted 
in person. Other magazines— especially those that are service 
oriented— may be OK with “armchair” reporting: research 
conducted from home, phone interviews, and possibly email 
interviews, depending on the topic. Because reporting is expensive, 
you won’t find many online- only publications focused on hard 
reporting, except for the very largest and best funded, such as 
ProPublica.

• Essays and criticism. This can be a hard area to define but 
typically involves a writer researching and writing about a topic 
on which they have some expertise or authority. The piece 
may not involve original reporting, but offers insight, analysis, 
and— if successful— a new way of understanding an issue. One 
characteristic of such pieces is that the writer leaves the boundaries 
of objective reporting and argues a position. A recent, already 
classic example is “The Case for Reparations” by Ta- Nehisi Coates, 
which appeared in the Atlantic. Essays and criticism are an 
affordable way for online publications to feature serious content 
that may not require expensive reporting.

• Columns and commentary. The nature of recurring columns 
depends on the publication and the background of the columnists, 
but usually they’re opinion pieces that focus on current events 
and trends. This category includes book, movie, and TV criticism 
and reviews, as well as news opinion and commentary. There’s no 
expectation of reporting or objectivity. One of the most successful 
online columns of all time is an advice column published by The 
Rumpus, “Dear Sugar,” written by Cheryl Strayed.

• Personal essay. One of the most difficult pieces to get paid for 
is the personal essay— because such writing can be found in 
abundance, and everyone has a story to tell. Most publications 
have a recurring department that features personal essays of a 
specific length; it’s always best to read a half dozen or more before 
pitching your own, to understand the taste of the editors. Today, 
the New York Times’ “Modern Love” column is among the most 
popular and sought- after venues for placing a personal essay. 
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Online publications tend to feature lots of personal essays because 
they’re cheap to source, edit, and produce. In recent years, as more 
writers have written about intensely personal topics, such as sexual 
abuse, critics have suggested that writers are allowing themselves 
to be exploited by publications interested mainly in sensational 
headlines that attract lots of traffic.

• Humor. This is yet another difficult area in which to sell work, 
whether humorous columns or personal essays (think Erma 
Bombeck or David Sedaris). If writing is subjective, humor is even 
more so, and it requires an incredibly astute understanding of 
what will be considered funny by a magazine’s readership. One of 
the most important (and only) online venues for literary humor is 
McSweeney’s Internet Tendency.

• Inspirational. Think of the stories you’d find in the Chicken Soup 
for the Soul books, or in a typical issue of Reader’s Digest— they’re 
uplifting and leave you feeling good inside. Note: Sometimes in 
publishing (especially book publishing), the term “inspirational” 
is used to denote content with an explicit spiritual or religious 
message.

• Quizzes. Quizzes have always been popular in magazines, and 
in online publications they’re highly valued as traffic generators. 
They’re also used frequently as content marketing for movies, 
TV shows, and brands seeking frequent sharing on social media. 
(Think: Which Game of Thrones character are you?)

If you’ve encountered even the smallest bit of advice about freelance writ-
ing, you’ve probably heard how important it is to study a publication be-
fore you submit your work. The audience for each is incredibly distinct, 
with shared experiences, backgrounds, and belief systems implied by the 
voice and positioning of each piece. That, of course, makes it easier to pitch 
a publication you avidly read, but a writer who’s a quick study can pick up 
on the personality of any publication by studying a recent issue or a week’s 
worth of online articles— as well as reviewing the media kit. (The media kit 
is essentially a fancy brief prepared to help potential advertisers or spon-
sors understand the readership they’ll be reaching. To find it, Google the 
publication’s name plus the phrase “media kit.”) You can also use directo-
ries such as Writer’s Market to learn more about markets to pitch and what 
they’re looking for.

If you remember nothing else about freelance writing, remember this: 



154 } c h a p t e r  1 7

Readerships are not interchangeable, which means publications’ content is 
not interchangeable. If a publication’s content is not distinctive and cus-
tomized for its core demographic, it will not stay in business long.

a Word aBouT Trade PuBliCaTions
One of the most- ignored sectors of publishing (both print and online) is 
trade publications. These serve people working in a particular trade— from 
plumbers to daycare providers to costume designers to coffee growers. Be-
cause of their specificity, trade magazines— and their related digital media 
offerings—  rarely appear in the public eye, but they tend to be well read by 
the target demographic, since they may be the only reliable source of news, 
trends, and information. In the 1990s it was estimated that trade magazines 
represented one- sixth of the leading, revenue- producing periodicals in the 
United States.1 Writer’s Market frequently recommends that writers con-
sider pitching trade publications because they’re often easier to break into, 
pay reasonably well, and can represent a reliable income stream once you 
learn to produce the kind of material they’re looking for. In other words, 
you needn’t be a specialist in a trade to write informatively for it. Aside 
from Writer’s Market, here are resources for identifying trade markets:

• Trade Pub (www .tradepub .com)
• WebWire (www .webwire .com /IndustryList .asp)
• All You Can Read (www .allyoucanread .com)

The sCienCe of PiTChing
We discussed pitching in broad strokes in chapter 2. Here we’ll get more 
into the nitty- gritty of sending a pitch letter. First, know that certain pieces 
rarely or never get formally pitched for publication. Poetry and short sto-
ries are almost always submitted on spec, which means that you write and 
submit the full piece for consideration; you aren’t assigned it or contracted 
to write it. This is often the case as well for personal essays and short pieces 
by freelance writers. For example, Runner’s World has a recurring column, 
“Life & Times,” that features first- person essays about running; these are 
submitted strictly on spec, and you may not even hear a response unless 
the magazine is interested.

Professional freelancers, especially journalists, are accustomed to 
pitching their ideas and working on assignment. This means sending a 
brief query or pitch letter to the publication’s editor that essentially sells 
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the piece before it is written. If the editor likes the pitch, she’ll send a con-
tract or letter of agreement that outlines the terms, deadline, and payment; 
payment is typically made only when the piece is accepted for publication, 
or sometimes after it is published.

In addition to studying a publication before pitching, look up the official 
submission guidelines. They should detail what sections of the publication 
are open to freelancers, state the average pay rate and standard terms, and 
perhaps offer other advice for writers. (Some even list the biggest mistakes 
writers make when pitching, so pay attention!) Assuming you have no per-
sonal invitation to pitch from an editor, follow the guidelines and never 
assume you’re an exception to any stated rules.

The difficulty is that every editor and publication looks for something 
different in a pitch, and you may not figure out what that is unless you 
gather some intelligence. Whenever possible, speak to other freelancers 
who have written for the publication, search out interviews with the editors 
themselves (or go hear them speak at an event), and study any editorial 
calendars the publication makes available. An editorial calendar outlines 
upcoming feature packages or special issues, which can help you time your 
pitch more appropriately and for a specific month. Monthly print maga-
zines work far in advance of their publication dates; you’ll need to think 
four to six months out. (For example, winter holiday pitches should be sent 
in July, and summer- themed pitches in December.)

A typical pitch shouldn’t be longer than a few hundred words, although 
a complex piece that requires funding may merit more. Experienced free-
lance writers know that quality pitching is a time- consuming practice, 
and a lot of their time and energy is devoted to the search for interesting 
people, ideas, and stories that can be successfully pitched.

Here are the key qualities of a successful pitch:

• Speak the same language as the publication. Some writers begin 
their pitch in the same way they might lead into their story, which 
demonstrates how well they understand the style and voice of the 
publication— and therefore the readership.

• Hook the reader quickly. If you can’t deliver the hook in twenty- five 
words or less, then you may not have an appealing pitch. Reading 
the kicker, or subtitle, under dozens or hundreds of headlines can 
help train you in the art of the hook.

• Show the legwork or research you’ve already done. For example, 
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if you’ve already secured or conducted interviews, use the most 
compelling details to your benefit. (If you’ve done no legwork, and 
have never published on the subject matter, the editor may not have 
confidence in your ability to pull off the article.)

• Demonstrate your credentials as a writer or authority on the topic. 
If the publication has never worked with you before, describe your 
experience and point to work published elsewhere. If you have no 
previously published work, you may be asked to submit on spec.

a good magazine PiTCh
At the time freelancer Grace Dobush sent the following pitch letter (pub-
lished here with her permission), she had already done about three months of 
research. Although Grace had never before worked with Cincinnati Magazine, 
she sold the article to them within a week of sending the letter. You can read 
the final piece in the April 2014 issue.

Hi, [editor’s name],
I’m a freelancer here in Cincinnati, and [mutual acquaintance] 

suggested I get in touch with you about this story I’m working on.
A man trained as a kosher butcher emigrated from Lithuania in 

1886 to serve an orthodox Jewish congregation in Cincinnati. Behr 
Manischewitz eventually became the patriarch of a mechanized matzo 
empire that led the world in matzo production— and ruffled rabbinical 
feathers. The family’s history illustrates the story of Jewish life in 
Cincinnati: Like many Jews, they settled in the West End in the late 
1880s and moved to Avondale as they became more affluent in the 20th 
century. Eventually, the Manischewitz headquarters moved to New Jersey 
in 1930, and Cincinnati’s matzo fame waned. But Behr and his wife remain 
buried in Covedale.

I’ve done extensive research on the family in local archives and would 
love to tell the Manischewitz story for Cincinnati Magazine. There’s a 
wealth of interesting historical imagery and maps to go with the story, 
and I have a few ideas for interview subjects.

My writing credits include Wired, HOW, Family Tree Magazine and 
other national publications. This story could be great for April 2014 to 
coincide with Passover. What do you think?
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hook examPles
Why more women seeking abortions are ending up at anti- abortion 

pregnancy centersa

If it killed politicians instead of prisoners, this illness would be national 
enemy number one.b

What it’s like to be gay in Putin’s Russia on the eve of the Sochi Olympics: a 
report on life in the Russian undergroundc

From the dawn of history to dusk last night, fire is mankind’s oldest and 
most useful tool. Learn how to harness its strength to cook, survive, and 
connect to a primal force as old and powerful as time itself.d

Yemen’s Hidden War: A journey into one of the most remote and 
dangerous countries in the worlde

Looking after an elderly parent is a challenge, but hiding from the inevitable 
won’t make it any easier. Our guide will help you face the future head- on 
so you can give the best possible care.f

On August 13, 1986, Michael Morton came home from work to discover that 
his wife had been brutally murdered in their bed. His nightmare had only 
begun.g

a. Meaghan Winter, “‘I Felt Set Up’: Why More Women Seeking Abortions 
Are Ending Up at Anti- Abortion Pregnancy Centers,” Cosmopolitan, December 17, 
2015, http:// www .cosmopolitan .com /politics /news /a50961 /medical -  crisis -  pregnancy 
-  centers/.

b. David Ferry, “How the Government Put Tens of Thousands of People at Risk 
of a Deadly Disease,” Mother Jones, January/February 2015, http:// www .motherjones 
.com /environment /2015 /01 /valley -  fever -  california -  central -  valley -  prison.

c. Jeff Sharlet, “Inside the Iron Closet: What It’s Like to Be Gay in Putin’s Russia,” 
GQ, February 4, 2014, http:// www .gq .com /story /being -  gay -  in -  russia.

d. Casey Lyons, “The Complete Guide to Fire,” Backpacker, October 2014, http:// 
www .backpacker .com /survival /survival -  skills /starting -  fire /the -  complete -  guide -  to 
-  campfires/.

e. Matthieu Aikins, “Yemen’s Hidden War,” Rolling Stone, July 30, 2015, http:// www 
.rollingstone .com /politics /news /yemens -  hidden -  war -  20150730.

f. Jane Gross et al., “Ready or Not: What It’s Like to Care for Aging Parents,” 
OPRAH, November 2014, http:// www .oprah .com /spirit /How -  to -  Care -  for -  Elderly 
-  Parents -  Elder -  Care.

g. Pamela Colloff, “The Innocent Man, Part One,” Texas Monthly, November 2012, 
http:// www .texasmonthly .com /politics /the -  innocent -  man -  part -  one/.
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• Describe any expenses you need covered, especially if the 
submission guidelines require it. Some publications pay for writers’ 
expenses, and a pitch should outline your expectations if it affects 
your ability to accept the assignment.

A pitch is the editor’s first look at the writer— can this person write and 
express themselves effectively? If the pitch is well done, it increases the 
chance that even if the story’s rejected, the editor will invite the writer to 
pitch again, or send feedback on how to revise the story idea to make it 
work for the publication. Rejections are far more common than accep-
tances, even for experienced writers, especially before they’ve established 
working relationships with an editor or publication. Here are some of the 
most common reasons for rejection.

• Your angle is too narrow (or broad). A publication can be a bit like 
Goldilocks— you need to offer it an idea that’s specific enough to 
distinguish your article from others that cover the same subject 
matter, but not so unique that the editor doesn’t think it merits an 
entire article.

• The publication ran something too similar, too recently (or has it 
on assignment already). This is common, and there’s nothing you 
can do about it. A lot of pitching is about timing. Your intuition and 
timing improves as you gain experience.

• You don’t have the writing or reporting chops. This can be 
something of a Catch- 22 when you’re just starting out. How do 
you collect experience or clips when you’re inexperienced? Lots 
of ways: submit on spec; write very short pieces; write for local or 
regional publications that may be willing to take a chance on you to 
build your portfolio.

• Your idea is too boring, too cliched, too overdone, or some 
combination of these. Usually this is a result of not reading the 
target publication carefully enough to realize that your idea isn’t a 
good fit. Every publication has a list of story ideas they’re pitched so 
frequently as to elicit eye rolls and instant rejection. For example, 
Runner’s World says right in the submission guidelines that you 
shouldn’t pitch them on the health benefits of running.2

Once you have your foot in the door and successfully pitch and publish 
a few pieces, there’s a good chance you can shift to a more organic and 



 t r a d i t i o n a L  f r e e L a n c e  W r i t i n g  { 159

informal process for pitching and discussing ideas— such as having a 
phone conversation with the editor or sending a pitch with several ideas 
outlined. (Never do this if you don’t have an established relationship!) If 
you become especially trusted and valuable, the editor may even contact 
you with assignment ideas.
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18 :  online WriTing and Blogging

It may seem arbitrary to discuss online writing as if it were separate from 
other freelance writing— just as it would to distinguish “print book writ-
ing” from “e- book writing.” But we shouldn’t pretend that writing for on-
line publication can be approached in exactly the same manner as writing 
for print. First, there can be differences in reader intent and engagement. 
The reader who clicks on a Twitter or Facebook link to read an article is 
often less motivated, and has a shorter attention span, than a subscriber 
sitting down with the latest issue of a favorite magazine. Second, profit- 
driven corporate media companies can quantify the success of online 
content, in terms of its contribution to their bottom line, and ultimately 
base publishing decisions on these numbers. (This is not to say that print 
is immune from number- focused decisions; seeing what readers gravitate 
toward online can affect what happens in print as well.) And, let’s not for-
get that online writing generally doesn’t pay as well as writing for print, as 
explained in chapter 7, although you can find many exceptions.

It’s common for online writers to produce a large volume of content very 
quickly, without much time to research, interview, and fact- check. While 
this is changing— releasing a flood of low- quality content can backfire for 
a publication— online writers are typically valued less than print- focused 
writers, justly or not. Journalist Felix Salmon sums up the challenge best: 
“Online writing isn’t really about writing any more— not in the manner 
that freelance print journalists understand it, anyway. Instead, it’s more 
about reading, and aggregating, and working in teams, doing all the work 
that used to happen in old print- magazine offices, but doing it on a vastly 
compressed timescale.”1

Today’s emerging writer will typically begin by writing for online ven-
ues, then over time gain enough credibility and visibility to start securing 
better- paying gigs with more established publications. Still, though, the At-
lantic Online got in trouble in 2013 for offering established freelancer Nate 
Thayer no payment at all to rerun a previously published article. There was 
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a loud outcry, and Atlantic editor Alexis Madrigal wrote a long response ex-
plaining how and why freelancers were offered so little payment for online- 
only pieces.2 The magazine, he wrote, uses in- house writers and editors to 
generate the majority of online content, because it’s a more reliable way 
of getting quality content and higher traffic. Non- staff work often contrib-
utes very little to the bigger picture— thus the lower investment. This is a 
frustrating reality for writers, but it is possible to find a compromise. Some 
valued freelancers are able to negotiate an ongoing or long- term contract 
to contribute regularly, or even land a spot on the publication masthead, 
thus ensuring greater security and better pay.

The Challenges of online WriTing
The online reader— unless a loyal subscriber or follower of a 
publication— is almost always skimming. A 2008 study found that a typical 
user reads no more than 28 percent of the text on the page, if not far less.3 A 
more recent study looked at the percentage of people who reach the end of 
online articles, with similar results.4 Attention spans are shockingly short, 
regardless of the device used, for the majority of the audience consuming 
online content. However, high- quality content produces higher levels of 
engagement, and a highly engaged reader who reaches the end of an ar-
ticle is very valuable, if the site knows how to funnel their attention appro-
priately. (For more on funnels, see chapter 21.)

Aside from the skimming challenge, there’s incredible competition to 
get clicks or visits to an online article in the first place. In mid- 2015, a Pew 
Research study showed that more than 60 percent of Facebook and Twitter 
users get their news from those social media sites.5 Rather than going first 
to the New York Times, or the Atlantic, or some other mainstream media 
outlet, social media users are likely to let the news be curated for them by 
a feed or stream they’ve customized over time, or by following the links 
posted by friends, family, and the brands they like. This puts pressure on a 
writer or media company to ensure an article is shared or spread via social 
media, starting with crafting a headline and description that will compel 
users to click. A headline that works well in print will not typically work as 
well in an online environment, where the piece may be seen or distributed 
out of context, especially if clever or imaginative wordplay depends on a 
reader’s ability to skim the article or see accompanying images. Further-
more, online headlines need to make strategic use of keywords to ensure 
that search engines and other aggregators can identify the content and 
surface the article during searches.
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It’s helpful to categorize online articles in terms of their performance:

• High traffic, low engagement. Writers and publishers of 
“clickbait” use provocative or sensational headlines and content 
of indifferent quality, with no other goal than gathering clicks and 
ensuring high traffic, commonly to support advertising.

• High traffic, high engagement. This is the holy grail for quality 
publications: lots of visits to content that creates substantial 
engagement. Engagement can be measured in many ways, 
including overall time spent on the site, number of social shares, 
number of comments, subscription conversion rate, email 
newsletter sign- ups, donations, and more.

• Low traffic, high engagement. This is the sad situation of much 
online content: a story draws little traffic (or not the desired traffic), 
but when people do visit, there is high engagement. It’s particularly 
common with new publications, “quiet” or literary sites, and others 
that haven’t found an effective way to spread the word about their 
content.

Much time and energy is spent by publications trying to improve the lot 
of articles that fall into the third category— it’s not game over if the article 
doesn’t gain traction in its first days or weeks online. There are many ways 
to revisit and remarket or repromote. If engagement is high, that indicates 
there’s something to gain through additional tweaking or promoting of the 
article.

Headline Writing
While headlines are typically written by editors, you’ll almost always 
be asked for suggestions, plus you’ll need to craft suitable headlines for 
pitches. Headlines or titles for online pieces must be literal, specific, and 
clear. If it’s a piece that also appears in print, the headline almost always 
needs to be adjusted for online publication. For example, the Virginia 
Quarterly Review published a piece in Fall 2012 with the print and online 
headline “Dreaming of El Dorado.” It’s a lyrical and artful headline, but it 
tells you nothing of the nature of the content, which is the story of a girl’s 
struggle to get an education in a Peruvian gold mining town. Without more 
context or explanation, the headline can’t be expected to generate much 
interest or attract meaningful organic search traffic. And that exactly was 
the outcome: after a social media push, during which it enjoyed high en-
gagement with readers who did click through and read, the article fell off 
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the map and had very low discoverability when compared to articles on the 
same topic in other publications. However, VQR’s policy is to use the same 
headlines online as it does in print.

For a better strategy, study the New Yorker. The print headline “College 
Calculus” becomes “What Is College Worth?” online. “The Weight of the 
World” becomes “The Woman Who Could Stop Climate Change.” An im-
portant technical note: these headline changes are not always made to the 
display title (the title the average reader sees at the top of the article), but to 
the search engine optimization (SEO) title— which affects how the article 
is “seen” by search engines. It’s also the title that appears in a search result 
or when the article is shared via social media.

Search Engine Optimization
SEO— search engine optimization— has many ingredients (discussed fur-
ther in chapter 20), but among the most pertinent is keyword use. Using 
appropriate and relevant keywords and keyword phrases in the article title, 
description, and subheads helps the content surface in online searches; 
over time, if the content is engaging (if people spend a lot of time with 
it), or gains other positive SEO marks (such as links from high- quality 
sources), it may enjoy another wave of traffic that can span months— even 
years— without active marketing and promotion. This is what’s known as 
organic search traffic, or search traffic you don’t pay for.

In other words, even if an article fails to gain much attention when it is 
first published, it can gain visits over time if search engines rank it as an 
important piece related to specific topics. For example, as a user search (at 
Google), “What is college worth?” grew exponentially between 2009 and 
2015. It’s not an accident that a New Yorker editor used a title that matches 
that search query; as of this writing, the “College Calculus” article appears 
on the first page of results when someone asks Google “What is college 
worth?”

Along with headlines, your editor will likely be responsible for handling 
SEO concerns, but a valued and successful online contributor considers 
SEO when pitching, and can use such knowledge to craft and publish bet-
ter trafficked articles over time.

Social Media and Distribution Savvy
Sharing and distributing online work through social media is a given, but 
much of the sharing (by both professionals and amateurs) is done with-
out much thought or effort. Most users post a link, add a sentence quoting 
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the piece or asking a question, and call it a day. The best publications and 
writers create multiple customized graphics to market the same story, with 
specific social media or distribution outlets in mind. Sometimes a story is 
even recast, redesigned, or repurposed to gain traction on a specific plat-
form, such as Snapchat. If the piece has photos or illustrations, writers may 
post one (or more) with an extended caption or self- contained story, on 
Instagram or Pinterest. If it involves statistics or data, publications may cre-
ate an infographic or image that can be shared. If there’s a specific quote 
that’s hard- hitting or inspiring, it’s common to turn it into a graphic that 
will stand out on social media. You’ll notice a theme here of creating visu-
als, which is no accident. Just about every trend, study, and report on social 
media use indicates the growing importance of strong visuals.6

Every online publication also has a content repurposing or distribution 
plan to use birthdays, holidays, anniversaries, and other current events 
as opportunities to pull content from the archives and give it a new life. 
Sometimes the content can be shared as- is; other times, it’s lightly up-
dated. The ever- popular listicle is a well- known method of reviving older 
content. For example, the New Yorker publishes roundups of its own pieces 
at the end of each calendar year, such as “Six Bits of Good News from 2015” 
and “Our Fifteen Most- Read Blog Posts of 2015.” Its staff writers also write 
blog posts with fresh analyses or updates whenever people or events from 
their articles show up again in the news cycle.

Blogging
Blogging, as a form of online writing, is its own art form. As most com-
monly defined, a blog is an informal, often personal type of writing by a 
single individual (although you’ll find many types of group blogs and or-
ganizational blogs with multiple contributors). The posts appear in reverse 
chronological order; while some may remain relevant over many years, 
most blog posts are ephemeral and gradually become buried under newer 
posts. For our purposes here, blogging refers to writing you do on your own 
turf, meaning you don’t need permission to publish and, for the most part, 
are publishing only your own content. Although most blogs are available 
to readers for free, with enough traffic or attention, you may find ways to 
monetize your blog through advertising, donations, subscriptions, or other 
methods described in part 5.

Since its emergence in the early 2000s, blogging has often been declared 
dead or dying, mainly due to the rise of social media, as well as community 
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publishing sites such as Medium. The argument goes that people who read 
online no longer visit scattered blogs, but instead head to their favorite so-
cial media site. Don’t be fooled. Blogging isn’t dead, any more than journal 
writing, opinion writing, or current events writing is dead.

Writers who ask, Can I blog to get a book deal? probably think of the blog 
as a lesser form of writing, a vehicle to something bigger and better. But for 
a blog to be successful, it should have its own unique reason for being— 
blogs truly written as blogs do not aspire to becoming books. Never use a 
blog as a dumping ground for material written for the print medium— or 
for book publication— without considering the art of the blog. As with all 
types of online writing, blog posts should be optimized for online reading. 
That means being aware of keywords, SEO, and popular bloggers in your 
subject area, plus including visual and interactive content (comments, im-
ages, multimedia, links).

For authors who excel at blogging, it can become their number- one 
marketing tool for books or other projects that put money in their pocket. 
But it requires patience and persistence, and it’s not quite the same as writ-
ing for paid publication. It may take a very long time before you see a direct 
connection between your blogging and your monthly or annual income.

Blogging is often straightforward for nonfiction writers, less so for nov-
elists. How- to authors have it the easiest of all, because their subject mat-
ter often lends itself to blogging, especially if they’re teaching workshops 
or regularly interacting with their target readership. Such authors prob-
ably know off the top of their heads the questions they’re asked most fre-
quently, and the problems that surface again and again for their audience. 
This is invaluable fodder for a blog. However, with a little creativity and 
imagination, fiction writers can have successful blogs as well, for instance, 
by focusing on literary citizenship activities, as discussed in chapter 2.

For an effective blog, think through how can you bring your own voice 
or perspective to a topic, theme, or subject matter without repeating what’s 
already out there. (This is easier said than done. It took me eighteen months 
to find the right angle— to realize I do best when I focus on publishing in-
dustry trends and business topics for authors.) The most successful blogs 
have a focused angle and appeal to a specific audience. This makes it easier 
to attract attention and build a community around common interests or 
perspectives.

For new bloggers, consistency is critical— you need to make a commit-
ment to see a payoff. And there are two types of consistency:



166 } c h a p t e r  1 8

• Frequency. To gain momentum initially, commit to at least two 
posts a week. Some people may get by on one a week, but you’ll 
struggle to gain traction. Ideally, starting out, you should post three 
to five times per week. Once your blog becomes established, and 
you build up an audience, you can ease back on the frequency.

• Subject matter. If you look at a month’s worth of titles for your 
blog posts, they should convey a strong message about what you 
cover on your blog and who it’s for. A potential reader should be 
able to tell easily if they will benefit from reading your posts on 
an ongoing basis. Authors can have trouble staying focused and 
disciplined in this way, often because they get bored or they think 
readers will get bored. But again, it’s hard to gain traction if you’re 
switching it up all the time and not consistent in your coverage.

If you’re interested in blogging but worry about the time commitment, 
then consider creating a multicontributor blog, where several authors in 
the same genre (or targeting similar audiences) band together. That can 
reduce the burden as well as increase the size of your audience starting 
out— since more people will be marketing and promoting the blog.

The best platform to use for blogging is whatever you use for your author 
website. Having everything under the same umbrella is good for both long- 
term marketing strategy and search engine visibility. So, for example, if you 
have an author website on SquareSpace, start your blog there too, not over 
at Wordpress or Blogspot. If your website platform does not support blog-
ging, then it may be time to switch platforms.

Building a Blog readershiP
People may have to see links to your blog posts for months before they 
actually click through to read one— or even become aware that your blog 
exists. This isn’t necessarily through any fault of your own; there’s an in-
credible amount of noise online, and enormous demands on everybody’s 
attention. But if you make a steady series of impressions over a long pe-
riod of time on the same topic, it should start to click: Oh, this person is 
blogging, and they’re regularly covering this topic. Some writers assume 
everybody knows they’re blogging because they’ve posted about it. But no, 
that’s not the case, and that’s why consistency is so important.

The more time you spend blogging, the more value you build for read-
ers and the more readers will find you. Your efforts snowball. Even if it 
seems no one is reading, commenting, or sharing, assume that they are. 
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Only about 10 percent of your readers (or even fewer) will make themselves 
known to you or engage, so it takes a while to spot concrete indications of 
growing activity or interest.

Before you start a blog, it’s wise to identify the key people already blog-
ging in your area— the influencers. Start reading and sharing their content, 
and comment at their blogs. Eventually, if possible, you might guest- blog 
for them. See the other bloggers not as competitors but as community 
members who may become supporters of your work. If your blog is of high 
quality, and generates conversation, they’ll be likely to recommend you or 
send you traffic by linking to your posts. So identify the notable commu-
nity players, or the people who you’ll want to build relationships with over 
time.

Whether your site is self- hosted or on another platform, make sure Google 
Analytics is installed. It’s a free service and easy to set up. After Google Ana-
lytics has collected at least a month of data, take a look at the following:

• How do people find your blog? Through searches? Through your 
social media presence? Through other websites that link to you?

• What search words bring people to your site?
• What pages or posts are most popular on your site?

Knowing the answers to these questions, you can better decide which so-
cial media networks are worth your investment of time and energy, who 
else on the web might be a good partner for you (who is sending you traffic 
and why?), and what content on your site is worth your time to continue 
developing (what will bring you visitors over the long run?).

Create Guides on Popular Topics
If you’re a nonfiction writer, then this probably comes naturally: Put to-
gether a 101 guide, FAQ, or tutorial related to your topic or expertise— 
something people often ask you about. If you’re a novelist, this strategy 
may take some creative thinking. Consider a few examples:

• If your book is strongly regional, create an insider’s guide or travel 
guide to the region. Or think about other themes in your work that 
could inspire something fun: a collection of recipes; a character’s 
favorite books, movies, or music; or research and resources that 
were essential for completing your work.

• Create a list of favorite reads by genre/category, by mood, or by 
occasion. Tie into current events or “look- alike” media whenever 
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you can; for example, if you write romance and you know your 
readers love The Bachelor, create a list of books that fans of the show 
might enjoy reading.

• If you have a strong avocational pursuit (or past profession) that 
influences your novels, create FAQs or guides for the curious.

Create Regular Lists or Roundups
A popular way to make people aware of your blog is to link to others’ blogs. 
If you can do this in a helpful way, it’s a win for you, for your readers, and 
for the sites you send traffic to. You can create lists or roundups on any 
theme or category that interests you enough to remain dedicated, enthusi-
astic, and consistent for the long haul— at least six months to a year, if you 
want to see a tangible benefit.

Run Regular Interviews
Believe it or not, it’s rare to come across an informed, thoughtful, and care-
ful interviewer and interview series. Think about themes, hooks, or angles 
for a series of interviews, and run them on a regular basis— bearing in 
mind that a well- researched, quality interview requires an investment of 
time. Such series also offer you an excellent way to build your network and 
community relationships, which has a way of paying off in the long run.

Be a Guest on Other Sites
Whenever you guest- blog or appear on another website, it’s an opportunity 
to have multiple links back to your own site and social network accounts. 
Arranging a meaningful guest post involves pitching sites that have bigger 
audiences than yours, but whose readership is a good match for your work. 
For a strong introduction, visit Copyblogger and read the excellent post 
“The Essentials of Guest- Blogging Strategy for SEO, Traffic, and Audience- 
Building.” If you’re not the type to write guest posts, then consider proac-
tively offering yourself up to be interviewed as part of other bloggers’ in-
terview series. Any time you make an appearance on another site, promote 
the interview on your own social networks and create a permanent link to 
it from your own website.

a final Word on online WriTing
Some writers feel discouraged and put off by the attention spans of online 
readers. To the extent you’re able, don’t work against the behavior of online 
readers, or assume your work will magically receive people’s full attention. 
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Be up for the challenge and see how you can artfully entice and persuade 
people to spend more time with your pieces. Some writers add irreverent 
humor and visuals (such as animated GIFs) to retain interest and empha-
size key points; others include plenty of paragraph breaks, headings, and 
lists to make the article easier to skim. When you read an online article in 
full, from beginning to end, ask yourself: Why did I stick with this? What 
can I learn from the writer or publication? Learning to write well and effec-
tively online can and does translate into writing well for print or traditional 
outlets.
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The next four chapters dig deep into the foundations of creative entrepre-
neurship, offering a roadmap on how to succeed in the market, particu-
larly in a crowded online environment. They address the most important 
facets of author platform— building readership and visibility within a 
community— and varying strategies for marketing and promoting your 
work in online environments. Part 4 ends with an in- depth discussion of 
how to have a successful book launch— a complex endeavor that will draw 
on every business skill and resource in your arsenal.

In the literary world in particular, there’s a persistent fear that directly 
engaging or cultivating a readership may distract from producing the best 
art, or prevent a writer from being taken seriously by his peers— as illus-
trated by the statements from Will Self in chapter 8. Another example of 
this mindset is the celebration of Elena Ferrante, the pseudonym for an 
Italian novelist. She remains beloved by the literary community for not 
marketing or promoting herself, for— as they say— letting the work speak 
for itself. When she was unmasked in 2016, the literary establishment was 
outraged on her behalf: the majority believed her work was stronger with-
out having any brand or identity associated with it.

If this is how you feel, you are not going to enjoy the discussions ahead. 
But even if you disagree about how much time or energy you should de-
vote to such activities, you should understand that writers are often guilty 
of putting the burden on publishers, agents, editors, or other gatekeepers 
to help them achieve career goals that are really their own responsibility. 
It’s understandable why writers unschooled in the business of authorship 
might want to shift this burden onto someone else. After all, shouldn’t 
people trained in marketing take care of the marketing, and writers the 
writing? But if you wait for someone else to make things happen for you, 
or rely on others to discover your great art, the most likely outcome will be 
disappointment, followed by a frantic scramble to remedy the situation. 

Part Four
The WriTer as enTrePreneur

Laying the foundation
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You will find endless, conflicting advice about how writers should ap-
proach marketing and promotion activities, but that should be reassuring. 
As I’ve emphasized throughout this book, we’re not discussing questions 
with firm or static answers. Successful authorship isn’t a formula. It re-
quires individuality, thoughtfulness, and critical thinking.

Given that there can be no formula, this section approaches the topic of 
entrepreneurship with the hope of establishing principles, best practices, 
and helpful guidelines for a writer who doesn’t see a conflict in attending 
to the business aspects of their writing career. While there’s no reason not 
to seek counsel and advice from agents, publishers, and others who play 
a role in that career, always remember that you must take the initiative on 
activities that don’t have an immediate payoff but are important for fu-
ture success. Agents will focus primarily on work that can be sold in book 
form, publishers on short- term returns on their investment. That means 
the writer must manage the long- term, strategic picture.
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19 :  auThor PlaTform

Platform is a challenging concept to discuss, partly because everyone de-
fines it a little differently. My definition is this: an ability to secure paid 
writing opportunities— or sell books, products, and services— because of 
who you are or who you reach. As such, platform plays a role in every writ-
er’s business model.

Platform as a writing and publishing concept first arose in connection 
with nonfiction book authors. Sometime during the 1990s, agents and pub-
lishers began rejecting nonfiction projects when the author lacked a “plat-
form.” At the time— before the advent of the internet or social media— 
publishers wanted authors to be in the public eye in some way (usually 
through mainstream media appearances) with the ability to easily spread 
the word to sell books. They weren’t interested in the average Joe who had 
an idea for a nonfiction book but had no particular professional network or 
public presence. Sometimes “platform” is used as shorthand for a writer’s 
celebrity factor, especially online. Because of that, platform sometimes gets 
conflated with a social media following. But that’s not really what platform 
is; impressive online followings tend to be the result of having a platform.

Platform does not develop overnight. You aren’t going to finish read-
ing this book, follow a three- step formula, and— presto!— have a platform 
and be done. No two writers’ platforms are developed in the same way or 
have exactly the same components. Think of your platform as a fingerprint; 
your background, education, and network affect what your platform looks 
like in the beginning. Luck also plays a role. For most writers, platform is 
an organic result of building visibility in their community and developing 
readership for their work.

Unless you’re experiencing unusual, serendipitous fame (of the fifteen- 
minute variety), platform can’t be built separate from your creative work. 
Your work is the fabric of how you get noticed and known. Platform grows 
out of writing and publishing in outlets you want to be identified with 
and that your target audience reads, as well as producing a body of work 
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that brings followers to your own turf, such as a website and blog, email 
newsletter, podcast, or video series. Your platform also grows as a result 
of online and offline relationships: engaging with others on social media; 
speaking at, attending, or organizing events important to your target audi-
ence or community; and partnering with peers or influencers to produce 
creative projects or extend your visibility.

The concept of platform applies to all types of creative professionals, 
not just writers. Kevin Kelly, the founding executive editor of Wired maga-
zine, is well known for a theory called “1,000 True Fans.” He postulated that 
the ability of any person to directly connect with a thousand people who 
would buy anything they produced would amount to a sustainable living.1 
This idea continues to be debated. Whether you believe it takes a thousand 
or a hundred thousand fans, Kelly is making an argument about the power 
of platform in the digital age. Every person now has the tools to directly 
reach an audience, which can lead to a great deal of creative freedom if that 
audience is willing to support their work.

Nonprofits and arts organizations often talk about “audience develop-
ment” as critical to their survival, and if you prefer to think of platform in 
that way, that’s fine. It’s the same theory, just a different label for paying 
attention to how you can develop a dependable and supportive (often fi-
nancially supportive) audience for your work over time.

hoW PlaTform affeCTs your aBiliTy 
To land a Book deal

If you’re an unknown, unpublished writer hoping to land a nonfiction 
book deal with a Big Five publisher, that will require some amount of plat-
form building. However, small presses, and especially university presses, 
have more interest in the quality of your work than in your platform. It’s not 
uncommon for writers to begin their careers with quieter publishers, then 
sign with a New York house once they’ve built visibility and a strong track 
record— that is, a platform.

Memoirists and narrative nonfiction writers can sometimes find them-
selves off the hook when it comes to platform. With narratives, the focus 
tends to be more on the art and craft of the storytelling— or the quality 
of the writing. A lot depends on your credibility as a good writer; a track 
record of newspaper or magazine publication can be sufficient to get your-
self a book deal. However, one look at the current best- seller list will often 
betray publishing’s continued interest in platform: you’ll find books by 
celebrities, pundits, and well- established writers occupying a fair share of 
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it. To help overcome the platform hurdle, it helps to be writing a narrative 
that is timely and taps into current events.

Fiction writers should focus on crafting the best work possible, since 
agents and publishers will make a decision based primarily on the quality 
of the manuscript and its suitability for the current marketplace. That’s not 
to say, however, that platform plays no role in what fiction gets published. 
For instance, if you have a MFA in creative writing from Iowa or Columbia, 
you’ve already been vetted and selected by one of the most competitive 
degree programs in the United States. Agents and editors are more likely 
to extend their time and consideration because you’ve already jumped a 
difficult hurdle. A publication credit in a top- tier publication can likewise 
ease the path to a book deal. And if you’re a huge celebrity or internet star, 
it’s possible you’ll get a book deal based on that alone, and be paired up 
with a ghostwriter or publishing team to help you produce a best- selling 
book that takes advantage of your stardom.

hoW muCh should WriTers foCus 
on PlaTform Building?

New writers often express confusion about how to build a platform when 
they have not a single book or credit to their name. The bigger obstacle, 
however, may be that they don’t yet know who they are as writers. Remem-
ber, platform grows out of a body of work— or from producing great work. 
It’s difficult to build a platform for work that does not yet exist (unless, 
again, you’re some kind of celebrity).

Participating in literary citizenship activities, as described in chapter 2, 
plays a role in building platform and is an ideal focus for a new writer— 
and it’s more likely to contribute to or inspire new work rather than to dis-
tract from it. While you’re focused on your writing and creative process, it 
can be helpful to find a new mentor, connect with an important influencer, 
or apply to a writing retreat. Relationship building directly contributes to 
platform and can lead to publishing opportunities.

Unfortunately, building platform is often identified with social media 
and portrayed as a waste of time, or with marketing and promotion, which 
some see as undesirable activities. While platform gives you the power 
to market effectively, it’s not something you develop solely by engaging 
in marketing activities. It is not about self- promotion or hard selling, or 
being an extrovert, or yelling “Look at me!” at everyone you meet online 
or offline. Platform isn’t about who yells the loudest or who markets the 
best. It’s about putting in consistent effort over the course of a career, and 
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making incremental improvements in how you reach readers and extend 
your network. It’s about making waves that attract other people to you— 
not begging them to pay attention. Ultimately, your platform- building pro-
cess will become as much a creative exercise as the work you produce.

If you’re a writer pursuing a freelance career and trying to piece together 
a living through the various methods described in part 5, the size of your 
platform will affect how easy it is for you to earn money or bring opportu-
nities to your door. Editors, businesses, organizations, and other potential 
benefactors will be more likely to consider you if they’ve heard of you, seen 
evidence of your work in the market, or otherwise become familiar with 
you through online or offline interactions.

Some people have an easier time building platform than others. If you 
hold a high- profile position or have a powerful network; if you have friends 
in high places or are associated with powerful communities; if you have 
prestigious degrees or posts, then you play the field at an advantage. This 
is why it’s so easy for celebrities to get book deals. They have built- in plat-
form.

six ComPonenTs of PlaTform
Platform equates to visibility in the market. Consistent visibility develops 
name recognition among readers or a target audience, including influenc-
ers or gatekeepers. I often discuss author platform as having six compo-
nents:

• Writing or content that’s publicly available. This includes all of 
your traditionally published work, self- published work, and online 
writing.

• Social media activity. Often overlooked as a publishing tool, 
social media can provide a micro- publishing outlet for writers— a 
way to play with ideas and gather leads for work, as discussed in 
chapter 3. Most people immediately think of Twitter and Facebook, 
but online groups and message boards also constitute social media 
activity. Sometimes these spaces are even more valuable than the 
usual social media sites.

• Website. As the hub for all of your efforts on social media and 
offline, your website is critical to platform building.

• Relationships. These include people you know either online 
or offline, as well as devoted members of your readership. 
Relationships tend to start (and sometimes stay) within a 
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particular community; the more your relationships stretch across 
communities— the more diverse they are— the more powerful your 
platform will be.

• Influence. This is your ability to get people you don’t know— 
especially influencers— to help you out, listen, or pay attention.

• Actual reach. This is the number of people you can reliably reach 
with a message at any given moment.

When writers conflate platform building with social media, they can suf-
fer burnout and question whether it’s really a useful practice. For long- 
term sustainability, it’s best focus on cultivating stronger relationships 
and connections to existing fans, and partnering with other organizations, 
businesses, and other individuals to extend your visibility. Sometimes it’s 
about creating and pushing out more work— being prolific— which may 
be preferable for writers who don’t feel like their strength is in building 
relationships. Other times, by experimenting with new mediums or dis-
tribution channels, you can reach an audience you weren’t able to find 
before. As an example, Seth Harwood is a crime novelist with an MFA in 
fiction from Iowa, who built his readership by distributing work in podcast 
form. He bought recording equipment, read his work chapter by chapter, 
and distributed each installment via iTunes and his website. Before long, 
he had enough of a following to attract the attention of a traditional pub-
lisher, who released his book in other formats but allowed him to continue 
producing the free podcast. He now actively publishes with an imprint of 
Amazon Publishing.

When writers ask me if they can’t just hire someone to build their plat-
form or engage with readers, they’re often missing the point. Building a 
readership, or networking in the community, usually requires just one 
thing: you. You have to be present and authentic. Furthermore, if a third 
party pretends to be you, then you’ll miss important insights into how 
people engage with your work— which can provide inspiration for new 
work, as well as improve your long- term marketing and promotion efforts.

However you decide to build platform, it’s important that you enjoy the 
activities, so you can stick with them for the long haul. This is too often 
discounted. Platform- building activities take time to gather momentum, 
and just about every author has abandoned an approach too soon, before 
it was really clear if it would work out.

Also, it’s best to have some consistency with your voice and style. This 
isn’t about being predictable so much as having a message or approach 
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that people begin to associate with you over time. Avoid adopting a “mar-
keting voice” that’s different from that of your work; you can get pegged as 
a boring shill.

Participate in platform- building activities that reflect your interest in the 
world, and in other people. Find ways to publish, post, and share about 
things that fascinate you or puzzle you. Post questions for other people to 
answer. Ask people to share something with you. You may not get it right at 
first, but that’s OK. A spirit of playfulness helps.

hoW To PrioriTize your Time and foCus your efforTs
Working on an author platform can feel overwhelming. How can you ex-
plore the universe of possibilities without going a little insane? Here’s my 
rule- of- thumb list for platform- building priorities, specifically for new and 
midcareer writers:

• Identify new publishing opportunities or partnerships to spread 
your work to the right audience, or at least to a bigger audience than 
the one you currently reach.

• Look at new mediums in which to present your content or stories. 
If you’ve focused solely on written work, is there an opportunity to 
also try audio, video, or visuals?

• Establish or improve your website. Sometimes this means investing 
a little money in design or development.

• Improve the cohesiveness of your writer identity or brand. This 
might be as simple as printing a business card that matches your 
website, or having a Facebook cover photo that reflects your brand. 
Again, it may involve hiring design help.

• Add an email newsletter to your activities if you don’t have one. 
(More on this in chapter 20.)

• Identify the social media outlet(s) you want to use creatively and 
focus on for growth, or those where you might simply experiment 
and play.

Full disclosure: I rarely set such specific platform goals for myself. Instead, 
I mainly work off of signals. I pay close attention to how people are engag-
ing with me and my work (and sometimes I measure it, using a tool like 
Google Analytics), and what themes show up in the comments, questions, 
or conversations in the community, then I adjust. I also pay attention to 
people I admire, and sometimes I imitate them if I see a better way of doing 
things. While I read trend articles and stay current on how the industry is 



 a u t h o r  p L a t f o r M  { 179

unfolding, such things don’t influence me on a day- to- day basis; it’s more 
about understanding how best practices evolve and only acting when I 
feel compelled to do so— because that’s where the energy of the moment 
directs me. For example, at the time of this writing, podcasting and digi-
tal audio is one of the most overwhelmingly popular areas in writing and 
publishing, but I personally consume very little audio content and don’t 
feel that’s where my talent lies. Even though several people have suggested 
I should get into audio, I’ve resisted because no appropriate opportunity 
has presented itself— but maybe it will in the future.

I favor experimentation and letting my enjoyment drive platform 
building. Whether you’re a goal setter or not, it’s important to pay atten-
tion to what gives you energy and what takes it away. Avoid pursuing a 
platform- building activity if it doesn’t feel like a good match for the rest 
of what you’re doing. Put another way: Don’t make your life difficult by 
forcing something that’s not really you. There are so many ways to develop 
a strong platform that you have the freedom to focus on the activities you 
like, which in turn will lead to the satisfaction and growth you want.

So set some goals. Or don’t. But get started on the process of building. It 
takes time, and you won’t get far if you wait for some magical moment. The 
magic happens as you make a writing life— piece by piece.
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20 :  your online PresenCe
WeBs ites ,  sociaL Media ,  and More

In the previous chapter, and elsewhere throughout the book, I have dis-
cussed various elements of author platform, which include author web-
sites, social media activity, and other forms of online communication that 
help create and sustain relationships. It is difficult, if not impossible, to be 
a writer in the digital era without maintaining some level of involvement in 
the online world— starting with a strong website.

This chapter covers the key components of author websites, as well as 
the basics of an online presence that will sustain your business as a writer.

auThor WeBsiTes
All serious writers, even those not yet published, should create and main-
tain a website as part of their career development. A website serves as 
your online home and a hub for everything you do, whether in real life 
or in the digital realm. You own and control it, and can use it to tell your 
own story and connect directly with interested readers or influencers. It’s 
hard to overstate its importance over the long term. Consider it a cost of 
doing business in the digital era, a necessary business card and network-
ing tool. In some cases, it can also be a creative outlet and community 
area, especially for writers who blog. (To be clear, having an author web-
site does not require blogging. Blogging is a separate issue addressed in 
chapter 18.)

Your website will improve over time— in search ranking, in appearance, 
and in content— assuming you tend to it and don’t abandon it. And why 
would you, if you’re still writing and publishing? If you start the process 
early, before you “need” a site, you can enjoy a gentler learning curve, as 
well as the power of incremental progress. You don’t have to launch and 
perfect everything at once. Start small, and build your skills and presence 
over time. You want something you can manage. Sustainability is key.
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What to Put on Your Website
This is not an exhaustive list, only a starting point. For very new writers, a 
website might consist of only one or two pages, mainly focused on your bio 
and portfolio of work.

About page. Your full- length bio (discussed in chapter 2) goes here. 
Include a professional headshot if you have one; if not, a casual photo will 
do fine.

Published work. For books you’ve written or contributed to, always 
show the cover image. Offer a brief description of the book; include a 
couple of blurbs, quotes, or words of praise that indicate its value; and add 
buy links for major retailers. If you want, include or link to an excerpt— 
usually the introduction or chapter 1. For published essays, articles, stories, 
or poems, always link to where a piece can be found or read, assuming it’s 
online. It’s usual to group publications by genre and to list them in reverse 
chronological order. If a piece appeared with illustrations or was otherwise 
highly visual, it’s helpful to add an image showing the opening or an inte-
rior spread, assuming you have permission.

Prolific or multigenre authors should consider building a separate page 
for each genre, series, or type of work (for example, pages labeled “Poetry”, 
“Fiction” and “Personal Essay”).

Contact page. Always make it clear how you can be reached, even if 
not directly (especially if you’re a freelancer or journalist). Published au-
thors can include their agent’s or publicist’s contact info if they don’t want 
to field media or publicity requests. If you are open to being contacted di-
rectly, then add a proper contact form to your site rather than just giving 
your email address.

Links to social media profiles. If you’re active elsewhere and invite 
interaction, make it clear, either with social media buttons in the header, 
footer, or sidebar, or by using widgets and badges that reflect your activity.

Email newsletter sign- up. Every author should consider having an 
email newsletter, as discussed later in this chapter, to keep readers up-
dated, at minimum, on new releases and events. Many authors place the 
sign- up very prominently in the middle of their homepage.

Pay special attention to headers, footers, sidebars, or other elements 
that repeat from page to page throughout your site. These are typically 
where you want critical information or calls to action. For example, many 
authors put an image of their most recent book cover in a prominent, re-
curring area on their site.
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TeChniCal sTuff
If you don’t yet have a website, I recommend building one with WordPress. 
It’s a robust, free, open- source system with good search engine optimization 
(SEO) right out of the box. Perhaps more important, it now powers more 
than 20 percent of the world’s websites, so it’s easier to find help and ready- 
to- go functionality when you need it. Enough people use WordPress that it’s 
unlikely to fail or disappear any time soon, and it’s continually updated to keep 
pace with changes in web technology. Customized versions of Wordpress 
underpin many sites you frequent— the New York Times, the New Yorker, Tech-
Crunch, CNN, and more.

There are two ways to use WordPress: you can use WordPress .com, a 
full- service website hosting platform, which is free to start but may incur 
costs for customized design or functionality; or you can install the WordPress 
system for free on your account at most website hosting providers. (A hosting 
provider is a company that stores your website on its servers and keeps it up 
and running; basic hosting costs $5– $10 month but can easily cost thousands 
of dollars per year for high- traffic sites.)

When you pay a hosting provider to keep your site up, this is generally 
known as “self- hosting.” In the long run, you will probably want to self- host. 
Self- hosting is like owning, as opposed to renting, your site; you have full 
control over what appears there with no “landlord” to interfere. If you’re 
technically challenged, or a new or unpublished author, you can ease into 
site building and management with a free account at WordPress .com. When 
you’re ready to move, the company offers inexpensive “relocation” services 
to a hosting provider, but you will still be using the WordPress technology, so 
the transition will be seamless. After relocation, your site will be stored on a 
different set of servers but will look and function the same— and you’ll have 
responsibility for keeping it up and running (with your host’s help).

Some writers find WordPress too intimidating or difficult to use. If that de-
scribes you, a decent alternative— and a fully hosted solution— is Squarespace, 
which charges monthly fees. Just know that if you ever leave Squarespace, 
you’ll essentially be back at square one in building your website. Because 
Squarespace is a proprietary platform, you can’t really “take” your website 
design or code anywhere else. Be extremely wary of site- building services and 
platforms, including those sponsored by major writing organizations, as some 
may be here today and gone tomorrow.

While it’s not necessary to buy your own domain name in order to have a 
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How to Craft Your Homepage
A homepage typically includes the following elements:

• A header with your name and, ideally, a tagline that characterizes 
your work (one thriller novelist uses the tagline “thrillers with heart”). 
Commercial authors often include a headshot somewhere on the 
page, to make the site feel more welcoming. Some authors, though, 
feel this suggests they’re self- absorbed. Do what feels comfortable.

• The cover of your most recent book, if you have one. Authors with 
multiple books may even want to show the cover of every published 
book on their homepage. Regardless of your decision, if you have 
many books, include a menu tab labeled “Books” so visitors can 
jump to a complete listing.

• If you’re a freelancer, mentions of or links to recently published work.
• If you’re unpublished, a brief description of who you are or what 

you do, somewhere around 50 to 200 words. Published authors 
should usually skip any long, introductory welcome message, focus 
on their books instead, and have a clearly labeled “About” page.

• A call to action, such as an email newsletter sign- up or a link to 
where you’re active on social media. Writers with new books will 
often include links to an excerpt, to sites where visitors can buy the 
book, or to related news or event announcements.

• Social proof. We’re all susceptible to signaling that says, “This 

website, it’s best to do so even if you don’t use it right away. A domain is your 
website’s URL, and in most cases it should be based on the name you intend 
to publish under— not a book title. Your author name is your brand. It will 
span decades and appear on every book you publish. If you can’t get yourname 
.com, try for yournameauthor .com, yournamebooks .com, or yournamewriter 
.com. If that fails, consider an extension other than .com (like .net or .me). 
That’s not to say you can’t also buy domains based on your book titles, but 
that’s second priority (especially since your publisher may change a book title 
at any time up to its printing and release).

If even this technical conversation is causing you headaches, you may prefer 
to hire a web designer or developer. Costs dramatically vary, but expect to 
spend $1,500– $3,000 for a bare- bones website, and considerably more for 
custom design and functionality.
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person is liked and trusted by others.” Some authors include logos 
of the publications they’ve appeared in or mention grants or awards 
received. Others mention important communities they belong to. 
And published authors can include brief blurbs about their work.

Homepage design is incredibly subjective, but the most important criterion 
is that the type of writer you are— and the work you produce or services 
you offer— should be recognizable quickly. You have about three seconds 
to convey the message, and you don’t want visitors guessing. Some authors 
can get away with a fair amount of intrigue or cleverness, but try to be hon-
est about whether you’re actually intriguing people or frustrating them.

Make the homepage navigation or menu system plain and clear. This 
usually means providing an obvious path for people to learn more about 
who you are (“About”), how to contact you (“Contact”), and what you’ve 
written (“Books” or “Publications”).

You might not have the resources to do it right away, but in the long 
run, it’s helpful to hire a designer to create a custom header image, or a 
custom look that fits your personality and work. If you’re using WordPress 
or a blog- centric system, be careful that your homepage doesn’t default to 
showing blog posts— especially if you’re not going to blog!

The good and bad news is that your website is never finished. It is al-
ways a work in progress. You’ll improve it, tweak it, experiment with it, and 
hopefully take pride in how it showcases your work. It’s better to get your 
site established while you’re unpublished, so you own your domain early 
on, learn how to use the tools, and begin the journey of expressing who you 
are within a digital media environment.

seo for WriTers
Search engine optimization is the practice of improving the ranking of 
one’s website or content in organic searches (e.g., through Google) in or-
der to boost traffic and visibility— to gain new leads or readership, in other 
words. SEO is one of the most overlooked areas when writers consider 
what it means to sell and effectively grow an audience.

You may have heard about unsavory tricks that were used in the early 
days of SEO, such as keyword stuffing. Over the years, search engines have 
become much better at detecting such ploys and identifying good- quality 
websites, authoritative writers, and helpful content. Optimizing your site 
or your content for search is the process of ensuring that you’re increasing 
the number of good signals and decreasing the bad.
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Generally, SEO is divided into “on the page” and “off the page” factors. 
On- the- page factors are things more under your control, such as the con-
tent itself, the HTML coding, and the site architecture. Off- the- page factors 
are things over which you have less control, such as what websites link to 
yours and social media shares. Here are some of the most common ways 
to improve your site’s or your content’s SEO:

• Inbound links. When Google debuted in the late 1990s, it was 
seen as delivering superior search results because it used a novel 
method: considering what types of sites, and how many sites, 
were linking to each other. How many links point to your website 
(“inbound links”) is still one of the strongest SEO signals. Both 
quality (authoritativeness of the linking site) and quantity (number 
of inbound links) play a role. You can increase your number of 
inbound links by writing for other websites (and making sure 
your bio links to your site), being interviewed at other sites, and 
commenting on other sites.

• Site speed. The faster your site loads, the higher it will rank.
• Mobile usability. If your site isn’t optimized for mobile devices, it 

will be penalized in search results.
• Quality content. Google evaluates quality using a range of 

factors, such as the length or comprehensiveness of the content, its 
timeliness, and keyword use that matches a user’s search intent.

• Time spent on site. If visitors spend a long time on your site, 
that indicates engagement and quality content, which helps your 
ranking. This is why comments sections can be a good thing.

• History. The longer your site’s been around, the more authority it 
will likely have, and the better it will rank.

You can improve your visibility online and in searches by being consistent 
in how you present your name and your work. This helps search engines 
like Google connect the dots and show the most appropriate result when 
people look for you or your work. When it comes to your name, try to use 
the same convention whenever you create a profile name, display name, or 
profile URL on a social media account and whenever you publish online. 
For example, no matter where you find me, I’m always “Jane Friedman”— 
not “Jane E. Friedman,” “Jane Ellen Friedman,” or “J. E. Friedman.” In your 
bios across the online universe, be specific about the type of work you pro-
duce, and be consistent in the keywords you use to describe it. You can use 
book titles, but also consider genres, categories, or other descriptors that 
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readers might use in relation to your work. This helps when people run 
a search looking for the “John Smith” who writes formal poetry and not 
plumbing instruction manuals.

SEO in relation to your writing or online content is discussed further 
in chapter 18. For more on the topic, I recommend “The Beginner’s Guide 
to SEO,” freely available at Moz .com. It’s written in language anyone can 
understand.

soCial media and WriTers’ Careers
At writers’ conferences, I’m sometimes asked, Why start an author web-
site? Why not just use Facebook, Tumblr, or some other social media net-
work? Isn’t that where everyone is spending their time? Why would people 
visit my site? Why bother establishing a website that, if it becomes dusty or 
out of date, could be more damaging than no site at all?

In focusing on social media instead of an author website, you favor the 
short- term over the long- term. You invest your time and energy in a plat-
form that may lose its effectiveness or disappear in several years. It may 
benefit you today, in your current business project, but you can never be 
sure it will help with your next one. In the meantime, your author website 
will remain unfinished, and people who don’t use that particular social 
network will be difficult to identify and reach.

Perhaps most important, you can never control what any social media 
platform does or how it evolves— in terms of design and functionality, user 
interface, or your likes/followers/relationships. You’re limited in what you 
can control, and your insights into your readership are limited to what that 
network measures and decides to pass on to you. And make no mistake, 
the companies that run these platforms are concerned about their own 
needs, not yours. While a site with millions of users is undeniably attractive 
to anyone trying to reach readers, it will become increasingly frustrating 
over time that you don’t call the shots.

Still, most new authors, upon securing a book contract, are advised to 
establish a Facebook page and perhaps a Twitter or Instagram account. 
Why? To market their book, of course. This presents an immediate di-
lemma: If you’re not already active on these channels, through your own 
interest and volition, you now have the mindset of using them as mar-
keting tools— and worse, you may have no idea what that means beyond 
telling people to like your page or follow you. To translate social media 
activity into book sales requires showing up consistently within your com-
munity for long periods of time, communicating in an organic way that’s 
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relationship- driven rather than sales- driven, and (eventually) sharing 
news about your publishing accomplishment, in a way that aligns with 
your previous activity and messaging.

You’ll hear tons of conflicting advice about how to use such- and- such 
social media tool, perhaps more than for any other aspect of author busi-
ness practice. That’s because social media best practices differ depending 
on your unique career situation, how you behave online, what you’re using 
these tools for at any particular time, and how that makes you feel. There is 
no one- size- fits- all advice; the best strategy, frankly, is whatever works for 
you personally and is sustainable over a long period of time. Well- meaning 
authors (and experts) can give bad advice to writers, ignoring where they 
are in their careers, their disparate goals, and their differing attitudes to 
online engagement. You can trust yourself to make many decisions, even if 
you’re not so experienced. Pay attention to how you feel about your actions 
and the results.

The Facebook Dilemma
Facebook is, hands down, the most important social media network as of 
this writing— not just for writers, but anyone building an online presence. 
This is due almost entirely to its size and prevalence in daily life, with two 
billion users worldwide. One of the initial questions facing writers: Should 
you start an official page (to garner likes) that’s separate from your per-
sonal profile (with friends)?

An official page takes work to become meaningful. It may double the 
time you spend on Facebook, assuming you engage on a personal profile 
as well. It takes a long time to collect likes, and I find authors get better 
results if those likes build organically out of a growing readership (rather 
than through advertising). Your Facebook page should be linked to from 
your author website and mentioned in your books and other places you 
publish. Over time, the page will gain momentum, although Facebook will 
limit your page’s reach to 5 or 10 percent of those who like your page. You 
usually have to pay Facebook to reach more.

If your first step in developing your Facebook page is to blast your Face-
book friends with “Go like my page!” there may be no real divide— yet— 
between your Facebook friends and your target audience. That’s not un-
usual; your friends are often your first circle of readers, people who are eager 
to know what you’re doing and to be supportive. But that’s also a reason to 
avoid pleading with them to like your page: they’re already in your corner. 
The additional page is primarily for readers you don’t personally know.
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Here are some common scenarios in which an official Facebook page 
may be helpful and merited:

• You have significant privacy concerns and need to keep your 
personal profile personal.

• You need to keep your personal life and author persona strictly 
separate (e.g., you’re a K- 12 teacher who’s writing erotica).

• You write under a pseudonym.
• You already have thousands of friends on your personal profile, and 

you’re constantly filtering requests and messages.
• You’re an established author with a fan base already in place.
• You want (and know you’ll use) the marketing functionality and 

metrics that go with official pages.
• You’re interested in Facebook advertising.
• You hire help with social media strategy and posting.

If you’re not crazy about Facebook in the first place, and don’t have time for 
the additional work, then you can allow the public (your readers and fans) 
to follow your personal profile. Any of your Facebook posts can be marked 
as public, so your followers can see them without being your friends. (This 
is what Mark Zuckerberg does with his Facebook profile; he has no official 
page.) Here are scenarios where you might want to stick with your personal 
profile with the “follow” function turned on:

• You’re an unpublished author or have very little work available.
• You’re new to social media.
• You hardly know what to do with your personal profile, much less a 

fan page.
• You don’t like Facebook.
• You have no privacy issues, and your following probably won’t be 

(soon) in the five figures.

The choice between Facebook profile and fan page is a personal decision. 
Do what you’re comfortable with and what makes sense for your needs. 
It’s hard to offer general advice because everyone’s situation differs, but 
one thing’s for sure: maintaining two pages on Facebook will increase your 
workload.

Meaningful Engagement on Facebook
Facebook is one of the easiest ways to stay engaged and visible in your 
community, whether you’re using your personal profile or a professional 
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page. It’s a place to be informal, fun, and casual with people who have 
already expressed some level of interest or affinity for what you’re doing. 
When people friend, follow, or “like” you, they’ve given you permission 
to be in touch and offer updates— and they may see or hear nothing else 
from or about you except what appears in their Facebook newsfeed. You’re 
creating an impression (even a brand) each time you post. Consider: What 
do those impressions add up to after a week, a month, a year? Are you con-
veying a personality, voice, or image you’re comfortable with?

If you make helpful, interesting, or valuable posts on Facebook, targeted 
to a particular sensibility, you will attract an audience that responds in 
kind, and engages you through likes, comments, and shares. If you’re ar-
gumentative or frequently complain, you’ll attract the same. This is true for 
just about all online activity, but particularly on Facebook, which people 
tend to treat like their living room— they’re comfortable saying or doing 
anything. If you don’t like the activity or conversation surrounding you, 
look first at what you’re putting out.

Studies show that one of the biggest annoyances for Facebook users is 
people or companies that post too often. But rather than unfriend or unlike 
these nuisances, we typically mute them. Thus, I’m a strong advocate of the 
“less is more” philosophy when it comes to content and social sharing. We 
all have too much to read anyway, so why share anything except the best 
and most essential stuff? That said, there is no “right” frequency for post-
ing. It depends what you’re posting about and your audience’s appetite for 
your point of view or personality. For some people, frequent posting (to the 
point of TMI) is their shtick, and if you want to ride that personality wave, 
go ahead. Just accept its limitations in terms of who you’ll attract.

When something special happens, such as a Kickstarter campaign or a 
book launch, people’s tolerance for your posts will often increase, because 
they know— eventually— the campaign will end. When you undertake 
such campaigns, keep the tone humorous and entertaining— don’t hesi-
tate to poke fun at yourself for yet another post about your new book. (But 
try to find creative ways or angles for talking about it.)

It’s best to avoid automated posting— allowing a third- party service or 
tool to post to Facebook for you based on specific triggers, without your 
customizing what gets posted. People don’t like engaging with bots. Plus, 
you’re missing an opportunity to say something geared toward your au-
dience on Facebook— perhaps asking a compelling question to spark a 
discussion, or otherwise conveying your perspective and personality. 
Usually a more intimate approach is more successful (that living room 
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phenomenon). Scheduling your posts in advance, to go live at a specific 
time, isn’t a problem, but if you don’t show up to interact with people who 
comment, it’s another missed opportunity. The first hour or so of engage-
ment on a post can affect its overall success— when Facebook’s algorithms 
detect more response than usual to a post, it pops up in more newsfeeds.

When you share links on Facebook (or elsewhere), offer context, 
whether it’s your own content or someone else’s. Explain why you’re post-
ing, share an interesting quote from it, or otherwise introduce the content 
so people understand why it deserves their time. Be a thoughtful curator, 
not a blaster. It takes practice and skill to get people to read and possibly 
click or respond to whatever you’re posting. When you write a post, con-
sider your reader’s perspective— they’ll be thinking, What’s in it for me?

Social media activity can draw on the same creativity and imagination 
as your “serious” work. Ideally, whatever you post connects back to the 
motivations and themes that drive your writing. The most important thing 
you can do on any social network is to share things you care about— to 
express something meaningful rather than dutiful. Never throw up a link 
or a photo without giving the story behind it, or explaining why it matters 
to you. People crave meaning. Facebook is an excellent tool for delivering 
that.

The email neWsleTTer
Early in actor Bryan Cranston’s career, when his gigs were primarily guest 
spots on TV shows like Matlock and Murder, She Wrote, he sent postcards 
to casting directors about his upcoming appearances. “I knew 99 percent 
of them wouldn’t watch,” he told the New Yorker, “but my face and name 
would get in front of them, and it would plant the subliminal message ‘He 
works a lot, this guy!’” Later on, when he received three Emmy nomina-
tions for his role as the dad in Malcolm in the Middle, he took out “for your 
consideration” ads promoting his work. He said, “The whole idea is to put 
yourself in a position to be recognized for your work so opportunities in-
crease. False humility or even laziness could prevent that.”1

If Cranston’s career had begun in the internet era, his postcards might 
instead have been emails. While email lists have many uses, their most 
immediate use for freelance writers and authors is to keep readers and 
professional connections informed about what you’re doing. A regular 
email newsletter sent to your readers creates a long string of impressions, 
keeping your name at the forefront of their mind. When an opportunity 
arises— a book club needs a new book to read, a publication is searching 
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for a freelancer, a journalist is looking for an interview subject, or a confer-
ence needs speakers— people are far more likely to think of you if they’ve 
frequently seen your name.

When most people are overwhelmed with unwanted email, it may seem 
counterintuitive to categorize the email newsletter as one of the more ef-
fective, even intimate, forms of digital communication. However, email 
has a longer, more stable history than social media, which is constantly 
shifting. Emails can’t be missed like a social media post that disappears in 
readers’ feeds as more posts follow it. You truly own your email list, unlike 
Facebook or Twitter accounts. And if you use people’s email addresses with 
respect (more on that in a minute), those addresses can become resources 
that grow more valuable over time.

Developing a Strategy
Getting started with an email newsletter is simple, as well as free, but let’s 
review a few principles before getting to the technical aspects.

Decide on your frequency and stick to it. Your efforts will be more 
successful if you’re consistent. For example, freelance journalist Ann 
Friedman sends an email newsletter that reliably arrives on Friday after-
noons. Weekly is a common frequency, as is monthly, but the most impor-
tant criterion is what you can commit to. If you choose a low frequency 
(bimonthly or quarterly), you run the risk of people forgetting they signed 
up, which then leads to unsubscribes. The more familiar with your work 
your subscribers are (or the bigger fans they are), the less likely you’ll en-
counter this problem. High frequency is associated with list fatigue, when 
people unsubscribe or stop opening your messages. Daily sends can be too 
much, except for news-  or trend- driven content.

Keep it short, sweet, and structured. Hardly anyone will com-
plain that your emails are too short, and the more frequently you send, 
the shorter they should probably be. It can also help if the structure is the 
same every time. Every newsletter Ann Friedman sends has links to what 
she’s recently published and what she’s been reading, plus an animated 
GIF of the week.

Be specific and honest about what people are signing up for. 
Your newsletter sign- up form should tell people what they’ll get and how 
often. It’s also helpful to link to your newsletter archives or to an example 
of a past issue.

So what should you put in this newsletter? The only limit is your imag-
ination, and while the intent is to keep your name and work in front of 
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The PoWer of visuals and design
A robust online presence, and advanced online literacy, increasingly requires 
finding, modifying, and posting compelling images and employing strong vi-
sual design. Many images can stand alone and be enjoyed for what they are, 
while also bringing attention to written content or helping build a brand. 
Memes, infographics, Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, Facebook videos with 
subtitles— these all attest to the evolution of digital media and how strongly 
our attention is captured by visuals. Writers who recognize this and find ways 
to incorporate visuals and strong design into their work or marketing stand 
to gain an advantage over those who don’t.

Fortunately, nondesigners now have more tools and resources than ever to 
help them find and produce decent visuals:

• High- quality photographs and illustrations with Creative Commons 
licenses don’t require payment or permission for most noncommercial 
uses. (In most cases, you need only credit the source.) Flickr Creative 
Commons is one of the largest repositories of permission- free images. 
Aggregators such as VisualHunt .com will also help you search for 
images for noncommercial use.

• Canva .com offers cloud- based design software that helps nondesigners 
create good- looking images using a variety of templates for specific use 
scenarios. It’s mostly free, with fees for premium images or designs 
from their library.

• Video captured on a smartphone is of sufficient quality for YouTube. 
Windows Movie Maker comes free with most PCs, and iMovie with 
Macs, and both are simple to learn.

When creating and distributing an image or video online, remember that 
people often share visuals without much, if any, attribution. For that reason, 
you may want to include an attribution or watermark on the visual itself that 
references your name, website, or brand.

Writers seeking a competitive advantage should consider the following:
• A professional headshot or illustrated portrait that looks good on 

social media and an author website. Like it or not, professional images 
convey seriousness of intent and success.

• A brief video clip of you giving a reading or speaking at an event. This 
is valuable in securing more gigs— assuming you’re good on camera. 
You don’t have to hire a videographer, but if you want to attract 
paying events, it’s a wise investment.
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people, you also want to keep things interesting— which means trying to 
provide value or otherwise focus on other people or quality content. Ask 
yourself: What do you love sharing with other people? What are you al-
ready curating or collecting? What do people ask you about all the time? 
What do you have special insight or expertise on? Assume subscribers 
won’t open every message and will often just skim your content. Then keep 
these suggestions in mind:

• Have a unique subject line for each send to differentiate the issues.
• Subheads, lists, bolded text, and other visual cues make your 

content easy to scan and can help readers quickly find what 
interests them.

• A table of contents is essential for lengthy newsletters, and 
sometimes even short ones.

• Include important links at least twice, if not three times.
• For items that call for action, use a high- impact visual: a high- 

contrast box, an accompanying image, or a button.

Starting and Growing Your List
To begin, the only tool you need is a formal email newsletter service 
that will automate the subscription process, store subscriber email ad-
dresses, and archive newsletter issues. One of the most popular services 
is MailChimp because it’s free until you reach two thousand names. 

• A customized website header or overall design that evokes your style 
or personality.

• A professional business card that echoes other elements of your brand 
(consider using design elements from your website, your professional 
head shot, or a book cover image).

• Professional note cards to use for thank- yous and notes of 
admiration— again, incorporating design elements you use consistently.

In marketing speak, all of these things represent touch points, or opportuni-
ties to make an impression on someone, whether a reader or influencer. It’s 
very powerful when your touch points repeat the same theme or design— it 
reinforces the message you want to send about who you are and what type 
of work you produce.
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TinyLetter is also popular because it’s free with no such limit, but it offers 
minimal functionality.

While it is possible to add names manually to your newsletter list (with-
out opt- in or confirmation), never do so without the recipient’s permis-
sion. The number- one reason email newsletters get a bad reputation or 
are marked as spam is because people break this rule. Just because you’ve 
connected with someone on LinkedIn or emailed them once two years ago 
doesn’t mean you have permission to add them to your email newsletter 
list. The best practice for building a “healthy” newsletter list is collecting 
voluntary sign- ups at your own website or blog. You can also put out calls 
on social media.

If you’ve already experimented with email newsletters, then you know 
the toughest part is long- term engagement and list growth. You can feel 
it when your list begins to stall, when even you aren’t that excited about 
putting out another issue. Don’t hesitate to shift strategy when your con-
tent starts to feel stale and your metrics flatten or decline; your readers are 
likely suffering from the same boredom you are.

It’s easy to pigeonhole email as a practical (even boring) mode of commu-
nication, but it can be a creative publishing medium that’s easy to read, share, 
save, and later repurpose into something else. What if you had a limited- time 
email newsletter that delivered a specific story series? What if you changed 
the theme of your newsletter every month? What if a reader had to search for 
clues in each newsletter? Expand your idea of what email can do.

a final Word
I’ve offered a lot of prescriptive advice in this chapter. Nonetheless, I don’t 
believe in hard- and- fast rules when it comes to writers’ online presence. 
Good principles or best practices, yes. But what you create will be as dis-
tinctive as your fingerprints. It’s hard to copy someone else’s strategy, tac-
tics, design, or approach, and doing so is unlikely to yield the same results. 
To some extent, everyone must find their own way— what fits their per-
sonality, their work, and the audience they hope to find or engage. I rec-
ommend you loosen up (especially if you need to find your voice), not take 
it all too seriously, and experiment to find what works. If you need a place 
to start, then focus on talking about or posting about others you admire. 
When done well, your online presence isn’t about focusing on yourself; it’s 
about focusing outward.
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21 :  Turning aTTenTion inTo sales

To establish a full- time living from your writing, it’s essential to learn basic 
marketing principles. There is something of a formula, and it looks like this:

The right message + the right words + the right audience = success!

Typically, the biggest missing piece for writers (and publishers too) is the 
right audience. That’s partly because of the continuing belief that good art 
means not thinking about audience. While you may tune out market con-
cerns during the creative process, once that process is over and it comes to 
the business of writing and publishing, there’s no way around the discus-
sion of audience. If you can’t reach an audience, your career will stall. And 
to reach an audience, you first have to develop some idea of who they are.

While “word of mouth” plays a powerful role in making anyone’s work 
more visible, a strong marketing plan can be integral to sparking that word 
of mouth in the first place. Such a plan cannot depend on artistic excel-
lence, or the belief that great work eventually gets noticed. Nearly all great 
work has to be thoughtfully marketed to gain visibility, and thoughtful 
marketing starts with an understanding of audience.

undersTanding your audienCe
At my first publishing job, while still an intern, I was asked to research spe-
cific communities of hobbyists. Everyone else was so busy producing new 
books they didn’t have time to study the audience the books were serving. 
I developed two in- depth reports: one looked at the comics industry, and 
the other focused on a popular craft trend at the time, rubber stamp art. 
To put together the reports— this was before the internet really took off—  
I pursued a variety of information sources:

• Print publications. One of the most useful ways to understand an 
audience is to read what they read. In their magazines, newsletters, 
and books, the hobbyists’ challenges and concerns clearly came 
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through, and I could pick out the voices who were important to the 
field. The advertisements were often as helpful as the content.

• Retail environments. I visited small comics stores and rubber 
stamp stores, as well as large retailers such as Walmart and 
Michaels. The indie stores were invaluable because clubs and 
organizations met there, and the proprietors were usually experts in 
understanding their audience.

• Websites and online communities. Though few and far between 
at the time, these were as useful as print publications in showing 
the size and impact of a particular interest area.

• Real- life events. At regional conferences and chapter meetings, 
I talked one- on- one with members of the target audience, asking 
questions and developing a clearer picture of what they cared 
about.

While the average fiction writer would not conduct this level of market re-
search to understand their readership— after all, they probably belong to 
their target audience— it doesn’t hurt to step back, analyze the different 
facets of your work, and think through who it most appeals to. The wealth 
of online information and social media means it’s easier than ever to de-
velop a portrait of your audience: where they hang out, what types of me-
dia they consume, where they shop. To better understand your readers and 
how to reach them, here are some starting points:

• Come up with at least two or three established writers who produce 
work similar to your own. (If you can’t come up with any, you 
aren’t trying very hard, or you’re not reading enough.) Study reader 
reviews of their work on Amazon or Goodreads. When you find a 
stellar review by a person who uses their real name and is active 
online, dig deeper— take a look at their Amazon or Goodreads 
profile and their website if they have one, and develop a portrait of 
someone who could be your “ideal reader.” (This works best if you 
don’t choose a mega- selling author guaranteed to hit the best- seller 
list just by releasing a new title.)

• Again, think of a writer similar to you or one you wish to emulate. 
Which publications have interviewed or reviewed that writer? Do 
those publications serve your target audience? What can you learn 
about the audience from the publications?

• Where do writers similar to you appear— both in real life and 
online? What events do they attend? Look at their social media 



 t u r n i n g  a t t e n t i o n  i n t o  s a L e s  { 197

activity: what does it say about who their readership is? As you 
follow the digital breadcrumbs, a picture will start to emerge of the 
community the writer is engaging, and how you can reach them too.

• If you consider yourself part of the target audience you’re trying to 
reach, study your own habits and how you discover new work. Is it 
by reading mainstream publications? Through social media? From 
a literary blog? From podcasts?

These questions focus on writers reaching readers, but the same process 
applies if you’re a freelancer thinking about potential clients. Study free-
lancers similar to you, see what behaviors they engage in, and research the 
behavior of your target clientele.

As you conduct this research, soak in the language and concerns of the 
audience or community. Take note of specific keywords or phrases that 
come up frequently, and note what gets people most engaged or enthusi-
astic. Thoughtful marketing requires engaging your audience in a way that 
will resonate— which means speaking their language. For writers who have 
studied the concept of a “discourse community” in classes on pedagogy, 
that’s a good way to think of what you’re researching.

CommuniCaTing WiTh your audienCe
Once you know who you’re approaching and where you can reach them, 
that’s half the battle. The other half is communicating well: the right mes-
sage and the right words. Your marketing communications will usually 
have one of two objectives:

• to drive a sale
• to build a relationship

Platform building (see chapter 19) is directed toward the second goal and 
is what most of your marketing communications consist of. It’s an on-
going effort to develop your audience and reach new readers or clients. 
Big corporations participate in this type of communication as well, and 
it’s typically called brand building. When Coke runs an advertisement that 
says, “Open happiness,” that’s not a sales- driven message; that’s a brand- 
building message. Conversely, when McDonald’s advertises a $1.99 McRib 
sandwich available only for the next two weeks, that’s a sales- driven mes-
sage meant to directly affect the bottom line.

Sales- driven communications are typically tied to specific marketing 
campaigns, product launches, or short- term initiatives. This is where you 
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would be most likely to measure your effectiveness, and look at cause- and- 
effect outcomes. For example: Did my promotional posts on such- and- 
such social media network affect my email newsletter sign- ups? Did my 
appearance on blog X or podcast Y lead to more paying clients? Did this 
discount or free offer affect book sales? And so on. By paying attention to 
what moves the needle, you can improve your efforts next time. But when 
you’re building relationships (or building platform), you typically do not 
measure cause and effect, because making a sale or landing a new client 
isn’t the point. Building a conducive environment or making a connection 
that will lead to a sale later is the point. Be aware that if you emphasize 
sales- driven messages across all of your marketing communications for 
extended periods, your community will tire of you (and you’ll likely tire of 
yourself).

However and whenever you communicate with members of your au-
dience, it should be with their permission: don’t contact them unless they 
have indicated they want to hear from you— by liking you, following you, 
signing up for emails from you, and so on. And your behavior should be in 
keeping with the level of interest expressed. For instance, how you behave 
and communicate with Twitter followers will be different than how you 
communicate with longtime subscribers of your email newsletter. This 
brings us to the concept of a funnel.

The funnel
In the film Glengarry Glen Ross, in a scene made famous by Alec Baldwin’s 
performance, a group of underperforming salesmen is lectured on how to 
become “closers.” On the chalkboard— aside from “Always Be Closing”— is 
written the following breakdown of sale stages:

A— Attention
I— Interest
D— Decision
A— Action

This is an example of a sales funnel. While most writers don’t like to think 
of themselves as salespeople, anytime we’re active on social media, or do-
ing something to market and promote our work, we’re attracting attention 
or building interest. Decision and action (to spend money or time) are 
much more likely once people have heard of you. While it sounds obvious, 
it bears stating: a prior relationship makes a sale more likely. This is one of 
the reasons social media is so valuable— it’s a relationship builder.
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At the top of the funnel— the widest part— is where you find the largest 
number of potential customers, people who have been “qualified” in some 
way, but it’s also where the weakest relationships are. For writers, this 
might describe a large number of their Twitter followers, or someone who 
has read one of their pieces for free but hasn’t purchased a book or paid 
them for a story. At later stages of the funnel, the number of customers de-
creases (some lose interest or lack commitment), until there’s just a hand-
ful who take the desired action— customers who make a purchase. Get-
ting people to act almost always requires a specific “call to action,” which 
writers sometimes feel uncomfortable issuing because it puts them in the 
role of salesperson. While a call to action may sometimes be a sales- driven 
message— “Buy my book at 20% off!”— other times it’s offering something 
for free. As soon as you do that, you’re starting to develop a content strat-
egy, which we’ll discuss further in a moment.

There are entire professions focused on improving the effectiveness of 
sales and marketing funnels— particularly improving online conversion 
rates. “Conversion” refers to the percentage of people who ultimately take 
a specific, desired action. Most conversion rates are very low— in the single 
digits. But improving a conversion rate by even a tiny amount can mean a 
lot more sales and profit. Here’s an example of one of my funnels:

• Attention. A writer searches online for how to get a book 
published and finds my blog post on the topic.

• Interest. The writer reads the post and perhaps a few related posts 
at my site.

• Decision. The writer sees my book referenced and decides he 
should read it.

• Action. The writer makes a purchase on Amazon.

In this particular funnel, I use free content (my blog posts) to attract atten-
tion through search engine results— to reach people who search online for 
answers to questions about publishing. Here’s another funnel:

• Attention. Someone subscribes to my free email newsletter for 
writers.

• Interest. They learn from the newsletter that I’m offering a class on 
social media.

• Decision. They read testimonials from past students at my website 
and decide to take the class.

• Action. They register at my site.
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In this funnel, I again use free content (an email newsletter) to attract at-
tention, which this time requires having someone’s email address. This is 
a highly qualified type of lead, more so than a social media contact. This 
person is sufficiently interested in hearing from me that they’ve given me 
their email address. My conversion rate on email is much higher than my 
conversion rate on social media.

What about funnels for writers of fiction, poetry, or narrative writing? 
The same principles apply. Say you’re a poet with a newly published col-
lection of love poems:

• Attention. A potential reader notices people in the literary 
community tweeting about your article.

• Interest. They click and read your piece about the history of love 
poetry at a literary website; your bio mentions your latest collection.

• Decision. The potential reader checks out your book on Amazon 
or at your website and notices positive reviews or sees that it’s 
recommended by other poets she likes.

• Action. The reader makes a purchase online or at a local bookstore.

For a novelist (who may or may not have a new novel out):

• Attention. A potential reader hears from a friend about a great 
podcast episode on Asian- Americans in the media and downloads 
it to their phone.

• Interest. They listen to your conversation with another novelist on 
the portrayal of Asian- Americans in the media. They research your 
work further at your website or through social media.

• Decision. They see on social media that you actively share and 
discuss issues related to the Asian- American community and 
literature.

• Action. They follow your activity on one or more social media sites, 
or sign up for your email newsletter.

ConTenT sTraTegy and markeTing
Let’s back up and pay closer attention to the start of the funnel: attention 
and interest. How successful you are in attracting attention depends on 
where or how you’re spreading your message and how appealing that mes-
sage is to the audience. Reaching the right people is all about being active 
in the places where you know your audience lives. If you’re not reaching 



 t u r n i n g  a t t e n t i o n  i n t o  s a L e s  { 201

the right people, you’ll need to conduct reader research to understand 
where best to find them, as described earlier in this chapter. Whether the 
message is appealing will depend on your depth of understanding of your 
audience, along with your copywriting skills, one of the most undervalued 
skills in the writing community.

Many writers wonder how they can get more people to visit their site, or 
to buy their books or services, but have spent no time or effort considering 
how to get people’s attention in the first place. Content is the number- one 
way to attract attention, especially online. Content is the currency of the 
web— it’s what gets shared, talked about, and acted upon. “Content” in-
cludes writing (articles and blog posts), but also anything else that can be 
liked, shared, or engaged with, such as social media posts, images, pod-
casts, videos, slideshares, and more. My earlier funnel examples are ex-
amples of a content strategy in action.

Content strategy— as a way to gain visibility and market yourself— is not 
about giving away your stuff for free. Rather, it’s an approach to creating 
and distributing work so that it reaches and develops a paying readership. 
It requires having specific goals and clear answers to questions such as, 
What type of readership are you trying to build or attract? Where does your 
ideal reader or client go online, or who do they listen to? Who should be 
publishing your work if you want to attract more opportunities? Here are 
examples of clear goals with specific content strategies:

• I want to become a regular contributor to Brevity’s blog, to gain 
attention and awareness in the creative nonfiction community and 
help build an audience for the essay collection I’m working on.

• I want to create a weekly email newsletter focused on new poetry 
book releases, to extend my network within the community of poets 
and influencers and increase opportunities to review and write 
about poetry.

• I want to target an essay to the Sun magazine, to generate interest in 
my nonfiction book proposal on my yearlong dating experiment.

• I want to produce a podcast series for Audible Channels on hard- 
boiled detective stories, to increase my visibility as a freelance 
editor in the genre.

In the 2000s, a blog was considered the linchpin of any content strategy. 
Blogs have somewhat fallen out of favor, but content that’s available for 
free online still remains the focal point of many strategies, whether that 
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content is available at your own site or not. That’s because free online con-
tent is highly discoverable and not limited to paying subscribers or those 
investing in print.

Content strategies are most effective when they mix free and paid con-
tent. In the examples above, the first two are directed toward producing 
free content, the last two toward paid content. Free content is the opening 
of a funnel— at the end of which some people will become paying read-
ers or clients. Paid content usually means the writer is getting paid as well 
(when readers pay, you should expect to benefit), and may offer prestige 
that builds your platform, but the audience is more limited. Making use of 
online opportunities is by far the easiest, least time- consuming, and most 
expedient way to reach new people who don’t know your work. Focusing 
on “real- life” activities or print- based activities will take longer and require 
more effort to reach the same number of people.

Roxane Gay is a classic example of a very active online writer, someone 
who may have appeared to be an overnight success when she started ap-
pearing everywhere in print, but it was only after working hard for many 
years, in smaller venues, that she broke out onto the national stage. In 2013– 
2014, you could see her hit the tipping point, aided not only by her prolific 
output as a writer but by conversations and engagement with a growing 
community through Twitter and Tumblr. (As mentioned earlier, her mem-
oir, Hunger, began on her Tumblr.) With her books Bad Feminism and An 

WhaT is CoPyWriTing?
Copywriting is anything you write to help market or promote something— or 
to get someone to take action. Pitching is a form of copywriting, as is (at 
least in some respects) writing your bio. Copywriting isn’t about convincing 
everyone to do what you ask, but convincing those who are a great match 
for what you’re selling. Fortunately, if you work with a traditional publisher 
or publication of any kind, they normally have people trained to write good 
marketing copy, which will give you a baseline to work from. But you’ll find 
that good copywriting skills benefit you at every level of your career, since 
great copy is needed for your website, grant and fellowship applications, pro-
moting events, selling your services, and more. To begin learning copywriting 
skills, I recommend reading the classic guides and posts available for free from 
Copyblogger.
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Untamed State, released within months of each other in 2014, everything 
fell into place: the right work published at the right time for an audience 
she’d long cultivated online.

Or take Jeanne Bowerman, who had little working to her advantage as 
an aspiring screenwriter in upstate New York. She had no industry connec-
tions and no prior experience in publishing— only a long- distance writing 
partner. In an effort to build a network for herself, she started #scriptchat, 
a Sunday evening conversation with an experienced screenwriter that she 
moderated. She began attending script conferences, blogging about her 
journey, and within several years became editor of an industry magazine, 
Script, and a working screenwriter.

meTriCs and analyTiCs
The moment you decide that you want your online activity to have a mea-
surable payoff— or the moment you decide to invest money in marketing, 
promotion, or publicity— that’s the moment you should start caring about 
the numbers and metrics associated with your activity. To measure your 
efforts in a quantifiable way, you need a few tools and the discipline to use 
them consistently.

Google Analytics
Your own website, with Google Analytics installed, is one of the best tools 
you have. And it’s a free tool. You can analyze how people find you, how 
they behave on your site, and what links they click. Even better, you can 
tell where the most valuable traffic comes from. For instance, you may no-
tice that people spend more time on the site and are more likely to make 
purchases when they come by way of the website of a fellow author, and 
have worse engagement when visiting from Facebook. You’ll also notice 
that some pages or posts have a very high average session duration, which 
indicates the highest level of engagement— the content that people are 
most interested in. Here are a few of the most important areas to explore 
in the analytics:

• How do people end up at your site? Go to Traffic > Channels. 
Traffic sources fall into about half a dozen categories, including 
traffic from search engines, social media, and referrals from other 
websites. Blog posts generally start with a high level of social media 
traffic, and if successful over the long term, transition to a high level 
of organic search and referral traffic. There isn’t a right mix here, 
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but if (for example) you’re seeing very little traffic to your blog posts 
from social media— despite repeated social media promotion— 
then you need to rethink your approach.

• What search queries bring people to your site? Go to Search 
Engine Optimization > Queries. As an author, you want your name 
and book titles to be reflected here. You might also discover some 
interesting queries you wouldn’t have suspected. For example, 
maybe you’re getting a lot of traffic from people searching for a bog 
myrtle beer recipe, which you posted about in connection to your 
novel set in Ireland that features a character who brews the beer. (In 
such a scenario, you’d want to make sure you clearly point readers 
to more information on that novel and how to buy it!) For in- depth 
information about search traffic to your site over time, you should 
also register for Google Search Console (free).

• What content is most popular at your site? Go to Behavior 
> Site Content. For a basic site without a blog, the homepage is 
usually the most popular page, followed by the About page.

• What pages do well at conversion (getting people to 
complete a call to action)? This requires that you to set up Goals 
in Google Analytics. For example, you might set up a goal that tracks 
how many people visit your site from Facebook and then sign up 
for your email newsletter— or how many people click on a link to 
your book on Amazon. Google Analytics will then measure the 
conversion rate for that goal, e.g., 3 percent of Facebook visitors sign 
up for your email newsletter or click on a specific link. There’s no 
limit to what types of goals you can set, or how many.

This just scratches the surface of what Google Analytics can do, and the 
longer you have it installed, the more powerful it can be. It stores data go-
ing back to the first day it began monitoring site visits, so you can compare 
your numbers month- to- month, year- to- year, or for any time period you 
like. It tells a powerful story about how your traffic has changed or been 
shaped over time by social media activity, referrals from other sites where 
your writing has appeared, or sites where you’ve been interviewed. For 
serious online entrepreneurs or publishers, it’s possible to acquire even 
higher- powered analysis and analytics through third- party services, par-
ticularly when it comes to optimizing site content for organic search. Moz 
is one of the most respected and valued providers.
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Social Media Analytics
If you’re on Twitter, Facebook, or nearly any other social media site, you 
should have access to a dashboard that tells you how many people you’re 
reaching with each post, and what the engagement is like. If not, third- party 
tools can help fill in the gaps (search “[social media tool] + analytics”).

Of all the social media analytics, Facebook’s Insights for official pages 
are the most powerful and advanced— not a surprise given how long 
Facebook has been around and its focus on persuading businesses to 
pay for advertising. Facebook’s ability to target specific audiences is pow-
erful if you’re investing money in a marketing campaign. You can target 
a Facebook advertisement based on many criteria, including people 
who’ve visited your site within a specific period of time, people who are 
on your email newsletter list, or people who like other Facebook pages. 
If your advertisement is configured correctly, you can track how effec-
tive it is in meeting your sales goals and see which types of audiences 
are most receptive, which can improve your campaigns elsewhere. But 
fair warning: knowing how to create and manage an effective advertis-
ing campaign on social media is a specialized skill. You’ll need proper 
training or a consultant to help you get started, to avoid wasting time and  
money.

Link Shorteners
Link shorteners create unique links that you can track indefinitely; they 
tell you how many times your links are clicked and from where. It’s ideal to 
get in the habit of using link shorteners with social media and promotional 
efforts, even if you aren’t actively measuring your success, to build up a 
repository of statistics on how well your links perform over time. One of the 
most popular link- shortening services is Bit .ly, which offers free accounts; 
if you upgrade to a paid plan, you can add a + sign to the end of any Bit .ly 
link (yours or someone else’s) and see the list of people who shared that 
link. This can provide useful insights when you are putting together a list 
of people who could be influential in spreading the word about something 
you’ve written.

Bookstore Affiliate Marketing Account
With an affiliate marketing account (see chapter 29) you can see how many 
people actually make a purchase after clicking a link you share, and thus 
determine how successful each link or placement ultimately was. For 
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example, an Amazon affiliate link posted on Facebook that sends people 
to Amazon to make a purchase may get a hundred clicks but only three 
purchases— a 3 percent conversion rate. You may find that a link shared 
on your blog, sending people to Amazon to make the same purchase, gets 
thirty clicks and six sales— a 20 percent conversion rate. This kind of data is 
invaluable when identifying what marketing messages are successful, and 
how you can craft the most appropriate and successful messages— and put 
them in just the right place— over the long term.

WhaT The numBers Can and Can’T do for you
Once you’re active on Twitter or Facebook, or have Google Analytics in-
stalled on your website, you have actionable information about who you’re 
reaching, where you’re reaching them, and how to reach them better. Hav-
ing this data is just as important— sometimes more important— than the 
quantity of followers you have. It’s like having a personalized marketing 
research database that allows for more strategic efforts in the future: you’ll 
be able to build and place better ads, run more effective promotions, and 
identify the most important influencers based on past performance. Some 
of the easiest ways to start:

• Use website, Facebook, or Twitter analytics to pinpoint geographic 
locations that would make the most sense for events or retail 
initiatives.

• Use tracking and affiliate links to identify where you reach people 
who are most likely to buy. Is it Twitter? Facebook? people who end 
up at your website through a search?

• Use website, Facebook, or Twitter analytics to identify important 
qualities about your readership— e.g., what other books, movies, or 
TV shows they love. Can you create content or advertise in such a 
way to reach others in the audiences of those books, movies, or TV 
shows?

When social media was still relatively new, there was a lot of focus and 
attention on raw numbers. How many followers do you have? How many 
likes? How many shares? While numbers are still a surface- level indicator 
of your platform strength, it’s too easy to boost social media activity in an 
artificial way, leading to numbers that are fairly meaningless. This is why 
there’s been increasing attention and focus on engagement. A strategic 
writer should be evaluating their ability on three levels:
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• ability to reach a new audience
• ability to engage an existing audience
• ability to mobilize a loyal audience

Social media can be disappointing when it comes to reaching new people 
if you aren’t spending ad dollars (or offering something for free or at dis-
count), but it does a great job at engaging people who are already aware of 
you and speeding word- of- mouth throughout a community. Social media 
makes it easier to reach the required threshold of three, four, five, or more 
impressions that you need to make on someone— solidifying their aware-
ness that you exist, then compelling them to take action when they feel like 
they see you “everywhere.” (Remember the old advertising cliche says that 
your brand needs to appear in front of your customer seven times to be 
remembered? Same principle.)

Writers who have multiple ways to make an impression are by default in 
a stronger position— they’re both better protected from future changes in 
social media and have more touch points out there. This doesn’t mean you 
have to be active on every social media channel, but you do want to build 
as many impressions in as many places as possible, to break through the 
noise. Because more people are playing the game than ever, you’ll need to 
be more creative, experimental, and diverse with the types of moves you 
can make.

Established, full- time writers know that a large online following doesn’t 
equate to a sustainable business model. Instead, an engaged audience 
that helps spread word of mouth leads to success. Use analytics to identify 
how and where you get the best engagement, and what tools help you find 
the right audience, rather than the biggest audience. Ultimately, this is the 
most powerful feature of digital media: its ability to find and reach just the 
right person, who enjoys your work or who can benefit from your services.
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22 :  The BasiCs of Book launChes

There are more than thirty- two million books in print, and some industry 
observers believe that fifty thousand new e- books are released for Kindle 
every month.1 Given the ease of book publishing today, the biggest chal-
lenge facing authors is rarely how to get published, but how to make their 
book visible and discoverable in a market with so much choice and compe-
tition. With or without a publisher, every author must give some thought as 
to how to build a network to assist in the varied marketing and promotional 
efforts it takes to produce one sale. Given the pace of change, a respon-
sible author also has to keep an eye on digital and technical advance-
ments that affect how a book gets on the radar of interested readers. Be 
careful when you encounter marketing advice from authors who became 
established before e- books entered the market: their brands and reader-
ship developed during a different era. Anyone starting a career now has 
a different set of considerations in play. You can’t push the same buttons 
that were pushed in 2007 and expect the sales or success you might have  
achieved then.

The entrepreneurial foundations we’ve covered so far in part 4 will 
be indispensable in planning a book launch (or the launch of any other 
product or service you wish to market). Before you embark on any plan, 
find out what your publisher is doing, and avoid duplicating efforts. If your 
publisher has little or nothing planned, you’ll need to launch your own 
book- marketing campaign. It’s not desirable, but it is possible. Mainly, it 
requires time and energy. It may also require some financial investment 
to hire a publicist or marketing consultant. It’s not unusual for authors to 
invest a good portion, or all, of their advance in hiring professional help 
for the book launch. (More on that in a moment.) If you commit to putting 
in a strong effort from the very beginning, by the time your second, third, 
or fourth book comes out, you should have a solid base of readers, a base 
developed from marketing activities associated with previous launches.

A comprehensive book- marketing campaign uses a combination of 
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tactics to reach readers. As you think about the components of a book 
launch, keep in mind these definitions:

• Marketing refers to efforts that require an expenditure of your 
own time or financial resources. Running an advertising campaign, 
for example, is a classic marketing strategy. In the digital age, 
you’ll hear about inbound versus outbound marketing. Inbound 
marketing is marketing to people who end up at your website, social 
media, or some other owned territory. Outbound marketing means 
going out in search of potential readers, such as through paid 
advertisements.

• Publicity refers to media attention and editorial coverage that’s not 
paid for. You’ve probably heard the cliche “There’s no such thing a 
bad publicity.” You can decide for yourself if that’s true, but if you 
or your book score media coverage, you don’t have control over 
the story or message, as you do with marketing efforts. Sometimes 
publicity can be a happy accident, but more often than not, it 
requires having a good pitch and good connections with the media.

Marketing and publicity campaigns almost always work better when 
they combine online and offline efforts. If done right, each amplifies and 
strengthens the other. Real- life events may require high investment and 
sometimes be disappointing in turnout, but they are more likely to be 
talked about and shared online with those who didn’t attend— and lead to 
more media attention overall than online activity. On the flip side, having 
high levels of engagement through an online channel, such as a Facebook 
group, can help you with planning the right events at the right locations— 
with satisfying turnout and word of mouth.

hiring markeTing and PuBliCiTy helP
There’s no shortage of services that promise authors they can secure media 
coverage, reviews, and better sales. For the unschooled, however, it’s hard 
to know whom to hire, how much to invest, and what type of marketing 
and publicity will make a difference.

I’ve heard stories from disappointed authors who worked with a book 
publicist and didn’t get what they wanted out of the investment. Some-
times that happens because of misaligned expectations, or even a misun-
derstanding of what a book publicist can accomplish. When it comes to 
book marketing and sales, it’s not always easy to say “effort A led to out-
come B,” especially if book sales gain momentum from word of mouth, 
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and authors don’t have access to sales analytics. You can’t always figure 
out how or why someone decided to visit Amazon or their local bookstore 
to buy your book, especially if you’re traditionally published.

You cannot realistically expect to see each publicity dollar come back 
to you in the form of book sales. Nor can any publicist guarantee you spe-
cific coverage or sales. To complicate matters, authors get very focused on 
things they know and understand, regardless of their effectiveness— like 
being on the Today show or running an ad in the New York Times Book 
Review— which don’t always lead to the sales you might expect. Consider 
your investment in marketing or PR as an investment in your long- term 
career as an author— something that increases your visibility in a way that 
will benefit all of your future books and projects, and might lead to future 
paying work. Publicity is often more about getting people to recognize who 
you are in a world of oversaturation than sparking immediate sales; it el-
evates you above the rest of the noise and focuses on the long runway of 
promotion. Sales or publicity hits may happen in the first ninety days of 
the campaign, but no one knows when your visibility will pop— effects can 
trickle out over years and years.

Publicists are often seen as key to mainstream media coverage, but they 
have tremendous value beyond that. Some of the marketing and promo-
tion activities they cover you could do yourself, but they can often do them 
better, more efficiently, or more knowledgeably. Their professional finesse 
may create a better impression and more sales over the long term, and 
leave you time to focus on other high- value activities. They can also help 
you avoid marketing tactics or campaigns that they know are problematic, 
or point you toward new, useful tools they’ve discovered. While “I just want 
to sell books” might be your initial motivation for hiring a publicist, you’re 
hiring someone who can see the entire strategic landscape, everything that 
needs to happen.

Before you hire a publicist, make a list, in writing, of the specific out-
comes you want them to achieve, and how those goals connect to what 
you are doing and what your publisher is doing. Share this with each pub-
licist you interview and ask for a proposal (along with their fees). As you 
consider which publicist to hire, research other campaigns they’ve worked 
on. Have they achieved the kind of results you’re looking for? Talk to past 
clients if at all possible. Once the publicity campaign starts, it’s helpful to 
establish check- in dates to meet with your publicist and talk over which 
aspects of the campaign are working and which are not. It’s common that 
some refocusing is necessary.
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Even when they hire publicists, all authors should be willing to learn 
how to market their books. Good marketing and publicity is a team effort, 
and the author is part of that team. Publicists look for clients who are will-
ing to do some things on their own, and they also look for authors to be 
realistic. For example, most publicists will not be able to meet the expec-
tations of first- time authors with no platform who want their books to be-
come New York Times best sellers. Publicists seek clients who understand 
that marketing and publicity is a process and that it will take time to see the 
effects of their efforts.

Publicity seeks to locate, identify, or target the right audience to make 
them aware of your book. If you’re focused and clear about your target 
audience and your objectives in reaching them when you start your cam-
paign, you have a better chance of reaching a national market. While one 
of the big things a publicist does is help you figure out your audience, if you 
are already familiar with your audience and have aspects of your online 
presence in place, you hold an advantage and your publicist has assets to 
work with from the start: social media, websites, and other tools that con-
nect with the book’s target reader. To build momentum before you hire a 
publicist, consider learning the social platforms that your target audience 
uses. Being well versed in the relevant languages of social media helps set 
the stage for a strong campaign.

Another part of understanding your audience is knowing which au-
thors are your competition, those who reach the audience you should also 
reach. Even though you probably feel your book is truly special, for mar-
keting purposes you want it to be like other books. Therefore, one way to 
prepare for marketing your book— which is probably part of your routine 
anyway— is to read anything and everything in your genre. When you find 
books you like, befriend the authors if possible, talk about their books on 
social media, and try to do events with them, as discussed in chapter 2. 
They will be part of your supportive community when it comes time for 
your book launch.

How Publicists Work and What They Cost
Every publicist works differently, and cost greatly varies. Brief consulta-
tions or assistance may cost hundreds of dollars; intensive, months- long 
campaigns can cost tens of thousands. Most publicists prefer to work with 
authors as early in the process as possible— up to a year before the publi-
cation date. They certainly need to be involved at least three to four months 
before publication to be effective. That doesn’t mean that’s when you, as an 
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author, should start thinking about publicity. That should begin as soon as 
the book is signed with a publisher, and sometimes even at the conception 
of the idea, or while you’re writing the book.

Traditional publishers concentrate their publicity around a book’s 
launch date, within a three- month or six- month window, which fits with 
the bookstore retail model. Publishers are focused on selling as many cop-
ies as possible right after the book goes on sale to avoid returns from book-
stores. This publicity works for the publisher, not you, and while you may 
have all kinds of great ideas about your marketing and publicity campaign, 
they’ll give their goals priority over yours. As stated earlier, it’s important to 
communicate early with the in- house publicity team and understand what 
they have planned. If you decide to hire an outside publicist to augment 
the work of the in- house team, you’ll need to coordinate their efforts so 
they’re not reaching out to the same people.

It’s common for authors to wait and seek a publicist or marketing help 
after a book has already launched and not done well. Panicked authors 
belatedly realize they should’ve developed a plan months earlier, and end 
up on social media blasting self- promotional pleas: “Buy my book!” Try to 
avoid that panic. Your audience will grow as you write and produce many 
things over the course of your career, and your social media efforts should 
be about building community. No matter what type of author you are, the 
hard truth is that marketing and publicity never really ends— it’s ongoing 
for as long as you seek a writing life that pays.

auThor evenTs
While you still find New York Times best- selling authors doing tours for 
their new releases, the days of the traditional author tour are over. Still, 
events can play an important role in marketing, mainly because they help 
create a footprint. When you visit any city, it’s not just about the books sold, 
but the people you speak with— about making connections and building a 
network that will persist long afterward. Touring also makes it much easier 
to get local and regional media coverage, which can boost sales even if 
event turnout is low.

Thus, the primary reason to schedule an author event today may be less 
to boost book sales than to gain media coverage. Unfortunately, the num-
ber of media outlets available to pitch has dramatically shrunk. That makes 
the field competitive and all media outlets very selective— across radio, 
TV, and print. However, when you do get a hit in the media, it tends to stick 
with people and make an impact.
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Another challenge is that bookstores aren’t always the best place for 
events, at least if the author wants a good turnout. Many authors and 
publicists— and even bookstores themselves— have caught on to this and 
now plan events in alternative venues, such as bars or clubs. They may 
even sell tickets to author lunches held at restaurants, where the ticket 
price includes a copy of the book. Such events feel more social, and they 
avoid the lower perceived value and less compelling nature of the reading- 
signing format.

Chicago- based publicist Dana Kaye has often written and spoken about 
ways to bring authors together for events and tours, since that generally 
leads to better turnout and a stronger pitch for media coverage. For ex-
ample, Kaye’s firm organized and promoted the Young Authors Give Back 
Tour, in which four YA authors, all of whom had published before age 
twenty- five, toured the country and taught writing workshops for teens. 
That angle garnered two TV appearances and a feature in the Chicago Sun- 
Times.2

Because of the expense of author touring, some authors organize virtual 
book launches or participate in virtual book festivals with other authors. 
Such events can sell books, but to see a direct effect on sales, you have 
to encourage sales in some specific way, usually by providing a discount 
code or other incentive for attendees to make a purchase within a limited 
timeframe during or after the event. When I contributed to the anthology 
Every Father’s Daughter, edited by Margaret McMullan, she and the pub-
lisher, McPherson & Co., organized about a dozen author events, all at the 
same date and time, at independent bookstores around the country. Each 
contributor gave a customized talk and signed books at their hometown 
location, then the entire group linked up via Skype for a Q&A broadcast to 
all of the stores.

Some authors go out of their way to support their independent book-
store as part of their book launch or overall marketing campaign. For ex-
ample, they might “adopt” an indie bookstore to be their fulfillment center 
for anyone who wants a signed copy. When authors do that, it gives the 
bookstore something to offer that their competitors can’t. And that means 
the bookstore is likely to put the promotion on its Facebook page, or tweet 
about it, or help the book generate more buzz. More broadly, indepen-
dent bookstores can play a role in turning a book into a best seller through 
the power of hand- selling. This is where staff members make personal 
recommendations to their customers and get behind a book in a focused 
way; they might put a book on prominent display because they believe it 
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deserves to be read. That kind of support is more likely when an author 
has built a relationship with their local or regional independent bookseller 
over many years prior to their book’s release— by being a loyal customer 
and involved community member.

seCuring revieWs
Reviews are one of the key ways books gain traction and attention in the 
market, so every author should understand the different types of reviews, 
how each works, and what role the author plays in securing them.

TiPs for a good reading or Book evenT
Unless you’re a household name as an author, you need to think carefully 
about how you’ll structure your reading or event. What will be instructive, 
entertaining, or delightful for those who turn out? Readings have a tendency 
to be dreadfully boring, with audience members wondering when they will 
end. To avoid that kind of reaction, consider the following:

• Don’t read in one long stretch. Choose several short passages, and 
break the reading up with personal stories or a bit of background.

• Choose passages that will be engaging when read aloud. Snappy 
dialogue or funny scenes are good candidates for a reading, while long, 
descriptive passages can be dull.

• Writing that’s meant to be read doesn’t always sound great when 
spoken. Read your selections out loud at least once before your event, 
and listen to how they sound. It’s OK to edit them to improve the 
experience for your audience.

• If your work was inspired by travel, people, music, or objects, can 
you share some of those during the reading? Sometimes having visuals 
or props that complement your talking points can help engage the 
audience.

Above all, prepare. Don’t try to wing it, and do whatever you can to bring 
energy and enthusiasm to your reading. The worst possible thing is to read in 
a monotone that makes your audience feel like even you are bored by what 
you’re doing. Often the problem is that authors are nervous or anxious, which 
leads to an understated delivery. You’ll be more easily forgiven for nerves than 
for being a bore.
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Trade reviews. Trade review publications are read by booksellers, li-
brarians, and others in the book industry (as opposed to consumers). Two 
of the best known are Publishers Weekly and Library Journal. Such publi-
cations primarily provide prepublication reviews of traditionally published 
books. A prepublication review appears several months before a book’s 
publication date; bookstores and libraries use such reviews to help decide 
what to order for their customers or patrons. Most trade publications have 
been operating for a long time and have a history of serving publishing 
professionals. However, with the rise of self- publishing, some trade review 
outlets have begun separate review programs especially for self- published 
authors.

The publisher is almost always responsible for securing trade reviews 
and will send advance review copies four to six months in advance of pub-
lication. If authors are unsure of their publishers’ plans, they should ask. 
Unfortunately, even with a publisher’s support, only a small percentage of 
books receive trade reviews.

Reviews in mainstream publications. Reviewers for the New York 
Times, New Yorker, literary journals, and other mainstream publications 
are flooded with books for potential review. As with trade reviews, the pub-
lisher is typically responsible for sending an advance copy for consider-
ation, early enough that the review can appear close to the book’s release 
date. The review package sent by the marketing and publicity department 
almost always includes a print copy of the book, along with a letter and 
possibly other ancillary materials to convince editors that the book is wor-
thy of coverage. With the biggest and most important outlets, review cop-
ies need to be sent well in advance of the publication date; other types of 
outlets are more flexible and might not be as concerned with timing. Pub-
lishers typically ask authors if there are smaller outlets, particularly local 
or regional publications, or niche websites or blogs, that would be likely to 
offer a review or coverage if contacted. If the publisher is unable to invest 
the time or energy to approach those smaller outlets, the author should 
take it upon herself to do so, usually with digital copies to avoid expense.

Fee- based book review services. Because of the increased demand 
for professional reviews, especially for self- published work, you can now 
find publications that specialize in providing fee- based services. They 
may have some reach and visibility to industry insiders, or may be reader- 
facing, or a mix of both. Examples include the Indie Reader, Blue Ink Re-
view, and Self- Publishing Review. Paying for professional book reviews 
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remains a controversial topic. It’s not widely known even within the au-
thor community that paid book reviews exist, and even less is known about 
their value.

Reader (nonprofessional) reviews. Reader reviews and star ratings 
are as important as professional reviews; books with more such reviews 
and higher star ratings often receive greater visibility at online retailers. 
Thus, publishers commonly urge authors to drum up as many reader re-
views as possible in the days and weeks following release. However, Am-
azon and other sites sometimes take down reader reviews if they believe 
there’s too close a connection between author and reader. (Also, it’s con-
sidered unethical and violates terms of service to pay for reader reviews 
posted at Amazon or other sites.)

The best way to sell more books on Amazon, or through online retail, is 
to generate as many reader reviews as possible. Authors tend to be more 
interested in professional reviews because of the prestige associated with 
them, and some might argue that having such a review as part of the book’s 
description on Amazon (or elsewhere) adds a sheen of professionalism 
and encourages readers to take a chance on the book. But I don’t believe 
one professional review makes up for a lack of reader reviews or a low star 
rating. Like it or not, purchasing behavior online is generally driven by 
quantity of reviews, assuming no prior exposure to the author.

However, if your marketing or outreach plan involves approaching in-
dependent bookstores and libraries to consider your book, then having a 
positive review from a source they know can help you overcome an initial 
hurdle or two. It does not guarantee they will carry or buy your book, but it 
contributes to a favorable impression.

PiTChing TradiTional media
For the purposes of this section, we’re talking about pitches for editorial 
coverage— not review coverage. It’s tough to get media coverage, and every 
outlet is selective. However, with persistence, authors can secure publicity 
even without their publisher making the call. It just takes months of per-
sistence, of continually knocking on the door in a slightly different way for 
the same thing. This requires developing a variety of high- quality pitches 
that fit the style, tone, and needs of the media outlets you’re pitching. And 
that means you have to take the time to research the outlets and know what 
each covers.

The most important thing to remember: Nobody cares that you wrote 
a book. So don’t lead your pitch with the book. Lead with the hook or the 
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story, and what your book will do for people. If you’re pitching via email, 
the subject line is critical. Put the hook in the subject line, and keep your 
pitch short, about a paragraph. A lot of journalists and reviewers look at 
emails on their phones, so keep it succinct. Most of your targets won’t say 
“no” to your pitch; they just won’t answer. An effective, high- quality pitch 
process is time- consuming, so evaluate where your time and effort is best 
spent and decide if you could benefit from a publicist’s assistance. A pub-
licist’s job is to stay on top of what’s current and stay on top of news stories, 
and many authors don’t have time for that.

For independent authors or those without much of a platform, regional 
marketing is a good place to start a publicity campaign. Authors can sched-
ule events or tours in their city or area. Bookstores are perfectly acceptable, 
but look also at wine stores or restaurants or libraries, or other nonconven-
tional places. (Be creative.) Then pitch media attention around the event 
you’re holding. If you’re aiming for national publicity, most publicists 
would advise that you get media training. Such training includes coaching 
on the use of talking points and behavior in front of a camera. Most media 
folks are not going to read your book, so whenever you deal with the me-
dia, you should go in with a cheat sheet for the journalist or interviewer.

Some authors are very good at finding news pegs for their book long 
after its release. If there are holidays, anniversaries, or current events that 
tie into your book’s ideas or themes, then it’s possible to get into the news 
again— if you can draw a strong connection for the media outlet. Some 
writers subscribe to HARO (Help a Reporter Out) to receive regular email 
alerts of journalists seeking experts or authors they can quote on specific 
topics. This can be a good way to keep your book visible in the media, es-
pecially for nonfiction authors.

soCial media and Blogging
Experienced publicists know that success in online marketing usually de-
pends on what you start with: how big an online following you currently 
have, and how much energy you’re willing to invest in pursuing sales. 
Some authors are interested in online marketing because they’re building 
an audience for the long term. They may not be able to secure traditional 
media coverage anyway, so they’ll focus on something easy and work up.

On social media, it’s critical to use a gentle touch, always. Rather 
than pushing people to buy your book— to achieve a short- term goal— 
approach social media as a long- term investment. If you’re struggling to 
figure out what to do, study authors you admire. What does their activity 
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look like? What blogs or websites have they appeared on? What do they do 
on social media? Can you emulate those things?

With authors who think of blogging as a way to market their book, the 
chain of events goes something like this: A book nears its publication date. 
The author knows she needs to promote the book or build a platform, and 
hears that blogging is a good way to accomplish that. Only then does she 
ask herself, What should I blog about? It doesn’t turn out well. While it’s 
true that blogging can be an effective book marketing tool, doing it well 
requires practice, not to mention some level of respect for online writing 
as its own art form. I would not pursue blogging without a full understand-
ing of the medium, especially if you only see it as a means to an end. (See 
chapter 18 for more on this topic.)

Blogging on your own turf isn’t necessary for a book- marketing cam-
paign, but major blogs and websites can play an important role in spread-
ing word of mouth, which means it can be worthwhile to write guest posts, 
do Q&As, or otherwise try to get featured by bloggers who reach your target 
audience. It also helps to be an active participant or commenter on blogs 
where your readers hang out. However, it’s a small number of websites that 
actually have influence and traffic; those that do, have tremendous public-
ity value and are just as picky as traditional media outlets in terms of what 
or who they feature. If you pursue marketing on any blog or website, make 
sure its audience is a good fit for you and your book so you won’t invest too 
much time for too little return.

giveaWays
Giveaways can work if done strategically. One of the best- known ven-
ues for print book giveaways— especially for traditional publishers— is 
Goodreads, a social media site for books and reading with more than fifty 
million members. For self- publishers, the most popular option is BookBub, 
a daily email with millions of subscribers that features limited- time, deeply 
discounted or free e- books. Getting on BookBub— or running a special 
promotion— requires being able to cut prices during a specific time period, 
so traditionally published authors typically have to rely on their publisher 
to pursue such opportunities. Publishers do occasionally use the power of 
the giveaway (especially in advance of an author’s new release), but more 
often they rely on deep discounting.

Because the market is currently awash in free e- books, some have ar-
gued that giveaways devalue all books and all authors’ work. But that’s 
not really true. Giveaways are popular for good reason; they’re a classic, 
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frictionless way to make people aware of new authors and new releases. 
Just about every industry has some way of using “free” to their advantage, 
particularly game, software, and app developers. If you can get a sufficient 
number of people in the door, and they like your work, you can build a 
relationship that leads to later sales. (See the “funnel” discussion in chap-
ter 21.) There’s also concern that giveaways attract low- quality readers. But 
they attract high- quality readers too. This is how business works. Some 
leads will be good. Other leads will be bad. Business- savvy authors learn 
over time how and where to use the giveaway incentive as part of a larger 
marketing strategy.

email neWsleTTers
Newsletter lists that an author develops and owns can have a significant 
impact on sales and word of mouth. New authors may not have such lists 
in place for their first book release. But successful authors— both tradi-
tionally published and self- published— affirm their importance, and most 
would recommend that you start building your email list early, through 
your own website and at events, in preparation for future releases. See 
chapter 20 for more on email marketing.

hoW To BeCome a BesT- selling auThor
A few years ago, a story broke about an author who hired a marketing firm 
to launch his book onto the New York Times best- seller list— and suc-
ceeded.3 But when the firm’s less than honest methods were uncovered, it 
resulted in scandal and embarrassment. The author had more or less paid 
this firm to purchase copies of his book in strategically important places.

Since that scandal broke, it’s become harder to game the system in this 
way, though authors still look for shortcuts or secrets to best- sellerdom. 
Once you hit one of the major best- seller lists, that creates its own market-
ing momentum and additional sales. Arguably the New York Times best- 
seller list is most important, since it carries the most prestige and tends to 
get the most attention and publicity. But it can be the hardest list to hit; it 
gathers information from many different sales outlets across the country to 
determine what titles make the cut. It remains confidential which partic-
ular retail outlets are surveyed, but they include both physical bookstores 
and online sellers, such as Amazon.

The New York Times list is updated weekly, so publishers tend to con-
centrate sales efforts and launch events within a specific week to maximize 
the book’s chance of making the list. Another quirk that factors into getting 
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on best- seller lists, and makes the launch week or first week of sale the 
author’s best chance of doing so, is that preorders made in the months 
prior to a release typically get counted when the book finally goes on sale.

Authors often ask how many book sales it takes to hit the best- seller 
list. It depends who you’re up against in a given week. Your title will be 
competing against a lot of others. Some will sell in amazing numbers. But 
sometimes the threshold may be lower than you’d think. Some weeks, in 
some categories, you might get the last spot on the best- seller list with as 
few as a couple thousand copies sold.

So being a New York Times best seller doesn’t actually tell you how many 
copies a book has sold. In the music industry, if a record goes platinum you 
know it’s sold a million copies. But there are no such official designations 
in book publishing, and sales figures are almost never released. Further-
more, best- seller lists typically exclude what are known as “perennial sell-
ers.” For instance, the Bible is the best- selling book year after year in the 
United States, but you won’t find it on any best- seller list. The same is true 
of books found on classroom reading lists, as well as test prep guides and 
self- published books. You might say the list is biased toward a certain type 
of book, and that’s partly true. Some people argue that the list is unfair and 
arbitrary in its methodology and focus, but it is trying to give an accurate 
reflection of what relatively new titles are being bought and what the gen-
eral public is now reading.

Before we discuss some of the ways books get launched onto best- 
seller lists, it may be worth raising the question of whether it’s worth the 
trouble— since it requires a significant amount of time, money, and en-
ergy. When your book hits a major best- seller list, it does create a meaning-
ful ripple effect— more people hear about it, more sales get triggered, more 
requests flow in to your publisher or agent asking about translations or film 
deals, and you’re likely to get more invitations to do media or to speak. Not 
to mention you’re in an excellent position to sign your next book deal.

The first principle most aspiring best- seller authors should adhere to 
is concentrating book sales as much as possible within the launch- week 
window, for the reasons just explained. Conduct an aggressive sales cam-
paign that encourages everyone to buy the book during that specific week, 
or even on a specific day. Whether you can run such a campaign depends 
on where and how you’ve established yourself online as an author. For ex-
ample, New York Times best- selling author Michael Hyatt literally asked 
people not to preorder or buy his book Platform until the week of his book 
launch. He was able to do this because he had thousands of people reading 
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his blog and receiving his email newsletter, so when he gave his specific 
instructions, a large audience was listening. Furthermore, he offered them 
a significant incentive. If readers emailed Hyatt the receipt from their book 
sale (regardless of where or how they purchased it), he would send them 
several bonuses, such as access to his audiovisual curriculum and previous 
digital books. He began teasing this offer weeks before the pub date, en-
couraging people to wait. And it worked; he sold more than eleven thou-
sand books during his first week on sale and hit the New York Times list.4

Of course, not everyone launching a book has Hyatt’s resources. Aside 
from being a prominent blogger who reaches hundreds of thousands of 
people every month, he’s the former CEO of Thomas Nelson, a major pub-
lisher. So he had connections few of us have. But his example does show 
you the power of making a focused and concentrated effort on getting your 
sales to hit within a specific timeframe.

It is possible to reach the New York Times best- seller list without specif-
ically pursuing offline advertising, mainstream media, or publicity. One 
author who did so, and stayed on the list for months, is Tim Ferriss, author 
of The Four- Hour Workweek. His book was simultaneously number one on 
the New York Times list and the Wall Street Journal list. And he was a first- 
time author. How did he do it?

By his own account, he started by ruling out book signings or author 
events. He instead focused on creating word of mouth through all the best 
blogs. As a well- known blogger himself, this wasn’t difficult. He was able to 
build a great deal of strategic buzz through other high- profile bloggers and 
online interviews, which led to offline media pursuing him for interviews 
and quotes. When the calls came, Ferriss was prepared. He had already 
invested in media training and had a reel that he used to establish himself 
as a viable guest to TV producers.

If you dig a little deeper into Ferriss’s success story, though, you’ll re-
alize that he was focused on developing blog traffic and buzz for his book 
long before its launch, mostly through offline activities. He directed a lot 
of his time to attending and speaking at events attended by other bloggers, 
helping to ensure that when he needed their help, they’d remember him, 
feature him, and link to him.

Furthermore, despite his claims to have ruled out book signings or au-
thor events, Ferriss held a well- attended prelaunch party based on his in- 
person connections. He partnered with three friends to host a collective 
birthday party in San Francisco that doubled as a book launch. More than 
250 people attended, many of them top bloggers in his industry. He gave 
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away his book, signed copies, and offered lots of free booze, and buzz from 
the party alone led to media coverage. Ferriss is in fact a perfect example of 
how online and offline efforts build on each other to create success.5

ParTing adviCe
Traditionally, one of the biggest values publishers have offered authors 
is the means to get their books into stores. Bookstore placement serves a 
marketing function, particularly when a book is selected for front- of- store 
display or for cover- out rather than spine- out placement. The more vis-
ible a book is, the better the chances a reader will stumble upon it— and 
talk about it with other readers. Ferriss attributed his staying power on the 
New York Times best- seller list to good bookstore distribution. The more 
his books appeared on shelves, the more books he sold. If more chains 
feature a book, or give it prominent placement, sales are nearly guaranteed 
to increase.

However, if fewer people are browsing bookstore shelves, publishers 
can’t count on the serendipity of a visitor bumping into a front- of- store 
display and taking a chance on a new author. Amazon algorithms and dis-
count deals and promotions (whether through Amazon or BookBub) now 
play an increasingly important role in how readers discover and decide 
what to read next. While publishers may be unparalleled in their ability 
to offer print retail distribution and mass- market branding campaigns, 
they are still catching up with direct- to- consumer marketing— by build-
ing consumer- facing book websites and email newsletter lists that offer 
discounts. As of today, some savvy authors are better equipped to reach 
readers than the average publishing house.

So where does this leave the average author? Probably the best thing 
you can focus on is what Hyatt and Ferriss focused on: if you build a net-
work of readers you can reach directly, either online or offline, and they 
trust you, they will come when your book releases. Don’t underestimate 
the difference your relationships can make. If you make connections, when 
it’s time for your launch or event, you’ll see a real and meaningful effect. 
While you might not be able to keep up with every changing nuance in 
digital marketing or book publishing, and you won’t be able to control 
what your publisher does to support your book, you’ll always benefit from 
building your own platform and reach to readership.
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The number of writers who make a living off their writing alone has always 
been small. No one should expect to make a living through book publi-
cation alone, although it may be an important supplement or, over time, 
become the majority of a writer’s annual income. Genre writers are often 
in a better position to realize the full- time book writing dream simply be-
cause they produce more work in a shorter amount of time. And that’s true 
generally: having a prolific pen plays a role in the business model for a 
writer’s career. The more work you can produce or the faster you can write, 
the more product you will have— this does matter. But for the more literary 
writer, it may not matter how prolific one is when the audience is small or 
market potential low.

We sometimes equate being paid for our words with being a “real” 
writer, but this is a product of the writer’s ego— as well as writerly myths 
at work— and has no relevance when we talk about practical methods 
of making a living. Usually direct payments for your writing will not be 
enough to live on early in your career. The more experienced you become, 
and the bigger your platform, the more it becomes a possibility to support 
yourself through writing, if it’s what you desire.

To get paid for writing directly, writers usually end up following one of 
two paths: securing money from publishers or securing money from read-
ers. Obviously there is significant overlap: if you secure a book deal with 
a publisher, they’ll pay you, but your earnings over the long term will be 
affected by the number of readers you have. Still, pitching and soliciting 
editors or businesses to pay for your writing involves a different mindset 
than approaching readers without a middleman. Some writers are adept at 
doing both, though the creative writing community tends to prefer being 
vetted and selected by editors and publishers, versus the more entrepre-
neurial path of self- publishing, blogging, or otherwise distributing mate-
rial direct to an audience in exchange for payment.

Part Five
hoW WriTers make money
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In the beginning, most writers supplement their incomes through part- 
time work and day jobs that may or may not be related to writing, as they 
increase the visibility of and demand for their words. Some writers focus 
on the most highly paying opportunities— copywriting or corporate writing 
of some type— as they build an audience and seek opportunities for their 
other writing. (The Well- Fed Writer, a popular guide, essentially advises, 
stop trying to write for fancy magazines and get into commercial writing, 
which pays well.) The danger always is that this “shadow career”— a term 
from Steven Pressfield— will overtake the career you originally intended 
to pursue, because it offers more payment, easy success, or less resistance 
than your higher- risk creative endeavors. Still, this section focuses on how 
you can make money aside from writing and publishing your creative 
work— because these other methods are generally more feasible and sus-
tainable.

Chapter 23 covers freelancing and related gigs— forms of income that 
you’re most likely familiar with. Chapters 26 and 27 cover ways to obtain 
funding from organizations and your community of readers; such methods 
are useful for supporting specific, time- limited projects. Chapters 28 and 
29 look at business models for online publications. You’ll find that all of 
the skills covered up until this point— pitching, networking, understanding 
audience— surface again here as critical in how you will make money as 
a writer. Those who wish to focus only on freelancing for traditional print 
outlets should understand that those outlets have been decimated by the 
sharp decline in advertising dollars. If and when you hear negative mes-
sages about the future of journalism and freelancing careers, they typically 
come from people who enjoyed an era when newspapers and magazines 
were flush with advertising and it wasn’t that difficult to establish a career 
working for them. Today, if freelancers are flexible in what type of work 
they produce, and where or how that work gets published, they can make 
a reasonable go of it, because there’s still as much demand as ever for reli-
able contract help. Furthermore, in the digital era, there are more types of 
freelance activities one might undertake to assist others— such as online 
book marketing, social media management, website editing, and work as 
a virtual assistant— mostly outside the scope of this book, but skills often 
picked up in building one’s own writing career.

Your experience and credentials as a writer may also help you pursue 
other sources of income that aren’t strictly related to selling your words. 
Teaching, coaching, editing, and critiquing fall into this category, and are 
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covered in chapters 24 and 25. Writers who build a sizable online presence, 
with an engaged audience, can benefit from the attention they’ve captured 
through the use of online advertising and affiliate marketing; chapter 29 
covers this area.

Successful artists of all types usually have multiple revenue streams, 
with the more profitable areas supporting the less profitable— just as 
happens at commercial publishing houses. While most writers are always 
striving toward a more ideal business model— one that allows them to do 
more of the work they find satisfying or fulfilling and less of the paycheck- 
driven work— by diversifying you usually have more choices and less vul-
nerability when one type of work dries up.

You’ll need some self- awareness and vision to see which money- making 
methods are best suited to your personality and long- term writing goals. 
Fortunately, it’s not hard to drop some methods and pick up others as one 
gains experience. I highly recommend reading artist Jessica Abel’s web-
site (jessicaabel .com), where she writes about how to identify your unique 
business model, and to lose the starving artist mindset that often gets in 
the way of making money. Sometimes the biggest barrier to a successful 
writing business is buying into prevailing cultural attitudes that say, “That’s 
not how an artist/writer earns a living,” or insist that you can’t mix business 
concerns with art. This only serves to inhibit innovative thinking. Success-
ful writers across history have bucked the trends and economic models of 

Table 23.1 Business income during my first two 
years as a full- time freelancer with no conventional 
employment

2016 2017
Affiliate marketing 7% 6%
Editing services 11.5% 30%
Speaking and events 3% 3%
Book sales/advance 5% 5%
Online teaching 32.5% 20%
Adjunct teaching 3.5% 4%
Freelance writing 11.5% 7.5%
Paid subscription newsletter 3% 11%
Consulting  23%  13.5%
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their time, and identified ways of sustaining their art that worked uniquely 
for them. I know that you can do the same, as you weigh your strengths, 
your available time, and what you’re willing to compromise or sacrifice in 
order to earn a living. And because this is not a game that suits everyone, 
part 5 ends with a discussion of writing- focused day jobs.
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23 :  sTarTing a freelanCe Career

If you’re considering freelance writing as part of your business model, pre-
pare to hear many negative messages about how hard freelancing is these 
days, how you have to be prepared to hustle, how it’s more competitive 
than ever, and how many publications and companies will take advantage 
of you, paying little or offering “exposure” in lieu of actual payment. If you 
are already inclined toward self- doubt or anxiety, you may all too easily 
internalize these negative messages. You may dwell on all the reasons you 
could fail: you don’t like pitching, you’re a terrible networker, you procras-
tinate. You could worry also that even with all the right qualities you may 
still not succeed.

To attempt a freelance career with little more than a college degree 
is likely to end in disappointment— or a very long start- up phase. Most 
people fresh out of college have not only a limited skill set but limited 
knowledge of the market and limited connections. To build your business, 
you need to offer something the market wants or will pay for, and be visible 
or known to the people who pay for it. New writers may still be exploring 
what skills they want to develop, or have an unrealistic idea of the value 
of their work. It bears repeating: You can’t build a freelance career based 
on selling poetry, short stories, and personal essays to literary journals 
and magazines. A freelance career as discussed here means being self- 
employed and pursuing all types of writing and editing work, whether of 
the literary type or not.

Regardless of your experience level, each freelance career requires a bit 
of kindling, something to get a client base established or a steady stream of 
gigs that provide reliable monthly income. Here are the factors that most 
commonly come into play.

Mentors. An ambitious writer who is able to find one or two mentors 
willing to make the right connections for her can quickly gain momentum, 
assuming her work is marketable and she can produce work with a degree 
of spark and professionalism that invites further assignments. One might 
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call this networking, but networking is different than having a person who 
is invested in seeing you succeed. Students whose only mentors may be 
full- time writing teachers should look for additional opportunities within 
their community that would bring them into contact with writers who free-
lance, if not companies who use freelancers. Mentors should ideally be ten 
or twenty (or more) years ahead of you, actively trying to pull you up the 
ladder by making introductions or recommending your work.

Networking. A freelancer’s first clients often come from previous em-
ployers or an existing network. You tap the connections you already have, 
and build from there. Each job you successfully complete or each client 
you satisfy creates word of mouth. Each new editor you meet holds the 
seeds of new relationships with other editors. Former colleagues who be-
lieve in your work refer new opportunities your way. This is networking at 
its heart.

There are ways to nurture your network— like through literary citi-
zenship, discussed in chapter 2. And there are ways to undercut it. You 
should stay in touch with important connections beyond just the times 
you perform work or ask for work. Be helpful and generous in connecting 
others. Avoid being that person who speaks ill of her clients or other free-
lancers. Build a reputation as being easy and professional to work with. If 
you can, commit to a weekly networking practice: Invite a new person to 
coffee or lunch (and offer to pay), or attend a networking event with the 
goal of building at least one new professional relationship. Don’t meet only 
people who could give you work. Meet other writers, marketing people, 
tech entrepreneurs, and nonprofit folks. Allow network serendipity to work 
its magic.

Research industry events or conferences where you can meet people 
important to your freelance life. Invest in attending key events every year; 
go to see people and to be seen. Showing up where the opportunities are 
concentrated can be especially critical for those trying to build a freelance 
career outside of major cities.

Visibility. Visibility is about being seen continually and consistently by 
the people who are in a position to give you work. This is why some publi-
cations try to sell writers on “exposure.” If you write for free for a publica-
tion that has millions of readers and reaches influential people, then your 
name is being put in front of people who could contact you about paying 
work. (See chapter 3 on generating leads.) But there are a multitude of ways 
to become visible to your intended audience aside from writing for free. 
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Consider a podcast, a highly visible volunteer position, a regular teaching 
gig, a reading or event series you organize, a witty Twitter account.

However, visibility, early in your career, means saying yes to just about 
every opportunity that comes your way, even if it’s free labor. You may have 
to help people and organizations in ways that don’t benefit your bottom 
line to strengthen your network and create testimonials for your work. But 
you don’t have to say yes forever. If you produce quality work, word will 
spread, and you can start turning down the less desirable opportunities.

Time. Many experts advise writing or freelancing on the side until it 
overtakes your full- time work, to reduce your risk and experience a more 
seamless transition. Not everyone has the luxury of time, but if you do, 
then take small steps to build the assets above, not to mention your writing 
portfolio. You’ll gain confidence and resources needed for freelancing— or 
you may realize that it isn’t actually the dream you thought it was.

If you’re already freelancing on the side, list these gigs religiously in a 
spreadsheet. How did these opportunities come to you? How much did 
you earn? How much time did you spend on the work in relation to what 
you earned? It’s important to see and track where the work comes from as 
well as the profitability of the work.

deCisions you’ll faCe as a freelanCer
While you might aspire to a specific type of work, assume and plan from 
the outset that you’ll accept many types of gigs as you build toward the 
more desirable opportunities. Here are a few of the business questions 
you’ll face early on. (Be sure to read chapters 6, 7, and 17 for more back-
ground on these points.)

Generalist versus specialist. One of the most common debates in 
freelance circles is between generalists and specialists. Generalists are 
people who write and edit a wide range of material; they don’t target any 
one market but play the entire field as much as possible. Specialists, on the 
other hand, go deep into a particular subject or field.

Before the internet, it was easier to be a generalist, due to the many and 
varied paying, general- interest publications seeking content and accept-
ing pitches. Today, it typically benefits freelancers to specialize. Once your 
name becomes known and associated with a particular type of work, it will 
be easier to attract assignments. And once you can legitimately claim the 
title of expert, you can command higher rates.

Ultimately, it can be a question of personality. Some writers simply get 



230 } c h a p t e r  2 3

bored writing or editing one type of thing for years on end. But a general-
ist needs to be prepared to do more work to get assignments. Writing and 
research are also more time- consuming when you switch topics or genres 
frequently.

Consumer versus trade outlets. Consumer publications are those 
read by a general audience. In the magazine market, think Oprah, Real 
Simple, Popular Mechanics, or National Geographic. Trade outlets are 
mostly unfamiliar to the general public and target specific niche audi-
ences. Again, in terms of magazines, think Publishers Weekly, Tire Review, 
or Funeral Service Times.

General- interest or consumer outlets are perceived as sexier and more 
prestigious for a writer’s career, but with fierce competition to break in, 
getting work usually takes patience and a knack for pitching. Specialized 
outlets, while low- profile and unknown to the general public, usually pay 
just as well (if not better) and can provide more reliable income.

There’s nothing to say you can’t play both sides of the field, but a free-
lancer who needs to prioritize earnings should look through resources 
such as Writer’s Market to pinpoint publications that might provide an en-
try point to learning about a new field, gaining writing and editing chops, 
and earning an income. (Writer’s Market lists only paying markets.)

Service versus journalism. Service writing is the bread- and- butter of 
many websites and women’s magazines. Think of the pieces you see every 
day on health, beauty, relationships, and fashion. Publications that focus 
primarily on journalism include the New Yorker, Harper’s, the Atlantic, 
ProPublica, Vox, and countless others. It’s easier to get started writing and 
editing service pieces, and it typically requires less time, though it usually 
pays the same as journalism. However, literary writers and the publishing 
establishment tend to place more value on journalistic pieces than on ser-
vice.

Native advertising and content marketing. Freelancers have to 
decide if they’re willing to accept PR or publicity- related writing opportu-
nities alongside traditional gigs. Many writers do both but rarely talk about 
the corporate- sponsored writing they do (which usually doesn’t include 
their byline). See chapter 31 for background on this type of writing.

Participating in freelance marketplaces. A new freelancer will-
ing to work for little payment can try entering the market at the low end, 
pitching for projects at Upwork, Fiverr, and other freelance marketplaces 
(even Craigslist), where the per- word or per- project rate is extremely low. 
There is a never- ending stream of companies looking for cheap writers and 
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editors, and those who do well may build relationships and a track record 
that leads to better assignments. Some writers argue it’s better to avoid 
these race- to- the- bottom marketplaces, but those who are very new might 
find it difficult to secure better- paying work.

A potential middle ground for new freelancers is to take online classes 
at places such as MediaBistro, and earn some credentials and contacts in 
freelance writing and editing. Invest in membership (and educational op-
portunities) with freelance associations such as the Editorial Freelancers 
Association, the American Society of Journalists and Authors, and other 
groups that provide member perks and private job boards. Also seek out 
freelance marketplaces focused on just writers and editors, which usually 
attract better- quality projects than broad, general- interest freelance sites 
such as Upwork. For example, Freelance Writing Jobs (freelancewritinggigs 
.com) is a long- running website that rounds up freelance gigs every week-
day. Many of the jobs posted there are entry- level and good when you’re 
just starting out.

should you leave ConvenTional emPloymenT?
Until you commit to living without the security of a regular paycheck, it’s 
hard to behave as a full- time freelancer would. Your head space, time, and 
energy remain consumed with traditional employment, and you can be 
blind to opportunities around you. At some point, you must leap and as-
sume the net will be there. Inspired by Goethe, W. H. Murry wrote, in his 
1951 work The Scottish Himalaya Expedition:

The moment one definitely commits oneself, then Providence moves 
too. All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise 
have occurred. A whole stream of events issues from the decision, 
raising in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings 
and material assistance, which no man could have dreamed would 
have come his way.1

I find that largely true, but be careful when asking other people’s advice. 
By and large, people did not encourage me when I transitioned to free-
lance work. More often, they made me second- guess myself. Even when 
I announced I was leaving full- time employment, amid mostly positive 
messages I still received warnings: “You’ll go from a full- time job to a 24/7 
job.” “Welcome to the cliff. No parachute, golden or otherwise.”

The earlier you are in your career, the more patient you’ll need to be 
in building a client base and consistent income. If you give yourself a 
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deadline to reach some specified level of income, recognize that a year or 
two may not be enough. It can easily take that long just to lay the ground-
work for a stable business and to establish a steady stream of leads. Ideally, 
you should have a financial cushion before quitting a day job so that you 
can weather dry spells and avoid monthly scrambles to pay the bills. It 
takes time to develop your freelance rhythm and anticipate where the jobs 
will come from, as well as to gain the confidence and skills to secure the 
right work at the right price.
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24 :  freelanCe ediTing and relaTed serviCes

The work of an editor is often misunderstood, underappreciated, and 
maligned. This is partly because the roles editors play vary widely, even 
over the course of a single project and certainly across different types of 
publications. When working with a writer, an editor might act as coach, 
critic, champion, and wordsmith. Regardless of their role, a good editor 
must be respectful of the writer’s voice and intentions— while also pushing 
the work toward its full potential, whether that’s commercial potential or 
artistic potential (or often, both). An editor who leaves a project better than 
they found it is invaluable.

Writers interested in pursuing work as an editor should first understand 
the different stages of editing and where their skills can be best applied. 
Peter Ginna’s book What Editors Do is a comprehensive look at the field 
and highly recommended for those who wish to pursue editing as a full- 
time career. In this chapter, we’ll consider the basics of pursuing freelance 
editing work, primarily in the area of book publishing. But first, a caveat: 
Being a good writer does not make you a good editor. Aside from requir-
ing adept use of language, writing and editing are quite different activities. 
As an editor, you have to help writers realize their own aims, and not just 
impose your will. Editors who can’t step into the background aren’t doing 
their jobs well, will likely run into conflicts with writers, and will probably 
eventually quit.

high- level ediTors
Developmental editing and content editing fall under the broad category 
of high- level editing. This level of editing inevitably leads to revision and 
substantive changes in the writer’s work. If you work with a high- level ed-
itor, expect to do rewrites. Even if the editor assists in rewriting the man-
uscript to fix problems, the writer typically receives an extensive editorial 
letter and manuscript notations, with detailed advice for completing the 
revisions. In other cases the editor provides a more general manuscript 
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assessment, which summarizes the strengths and weaknesses of a manu-
script. An assessment doesn’t offer page- by- page advice on revision, but a 
broad overview of how to improve the work.

Developmental editors are most commonly used for nonfiction work, 
especially by traditional book publishers. They focus on a book’s struc-
ture and content, and if they work for a publisher, their job is to ensure 
the manuscript adheres to the vision set out in the book proposal or what 
everyone agreed to when the book was contracted. They get involved early, 
while the writing process is ongoing.

Content editing has more or less the same purpose as developmental 
editing— it’s focused on structure, style, and overall development, for both 
fiction and nonfiction. However, content editors don’t often work on an 
author’s manuscript while it’s still being written. You’ll sometimes hear 
the term “book doctor” used in connection with this type of work. A book 
doctor is someone who performs developmental or content editing on a 
manuscript, usually on a completed draft.

In his essay “Developmental Editing,” Paul McCarthy says, “A successful 
collaboration allows the author to feel sustained and liberated by knowing 
that she doesn’t have to bear the burden of creation, development, and 
refinement alone.”1 A developmental or content editor offers the writer 
someone to trust and lean on. The editor’s goal is always to produce the 
best book possible for the reader. They’re concerned with narrative arc, 
pacing, and missed opportunities. They do their best to suggest solutions 
to any inconsistencies or structural problems, always with an eye to im-
proving sales. Writers can of course be sensitive to feedback that leads to 
changing the book’s structure or eliminating entire chapters. If the writer 
trusts her editor, then she’ll be more likely to listen and accept that the 
editor may see things more clearly than she can.

To become a highly paid freelance editor typically requires some pub-
lishing experience— a combination of years spent at literary journals, mag-
azines, or book publishers. Such editors may work for publishing houses 
or for writers. If hired by the writer directly, it’s usually because the pub-
lisher or agent suggested the need for more help than either of them could 
provide. Other times, an author knows they need the work done before 
approaching an agent or publisher, or before self- publishing. Some writ-
ers are willing to pay thousands of dollars to work with an editor who has 
a New York trade publishing background and a track record of acquiring 
or producing best- selling authors. The more money that’s on the line, the 
more the editor will be expected to offer industry- specific feedback and 
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revision advice that will help the book succeed and compete in its genre. 
For this reason, most experienced editors specialize in specific genres or 
categories of work where they have in- depth knowledge and exposure to 
what sells. Until you have a proven track record, it may be difficult to secure 
the best- quality or best- paying clients.

surfaCe- level ediTors
Line editors, copy editors, and proofreaders mainly focus on sentence-  or 
paragraph- level editing. This work pays less than high- level editing and 
can be performed successfully by writers with little or no publishing in-
dustry experience. What is mainly required is expertise in grammar and 
punctuation, an eye for detail, and knowledge of style guides.

Line editing focuses on sentence structure, word use, and rhythm. Its 
goal is to create smooth and streamlined prose. Copyediting is generally 
more focused on correcting errors in grammar, syntax, and usage. Some 
copyeditors also fact- check and seek out inconsistencies or lapses in logic. 
Proofreading comes at the very end of the editorial process, after the book 
has been typeset. At this late stage, the proofreader is looking only for ty-
pos, formatting mistakes, and other egregious errors that shouldn’t make 
it to publication.

Just because you’re a writer who can produce error- free prose— or 
quickly catch a typo— don’t assume this qualifies you as a surface- level ed-
itor. It’s a specialized skill that necessitates some level of training or experi-
ence. MediaBistro offers courses in copyediting, and some universities do 
as well. These courses teach you grammar, etiquette for querying authors, 
how to apply house style and create a style sheet, and more.

relaTed Work
In addition to editors, publishers of all kinds are in need of indexers, fact- 
checkers, and translators. There are also more technical editing jobs re-
lated to online or Web- based material that require knowledge of HTML 
and CSS. Nearly all of these areas require coursework or experience to 
pursue.

Building an ediTing Business
As discussed in chapter 23, knowing the right person, or seeking jobs from 
former employers, can help provide a starting base of repeat work. There 
are also associations that can be helpful to join and marketplaces where 
you can look for jobs. Here are two of the best known:
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• Editorial Freelancers Association. This nonprofit, established 
in 1970 and based in New York City, is largely run by volunteers. It 
has chapters, events, and educational opportunities for members. 
One of its most important offerings is an online Job List; only EFA 
members can see the listings, but any individual can post a job for 
free (the -  efa .org).

• American Copy Editors Society. Another New York– based 
nonprofit, started in 1997, ACES evolved from a community of 
newspaper copy editors. Similar to the EFA, you’ll find an online job 
board, events, and educational opportunities (copydesk .org).

You can also ask publishing companies to add you to their pool of free-
lance editors. This typically requires taking a copyediting or proofreading 
test to prove you know what you’re doing. You may have to dig through a 
publisher’s website to find contact info or evidence of such a pool, if one 
is mentioned at all. As always, it helps to know someone or be referred 
by an existing editor at the company. Sometimes, if they’re short on free-
lancers, publishers will post open calls for help at the EFA, MediaBistro, 
or PublishersMarketplace. Keep a close eye on those job boards, as such 
opportunities tend to receive quick response from freelancers.

The dramatic increase in self- publishing activity and services has 
produced a corresponding need for editors. Companies such as Author 
Solutions and Amazon employ a sizable pool of freelance editors who are 
typically paid a flat, per- word rate, and remain anonymous— they never 
have to interact with authors. You can also put out your shingle at one of 
the growing marketplaces for independent authors seeking professional 
editing help, such as Reedsy or Bibliocrunch. At such sites, you create a 
profile that describes your services and credentials; authors can search the 
freelancer profiles for the right fit and contact you with project proposals. 
Typically, the work you’ll find through these marketplaces will pay a lower 
hourly rate than you might command elsewhere, but it can help you begin 
building a client base. Once you get the ball rolling, it gets easier over time, 
since new work often comes from word of mouth and referrals.

Regardless of the methods you use to find work, it’s essential to have a 
website that makes clear who you are and the services you provide. (It can 
be the same site as your writer website; just make sure you point visitors 
to your editing services clearly in the navigation.) As you gain experience, 
post testimonials from happy authors or a list of clients you’ve worked 
with. You may have to ask for specific feedback from your clients to get 
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your initial testimonials, and you shouldn’t be shy about it; make it part 
of the overall editing process. Most people will avoid hiring an editor who 
can’t provide evidence of quality past work.

Working WiTh ClienTs
In some cases, especially with publishing companies, being considered for 
your first job may require you to pass an editing test. But when a potential 
author looks to hire you, what kind of “test” makes sense?

Most writers are understandably anxious about paying someone a large 
sum of money for work that’s subjective and difficult to evaluate. How 
freelance editors go about determining if there’s a good “fit” between ed-
itor and author varies widely. In some cases— especially when it comes 
to higher- level editing— they may work on a sample chapter to help the 
author understand their approach and what value they offer.

As a general rule, the more credentialed and experienced the editor, the 
less likely they’ll offer to edit a sample chapter— whether for free or for pay. 
Such a person simply doesn’t need work that requires them to offer assur-
ances of fit; they have a sufficient number of clients who trust them based 
on past experience, reputation, or referral alone. Less experienced editors 
may offer to work on a small sample, but charge the author for it— offering 
the author an economical way to test the waters. Those who are most pro-
active in securing new work and proving themselves are most likely to offer 
a free editing sample.

Whatever process you decide on, it’s necessary to see some part of the 
manuscript before you agree to take on a job, so that you can understand 
the extent of the editing that might be required, see if you’ll be comfortable 
doing the work, and give an accurate estimate of cost. Some editors charge 
by the page or by the word; others charge by the hour. If you charge by the 
hour, you’ll have to determine how heavy or light the edit will be to offer 
an accurate quote. Sometimes clients— especially publishers— will advise 
you that the manuscript requires light, medium, or heavy editing, and offer 
a higher or lower flat fee (based on page or word count) based on their 
assessment of the editing required.

ParTing adviCe
Whether you’re a writer seeking editing jobs or a writer looking to hire an 
editor, understand that the current marketplace is overrun by mediocre 
and poor editors. As mentioned earlier, the growth of self- publishing has 
increased the number of people who are putting out shingles. There isn’t 
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any formal accreditation process for freelance editors; anyone can call 
themselves one, and many set up shop with little experience and few quali-
fications. Lots of people, then, can point to published works they’ve edited, 
but it’s not all of very high quality.

So it may take time to distinguish yourself from the crowd. You may end 
up specializing in a particular type of editing or working with a particular 
type of client to get your start. Many writers combine some teaching work 
with editing. They build their client list by offering online or in- person 
courses, and continue to work one- on- one with students seeking help after 
the course ends.
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25 :  TeaChing and online eduCaTion

In the 1980s and 1990s, it wasn’t an unreasonable expectation that an 
MFA graduate in creative writing could, with just a little experience and a 
modest track record of publication, find a full- time or tenure- track job at 
a four- year university. According to the AWP “Guide to Writing Programs,” 
between 1984 and 2004, the number of programs conferring undergradu-
ate creative writing degrees grew from 10 to 86, while graduate programs 
increased from 31 to 109. It was a very good time to be looking for a job 
teaching creative writing at the university level. Today, the number of pro-
grams is still growing, if not at the same rate, and the market has become 
flooded with MFA graduates. In 2015, there were 171 tenure- track creative 
writing jobs offered in the United States, compared to 3,000 to 4,000 new 
MFA or PhD graduates.

At the same time, universities are using more part- time and adjunct 
instructors, and tenure- track jobs aren’t as plentiful as they once were. 
Adjuncts typically earn between $3,000 and $7,000 per course taught, and 
benefits may be few. If you’re interested in adjunct teaching, take a look 
at the Chronicle of Higher Education’s “Adjunct Project” at data .chronicle 
.com for an idea of pay near you, and seek out universities with adjunct 
unions, where benefits are likely to be better. Even if you manage to teach 
three or four courses per semester, the income rarely approaches the level 
of tenure- track salaries, especially given the potential lack of benefits.

Because of increased competition for any open position, even part- time 
and temporary jobs, creative writing programs have increased their re-
quirements to the point that only a few are truly qualified to apply. To land 
almost any position in a creative writing program now requires a strong 
track record of publication, teaching experience, and the ability to cover 
classes in not just one core area of expertise but also a secondary area. 
Some programs are even beginning to require a PhD to apply. John War-
ner, an editor at McSweeney’s and longtime contingent faculty member, 
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bluntly stated, “There is no sustainable career path in academia for MFA 
holders in creative writing.”1

If landing a tenure- track creative writing position is nonetheless your 
goal, then to be competitive, you’ll need to focus on developing each of 
these components of your application package:

• publication of at least one book, with a steady and growing track 
record of other output

• teaching experience across multiple genres, at both undergraduate 
and graduate levels

• a stellar writing sample that will resonate with diverse members of a 
hiring committee

You should also follow the “Academic Jobs” wiki, studying the Creative 
Writing jobs page for the current year and past years to fully understand 
the landscape, what jobs are open, and what stage of the hiring process 
potential employers are at. AWP’s “Career Advice” page is also useful for 
those new to the academic job market and application process (www . awp 
writer .org /careers /career _advice).

When you apply for a position, you’ll often be competing against 
people who already hold teaching positions, usually as part- time or non- 
tenure- track staff. Other candidates may include recent graduates and 
well- established writers with award- winning work. To stand out will re-
quire much more than meeting the posted requirements. If this sounds 
daunting, what’s an MFA grad to do? Depending on your background and 
experience, there may be other university teaching jobs or staff positions 
you’re qualified for. Consider these possible opportunities:

• Student publications or student media adviser. Many 
universities have a full- time administrative staff or faculty 
member who oversees student media— newspapers, magazines, 
literary journals, and more. Sometimes teaching is part of the job, 
sometimes not.

• Journalism, electronic media, or communications 
departments. When I held a tenure- track faculty position, it 
wasn’t in creative writing but in the electronic media division at 
the University of Cincinnati. Students there earned a BFA degree to 
prepare them for jobs in any facet of the media industry— from TV 
and radio to video- game production. My specialization was writing 
and storytelling across media.
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• Marketing and publicity. Every university, and even some 
colleges within the university, have print and digital publications 
and marketing outreach that require skilled editors and writers.

Writers who wish to teach should also consider other types of schools and 
situations where an MFA degree can translate to a teaching or writing- 
related position, such as high schools, literacy programs, literary centers, 
and ESL programs. While you can start a teaching job search with well- 
known resources such as the AWP Job List, try casting a wider net by 
searching for “MFA in creative writing” or “writing teacher” on job aggre-
gation sites such as Indeed .com.

oPPorTuniTies in online eduCaTion
Recently, there has been considerable debate in academia about MOOCs 
(massive open online courses). When I discuss online teaching opportuni-
ties, however, I’m not talking about MOOCs. I’m talking about online writ-
ing courses offered by nonprofit organizations, for- profit businesses, and 
individual authors. Think about the courses you see advertised by Medi-
aBistro, Writer’s Digest, The Loft, Gotham Writers Workshop, and Creative 
Nonfiction magazine, as well as other continuing education opportunities 
marketed to non- degree- seeking adults.

Online courses typically have a shorter duration than traditional univer-
sity courses, and instructor pay is often based on a percentage of student 
registration fees. If the course is built to be scalable— meaning the instruc-
tor’s work doesn’t necessarily increase as more students enroll— then the 
return on investment of time is even greater. For courses that involve one- 
on- one student feedback, class sizes are generally kept manageable and 
offer competitive pay compared to adjunct positions, which usually carry 
higher workloads and more intensive time commitments. Many online 
courses are asynchronous, which means there are no set class times— the 
curriculum is available for students to read, study, or view on their own 
schedule. Instructors generally offer online office hours— interactive chat 
times— to answer student questions, but these too may be handled asyn-
chronously through message boards.

For those who have never before taught online, it’s helpful to get started 
by teaching with an established organization or business, so you can learn 
the basic tools and methods used to create a satisfying experience when 
students don’t meet the instructor in person— and may not interact with 
other students. However, any writer with some teaching experience, once 
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they know a few principles of online teaching, can get started if they have 
an effective way to market their course to prospective students. Today, 
there are affordable platforms with easy setup— allowing you to seam-
lessly accept payments and register students— so the technological barri-
ers of even a few years ago are no longer a reason to avoid online teaching. 
(A few of the most popular platforms for online teaching are Teachable, 
Pathwright, and ZippyCourses.)

The BasiCs of online TeaChing
The primary motivation for adult writers who take online classes is to ac-
quire new skills, complete a project they’ve started, or receive personalized 
feedback and instruction. People value the motivation and accountability 
a class can provide, and also appreciate the immediacy of online education 
in serving their needs. Freedom and flexibility are often critical for adult 
students— more important than even price. Ultimately, as with all types of 
education, a course’s success depends greatly on understanding or antici-
pating the needs of students, knowing how to teach them effectively about 
the topic at hand, and creating a structure around the material that leads 
to learning and engagement.

Deciding What to Teach and How
If you’re new to online teaching, I recommend choosing a class you’ve al-
ready taught multiple times, where the curriculum is ready to go. It’s also 
easier from a marketing perspective to teach topics you’re associated with, 
that you have demonstrated success in, or that you know would interest 
your past students.

The first question you’ll need to answer is how long will the course run. 
Unless you’re enthusiastic about “boot camp”– style courses that run only 
a weekend or a week, I recommend a minimum of four weeks and a max-
imum of twelve weeks. The second question is how much personalized 
attention (critique, live sessions, office hours) will be involved? The more 
interactive the course, the more you can charge, but obviously the more 
time you’ll need to commit as an instructor. These are the most common 
structures for online writing courses:

• Lecture- oriented. One lecture topic per week, with typically one 
large- scale project finished and critiqued by the end (e.g., first 25 
to 50 pages of a manuscript, a completed personal essay, a book 
proposal, etc.). Lectures in an online environment could mean live 
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video conference sessions (which require small classes), recorded 
video tutorials or lectures using software such as Camtasia or 
Screenflow, or written lectures.

• Critique- oriented. Alternate a lecture week with a critique/
discussion week; this works better when students are expected to 
produce 500 to 1,000 words at a time.

Discussions can take place asynchronously on a forum or through a private 
Facebook group. Keep in mind that discussions for the sake of discussion 
usually have low perceived value with online classes and are best when 
consolidated with feedback or critique of work. Critique or feedback can 
be offered in many ways, including traditional written critique by instruc-
tor (private), audiorecorded or audiovisual critique by instructor (private), 
and live interactive critique run like a traditional workshop, but this last 
option usually does not work well with an online course.

Developing Effective Video Lectures
If you choose to deliver curriculum via video, here are some of the best 
practices in the online education community:

Use visuals and don’t be a talking head. Hopefully, you already use 
PowerPoint, Keynote, Prezi, or some other slide- based presentation tool as 
part of your curriculum. If not, I suggest you develop slides. Use summary 
lists, imagery, graphics, and other visuals to reinforce the points you’re talking 
about. Images increase student engagement. If you give them just audio with 
a static visual (or a talking head), they tend to get bored and distracted. When 
you can’t think of anything, add a cat GIF. Attention will skyrocket.

Be prepared to share your slides in PDF form. One of the first 
things students will ask for is a copy of your lecture. If you’re uncomfort-
able sharing your slides, prepare a handout with the key ideas, lessons, 
resources, websites, or tips from your presentation. Having something in 
writing, like a tip sheet, is very helpful with online courses. Students appre-
ciate not having to search through recordings to find that one minute when 
you referenced a particular resource.

Break up your lecture into three-  to six- minute segments. It’s 
less daunting to tackle a video lecture when things are broken down into 
their smallest steps or components. This is the model used by Lynda .com, 
one of the most successful online education sites, owned by LinkedIn. 
(Side note: Lynda is an excellent resource for learning any kind of software 
or technical skill.)
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Whenever possible, build in next steps or actions. Students will 
learn better if they’re given a specific task or action after watching a lecture 
or series of lectures. Make them put what they’ve learned to work, or get 
them writing. This may not apply to all types of writing courses, but be cre-
ative. When you incorporate action steps into your curriculum, satisfaction 
will increase, because people feel like they’re accomplishing, creating, or 
learning something. Progress toward goals is inspiring.

Writing a Description of Your Course
For online courses, the description is critical in getting people to register. 
Write it in second- person, speaking directly to the students. The title and 
subtitle of your course should be as benefit- oriented as possible. Include 
specifics on what students will learn in the course— a bulleted list works 
great. Describe who should take the course; this gives prospective students 
confidence that your course is a good fit for them.

In addition to a week- by- week description of the course schedule or 
curriculum, offer a list of all the things the student will receive as part of the 
course: ten lectures, three critiques, handouts or worksheets, and so on. 
Offer testimonials or praise from past students, even if they’re traditional 
students from a university setting. Finally, offer a bio that focuses on your 
qualifications to teach the course. If you need a model, follow the lead of 
established online course sites such as Gotham’s WritingClasses .com.

Marketing Your Course
If you’re not working with an established organization with a marketing 
list, this is the most difficult challenge (as it is with book marketing): how 
will you spread the word about your course and get people to enroll? The 
answers are as varied as writers. Most first steps include mentioning the 
course on social media, writing blog posts at relevant, well- trafficked sites 
(while course enrollment is open), and getting others who know your work 
to mention or recommend the course to potential students. One popu-
lar tactic is to offer a brief, free presentation (such as a single lecture or 
a one- hour tutorial) to promote course registration. The trick, however, 
is building awareness for the free offering— which usually requires the 
same tactics as getting enrollment in the first place, or promoting your 
work through the skills we covered in part 4. Once you’ve run a few online 
courses, you’ll have a base of students who are interested in future oppor-
tunities in learning with you, and who will spread the word to their friends 
and writing groups if they had a positive experience.
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26 :  ConTesTs, Prizes,  granTs, felloWshiPs

If you’re a literary writer, working on projects in which artistic excellence 
is a top priority, there are thousands of prizes, grants, and fellowships you 
can apply for, including some that offer financial support. As you might ex-
pect, competition is fierce for the highest- profile awards (such as National 
Endowment for the Arts grants), but many others are within reach of new 
writers. As with so many things in the business of writing and publishing, it 
behooves you to focus on small and local awards first, and use each win as 
a stepping- stone to larger recognition or prizes. Let’s first review the major 
types of opportunities:

• Contests/competitions. If you’ve ever flipped through a 
writers’ magazine, you’ve probably seen a multitude of listings 
for writing contests, almost all focused on unpublished work. 
There’s a competition for every conceivable genre and form, from 
commercial to literary, short to long. Most charge an entry fee. 
Some competitions are run as for- profit enterprises, while others 
are nonprofit and use entry fees to cover administration and 
judging costs.

• Awards and prizes. Published work may be eligible for a different 
range of awards, although you may not be eligible to apply for them. 
For the most prestigious awards, nominations may be restricted to 
publishers or guided by a formal process. It’s rare to find a well- 
known prize in publishing that is also a for- profit endeavor.

• Fellowships. While this term is used for many different types of 
awards, it most commonly refers to positions offered by university 
creative writing programs to post- MFA students or published 
writers. Fellowships come with a significant stipend— possibly 
large enough to cover modest living expenses. Fellowships may be 
months- long or even years- long.
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• Residencies. Residencies offer writers a specific place where they 
can spend focused time on their work, often for free. The length of 
the residency may be anywhere from a few days to a few months. 
The writer may be expected to interact with the community in 
some way, by giving readings or running workshops. Residencies 
can happen literally anywhere: universities, libraries, businesses, 
resorts— even airports and trains. (Amtrak announced writer 
residencies in 2014.1)

• Grants. A grant is quite simply a gift of money. While an 
application process is required for nearly every opportunity 
discussed above, a grant application is typically a more formal and 
extensive document that can be daunting for the average writer to 
produce. Granting agencies may require a budget plan that outlines 
the specific funding required, even though the project may only be 
in the idea stage when the application is due.

Some of these opportunities offer very generous support for artists and 
writers, but you should never expect to sustain your writing life exclu-
sively through financial awards, residencies, or fellowships. They may be 
essential for a particular project or provide economic relief over a period 
of time, but they’re not reliable or dependable income over the long term 
of a career.

evaluaTing and enTering ConTesTs and ComPeTiTions
Writers should exercise caution when entering contests. The potential re-
wards may be very low, and the cost to enter high. Still, contests can play 
an important role in helping emerging writers get noticed and achieve rec-
ognition for work that might otherwise go unnoticed.

The reason contests can be so tricky is that anyone can start them (and 
anyone does!), and they can be profit centers for businesses that run them. 
When I worked for Writer’s Digest, the revenue from competition entry fees 
approached a million dollars per year. The number of contest entries was 
a budgeted line item in the revenue forecast, and if the projected number 
was not achieved on time, the contest deadline was often extended to col-
lect more entries.

While there’s nothing inherently wrong or fraudulent about a contest 
that produces a profit, the prize should be meaningful enough to justify the 
entry fee the writer is paying, whether it’s a monetary prize, a publishing 
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contract, or something else. The ego boost from winning a contest is nice, 
but to make business sense it should advance your career or make you vis-
ible to the right people in the community.

Some writers love contests (and become a bit addicted to them) be-
cause they provide external motivation to complete work, plus there’s the 
anticipation of possibly winning. A win can look good in a query or cover 
letter, and help indicate that your work stands out in a crowd. Whatever 
your reasons for entering contests, you must adequately research them 
before you submit your work, even if there is no entry fee. Here’s what to 
look for:

• Read the guidelines and fine print. This is boring and tedious, 
but necessary. Some contests, especially those run by publishing 
companies and media organizations, claim all kinds of rights to 
your work, whether you win or not. By entering, you’re agreeing 
to their terms, which are rarely negotiable after the fact. You may 
not care about such terms the day you enter the contest, but 
think about the ramifications down the road, if the work becomes 
publishable and of value, and a third party holds either exclusive or 
nonexclusive rights.

• Are the guidelines clear and professional? If the guidelines 
are confusing, contradictory, or seem hastily put together, avoid 
the contest. Sloppiness may carry over into the judging, prize 
fulfillment, and overall handling of submissions.

• Who are the judges? You want judges whose names you 
recognize or who are strongly associated with the type of work the 
contest is for. Be aware, however, that with large contests, entries are 
first screened by anonymous, low- level judges or staff, who winnow 
down the initial pool. This isn’t a problem, but don’t expect that the 
publicized judge will see your work unless you make it to the final 
round. Some contests that have multiple rounds will inform you of 
your entry’s progress— or even send you the judge’s comments— 
but such engagement takes a lot of administration work and usually 
means higher entry fees. In other cases, you won’t know how far 
your entry made it.

• How long has the contest been around? Or, if it’s a new contest, 
how long has the sponsoring organization or business existed? Do 
you trust the organization or business to run the contest well?
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• Compare the entry fees to the prizes— or other perks. A 
high entry fee doesn’t necessarily mean a contest is suspect. High 
entry fees may be justified when writers submit a lot of material for 
consideration, such as a full- length manuscript, or receive specific 
feedback. Significant monetary prizes, or multiple prizes (for 
runners- up), can also justify higher entry fees.

• What has the contest done for past winners? Have they gone 
on to secure book deals? Are they now accomplished authors? 
Or is the contest win the only accolade on their bio? Competition 
sponsors bear responsibility for publicizing the winners of the 
contest and helping them get recognition. Run Google searches on 
the contest and see what media outlets report on the results. If you 
can find no one talking about the contest or its results, that’s not a 
good sign for the winners.

• Is the prize a publishing contract? It’s not uncommon for small 
presses, university presses, and others that specialize in literary 
work to run contests that lead to a publishing deal. In such cases, 
it’s critical to understand what the publishing contract looks like 
before you enter, assuming that it’s not negotiable if you win the 
contest. Usually the advance is predetermined, as are royalties. 
Sometimes it’s possible to have an agent negotiate the finer points, 
but don’t expect it. Also study the books of past winners and see 
how they were distributed and publicized. Would you be happy 
with the same treatment?

It’s becoming more common for literary journals to subsidize their op-
erations by running regular, entry- fee contests, which may in fact be the 
primary way for writers to submit their work for consideration. Examples 
include Glimmer Train and Creative Nonfiction. Sometimes that entry 
fee also gets you a subscription to the publication. The staff reviews your 
submission within the framework of the contest, and “winning” results in 
publication and payment, just as if you’d submitted under normal condi-
tions with a reading fee.

The value of Prizes
Prizes for published work can be desirable for more than just the prestige 
and recognition that comes with winning. Some include cash awards, 
and the better- known prizes can boost book sales over the long term. In a 
media landscape where it’s increasingly difficult to get attention for one’s 
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work, prizes can offer a publicity shortcut to authors and publishers (it 
becomes an easy marketing and PR angle), but can also benefit readers 
(prize- winning work is more likely to be worth their while).

Prizes can be roughly divided into two categories: those for which au-
thors can nominate themselves, and those that are open to publishers 
only. One of the best- known award series, the Pen Center USA awards, 
allows both authors and publishers to submit work for consideration. But 
some of the most prestigious awards, such as the National Book Award 
and National Magazine Awards, only allow entries or nominations from 
publishers.

Most people understand the value of winning a prize like the National 
Book Award. But what about prizes you haven’t heard of— or new prizes? 
What about prizes for self- published work, which often require entry fees? 
Judging the value of prizes isn’t so different from judging the value of a 
competition, as described above. Always look at the prize announcements 
and how much marketing and publicity the winners receive. Look at past 
winners and see how the prize is worked into their marketing copy, book 
covers, or author websites. Where and how extensively have prize winners 
been publicized? If the prize is highly valued by a particular community— 
such as teachers, librarians, professors, or professionals in a specific 
field— then it may help lead to better book sales and distribution.

Be careful about pursuing a prize (or a contest for unpublished work) 
that’s operated primarily as a for- profit venture. The business or organi-
zation behind it may be playing to authors’ desire for validation, and then 
making money off promotional packages marketed to finalists or winners. 
If you’re pitched the “opportunity” to spend hundreds or thousands of dol-
lars to buy advertising about your prize or to attend an awards ceremony, 
it’s probably not a prize you’ll benefit much from winning.

With any prize, contest, or competition, be cautious if it appears to be a 
new or unknown operation. Entry fees add up quickly, and you can easily 
spend hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars trying to win something. You 
can also end up wasting your time pursuing prizes that don’t matter to 
anyone in your community. If someone hasn’t heard of the prize, then the 
burden falls on you to explain its significance if you’re to gain any mar-
keting or career benefit from it. Be sure a contest or a prize will at least 
potentially open doors for you with the right people, and pursue it with a 
larger strategy in mind, rather than a validation- seeking one.

Some writers are incredibly astute and closely study what wins in spe-
cific contests, looking for bias that may be exhibited by the judges. It is 
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indeed smart to avoid submitting work that doesn’t align with the exhib-
ited taste and proclivities of a contest. Look for an opportunity that will 
give your work the best chance possible— just as you do when submitting 
your work for publication.

aPPlying for felloWshiPs, residenCies, and granTs
As with publishing credits, it can be useful to get your feet wet and build 
a track record of success by applying for smaller, less well known residen-
cies or grants (especially from local, regional, and state funding resources), 
rather than aiming straight for the top (National Endowment for the Arts).

Grants and other funding opportunities can usually be subdivided into 
those for emerging artists (those at the beginning of their career), and 
those for established or distinguished artists. Beyond that, programs may 
focus on supporting specific artistic projects; providing need- based funds; 
offering career fellowships; facilitating travel, research, or study; or other 
aspects of artists’ careers. You can find listings of opportunities in writers’ 
magazines, especially the AWP Chronicle and Poets & Writers, as well as by 
subscribing to Hope Clark’s Funds for Writers (fundsforwriters .com) and 
following Mira’s List on Facebook.

These opportunities often require a significant time commitment from 
the writer, both in preparing the application and in accepting the opportu-
nity should it be offered. Sometimes they are life- changing events that re-
quire temporary relocation, and shouldn’t be pursued unless you can take 
time away from traditional employment or family responsibilities. Here are 
the materials you’ll likely need for an application:

• Work samples. The samples should showcase your best and most 
relevant work. Some applications require you submit only new 
work. It may seem obvious to say so, but it is next to impossible to 
apply for anything if you are not already producing quality work 
that can be read and evaluated. Still, some writers are under the 
mistaken belief they can receive awards based on intent alone. 
Don’t wait for permission from an external source to get started 
on a project; committees and others who decide on awards always 
look at writers’ motivation and dedication as a sign of whether they 
would be responsible and worthy recipients of resources or funds.

• Letters of recommendation. These should come from people 
very familiar with you and your work, who have been your 
advocates over many years. Some applications require letters from 
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someone within a specific field or with a specific background 
relevant to the opportunity. Sometimes you’ll be asked only for a 
reference list; as with the letters, choose people who know your 
work well.

• Curriculum vitae or resume. It’s smart to set a calendar 
reminder to update your CV and resume every three to six months. 
Adding new publications and other professional activities on a 
regular basis will help you avoid the painful process of trying to 
recall or research years’ worth of activity.

Additionally, you may be asked for:

• Project description or proposal. This explanation of your 
writing project can be very straightforward— say, to finish a book 
manuscript, of which you’re sending a sample. Other times, it may 
be quite complex, such as when you’re seeking funding for an 
artistic collaboration or event.

• Writer’s or artist’s statement. This statement sets out your 
philosophy or purpose in writing. It can be challenging to write, 
but fortunately it doesn’t have to be long— usually not more than 
300 words. You can search online for examples and inspiration— 
but you’ll know yours is close to the mark when nothing in it could 
be seamlessly inserted into someone else’s statement.

• Statement of need. For opportunities that focus on providing 
funds or resources to artists in need, you’ll have to provide details 
about your economic situation.

• Budget. When applying for a grant, you may be asked to provide 
a budget of how the money will be spent. (Yes, you are allowed to 
budget a stipend, salary, or other income for yourself.) While it can 
be difficult to draft a budget for something that does not yet exist, 
express yourself with a level of confidence. Don’t slip into language 
that makes it sound like you’re desperate and can’t succeed without 
funds.

Your application has to express a coherent vision for your artistic project 
or career. Don’t expect the committee to connect the dots as to your career 
path and goals; tell a convincing story that shows how the opportunity 
you’re applying for is the most natural and strategic next step for your pro-
gression as an artist.

For more on putting together applications and proposals, I highly 
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recommend Gigi Rosenberg’s book The Artist’s Guide to Grantwriting. Her 
advice works equally well for fellowship and residency opportunities and 
for traditional grant proposals. It also helps if you can possibly find past 
grant proposals that were successful; these are sometimes made available 
to applicants.
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27 :  CroWdfunding and donaTions

In recent years, a new and encouraging response has appeared to the pe-
rennial question “Who pays writers?” The readers themselves have become 
key funders— through crowdfunding campaigns or regular donations.

By now, everyone has heard of Kickstarter. Such crowdfunding cam-
paigns require a writer to mobilize a community or fan base, both to 
support the project and to spread the word to other potential supporters. 
How do you develop that sort of community or fan base in the first place? 
Typically, years of effort go into developing a readership— or at least a 
professional network. In other words, it’s a strategy most appropriate for 
someone with a decent platform, especially online, as discussed in part 4.

First, we’ll cover whether this is the right strategy for you, then look at 
different types of crowdfunding efforts, and finally discuss what’s involved 
in launching a successful campaign.

is CroWdfunding righT for you?
First, a project being considered for crowdfunding should be easily defined 
and have a specific endpoint. People feel more comfortable supporting 
projects that have tangible goals. If your project is open- ended in its goals 
or its duration, then an ongoing donations model might be a better fit (see 
below).

Second, if you don’t use social media, or you feel uncomfortable di-
rectly asking people for money, then you may not have a successful cam-
paign unless you can enlist other people to do the asking for you. Most 
crowdfunding campaigns last thirty days, and each and every one of those 
days needs to be spent spreading the word about your project and asking 
people for money. It can’t just happen once at the start of the campaign 
and once at the end. Most potential donors will need to see your appeal 
several times before it even registers in their memory— and not only that, 
they will likely need to be personally approached via email or social media 
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and asked to donate. For some writers, this produces so much psycholog-
ical stress that it’s not worth the monetary reward.

Finally, the entire process will be easier if the marketing tools you’re 
using are thoroughly familiar to you and you have established networks 
in place. If you sign up for a social media account (e.g., Twitter) only for 
the sake of your crowdfunding campaign, or start doing something online 
that’s completely out of the ordinary for you, it’s not likely to go well. You’ll 
be too busy getting accustomed to the tools, and the community will resent 
you for showing up only to market to them.

TyPes of CroWdfunding CamPaigns
Crowdfunding services come in several flavors, and one of your first deci-
sions will be what type of campaign you’ll run:

• Win it all or lose it all. This is the classic Kickstarter model: if 
you reach the dollar goal that you set, you receive the full amount, 
minus fees (around 8– 10 percent). If you don’t reach the goal, you 
receive nothing.

• Receive what you raise. In this scenario, if you don’t reach your 
goal, you still receive the amount you raised, but the administrative 
fees are higher. Indiegogo is one of the biggest players in this space.

• Reach the goal and get published. If you raise the required 
amount set by a publishing company— which provides you with the 
fundraising platform— then your book is accepted for publication. 
As of this writing, this model is limited to a handful of companies, 
including Inkshares in the United States and Unbound in the 
United Kingdom.

So why would anyone choose the “all or nothing” model? Interestingly, 
studies show that campaigns are more successful under that model— it 
tends to spur more donations and support, not to mention more commit-
ment from the person campaigning.

Publishers that use crowdfunding are considered “hybrid publishers”— 
companies that mix self- publishing and traditional publishing approaches. 
Because such companies are only a few years old, the jury is still out on 
their value to authors and the larger publishing community. Authors 
considering them as a partner should look closely at their track record of 
getting coverage and sales through traditional trade outlets (bookstores, 
libraries, and mainstream media).
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launChing a suCCessful CroWdfunding CamPaign
With the classic Kickstarter model, the number- one factor in whether you 
reach your goal is whether you were smart about setting that goal in the 
first place. It seems obvious, but many people plug in a “nice to have” or 
otherwise arbitrary number that isn’t based on a realistic calculation of 
what they might hope to raise given their current resources or network.

Bethany Joy Carlson of The Artist’s Partner, a crowdfunding consul-
tancy, recommends every author begin by quantifying the resources they 
have in hand when the campaign starts, including the size of their email 
list, the number of people they reach via social media, and confirmed do-
nation amounts from known benefactors (even if it’s your mom). Carlson 
says you can estimate somewhere between a 5 to 20 percent response rate 
on an email list, with a median campaign pledge amount of $25. For social 
media posts, she recommends assuming about a 1 percent response rate.1 
(Those who use Mailchimp or similar services should base their calcula-
tions on their list’s average open and click rates, which will be most accu-
rate for such projections.)

Before the crowdfunding campaign even begins, you should have a few 
“benefactors” lined up who will make donations within the first day after 
launch. This seed money inspires confidence in the campaign and encour-
ages others who view your appeal to donate. Carlson’s research shows that 
campaigns that reach 40 percent of their funding goal within the first day 
are far more likely to succeed.

There are many other factors that encourage people to donate, includ-
ing the description that pitches your project (the marketing copy), a cam-
paign video, perks for various donation levels, and your ability to gather 
influencers to help spread the word. Carlson offers a free, in- depth series 
about every major aspect of crowdfunding at her website, theartistspartner 
.com.

donaTions and TiP Jars
If crowdfunding sounds difficult and time consuming, that’s because it 
is. And, as indicated earlier, it’s not appropriate for every type of project. 
Sometimes, it’s better to pursue donations, whether passively (e.g., add a 
tip jar to your site) or more actively (mention donations as important to 
your work, frequently and briefly wherever you go, online and offline).

As a stellar example of a donations- driven operation, Maria Popova of 
Brain Pickings sustains herself through a combination of donations and 
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affiliate marketing (see chapter 29). At her site and in her newsletter, read-
ers are encouraged to donate on an ongoing monthly basis or to make a 
one- time donation via PayPal. Perhaps tellingly, she calls her donors “pa-
trons,” making them feel that they’re supporting an important artistic en-
deavor or cause, not just paying for content.

Anyone from bloggers to podcasters to journalists can put a “donate” 
button on their site by simply signing up for a PayPal account and pasting 
some code into a widget. It takes little effort, but just having the button 
doesn’t mean the donations will start rolling in. This approach makes the 
most sense, and yields the most benefit, when you are actively posting or 
distributing free content— as in the case of Popova and other bloggers like 
her. You can expect the amount of donations to be strongly tied to how 
much traffic your site receives, so this isn’t a model that will work for 
people whose sites are ghost towns.

A more formal way to go about collecting donations is Patreon. While 
Patreon takes a cut of your donations (about 10 percent), it’s a useful 
platform because it shows the cumulative amount of money that’s been 
donated, which helps persuade others to join the circle of support. To en-
courage donations, you can offer perks or rewards to donors, similar to 
what’s done through crowdfunding. A quick scan of successful Patreon 
users will generate ideas quickly about what’s attractive: advance access 
to content, social media shout- outs, patron- only access to the authors/
creators, and so on.
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28 :  memBershiPs,  suBsCriPTions, 
and PayWalls

The use of donations to encourage support of creative endeavors is an ideal 
approach for individual writers and small operations; it usually comes with 
low administrative costs and doesn’t require special tools. For more com-
plex operations with significant overhead, consistent and reliable revenue 
becomes desirable. Subscriptions or memberships offer ways of leveling 
up operations, and while well suited to the digital age, both business prac-
tices have been with us for centuries.

Subscriptions tend to be straightforward pay- for- content transactions. 
“Membership” is a more community-  and relationship- focused approach, 
akin to patronage, that encourages levels of support that go beyond paying 
for a specific piece of content at a specific price. It engenders the notion 
of joining and supporting a group, a movement, or a philosophy, not just 
an individual or publication. As an example, in 2014 Slate rolled out Slate 
Plus, a membership program that offers early access to articles, exclusive 
newsletters, and discounts to live events.

There is ongoing debate as to whether large- scale, legacy print pub-
lications like the New York Times might do better as nonprofits with a 
membership model— whether “relationships” could reliably pay their 
bills. As of today, paywalls and formal subscription models are consid-
ered fundamental to such institutions’ continuance. Paywalls, however, 
present a high- risk business model, given that few readers are willing to 
pay for online content unless it’s so unique and vital that it can’t be re-
placed by the mountains of readily available free content. Thus, paywalls 
have largely failed, especially for news- driven publications, whose con-
tent is likely to be undifferentiated or a regurgitation of what can be found 
elsewhere.

Individual writers can also be successful with formal membership 
programs or subscription plans. The lines between being a “member”, a 
“subscriber”, or a “donor” are in fact very blurry. Sometimes the differences 
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are a question of marketing or an organization’s status as for- profit or non-
profit.

suCCessful memBershiP or suBsCriPTion Programs
Launching a membership program requires an in- depth understanding of 
your target readership and what kind of benefits they would desire and 
consider meaningful. A venture with membership at its core usually re-
quires an established reader base that can be studied and surveyed first.

An example of this type of progression can be found in the case of Ben 
Thompson’s successful website Stratechery. In 2013 Thompson launched 
his blog- based publication, which focuses on informed analysis of the 
tech industry. His posts, offering unique, high- quality content, were well 
received and widely shared by the community, and he soon had a steady 
readership of about forty thousand unique visitors per week.1 In 2014 he 
launched a subscription program. Exemplifying that blurry line I men-
tioned, it also exhibits qualities and benefits of a membership program— 
including three tiers of access:

• Conversation ($5/month). Ability to comment on articles and 
receive the full RSS feed.

• Content ($10/month). All of the above, plus access to Thompson’s 
daily linked- list articles.

• Community ($30/month). All of the above, plus meet- ups with 
and email access to Thompson.2

Within about six months, Thompson had over a thousand subscribers and 
was earning more than $100,000 for his content, even though a portion 
of his content remained free. (He’s now up to two thousand subscribers.) 
The churn rate of Stratechery is low— 90 percent of his subscribers renew, 
a nearly unheard of renewal rate in traditional magazine publishing.3 
Thompson said about his success, “Stratechery  .  .  . serves a niche, and 
niches are best served by making more from customers who really care 
than from milking pennies from everyone.”4

For membership offerings tied to large- scale publications, such as Slate 
Plus, to offer something meaningful to their members often requires add-
ing staff. Slate hired two full- time staffers to work on Slate Plus, and other 
staff also participate in generating exclusive content. Still, when surveyed, 
a considerable number of Slate Plus members said they joined because 
they like Slate and wanted to support its operations, not for the extra perks 
and benefits.
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With or without a formal membership program, individual writers and 
publications should give some thought to how they cultivate and reward 
readers’ loyalty and desire for involvement. For example, journalist Ann 
Friedman encourages a form of “membership” by asking people to pay $5 
per year to receive the special edition of her email newsletter, which in-
cludes perks not included in the regular edition.

making PayWalls Pay
For a paywall to work, the content it protects has to be worth paying for. 
Unlike membership programs, which can be introduced at any time and 
don’t entirely lock out nonpaying readers, paywalls can be impossible to 

dealing WiTh Tax imPliCaTions
When you begin earning money from your website or online content, you’ll 
quickly run into two big questions: How is this income reported to the IRS? 
and Do I need to collect taxes on digital products and services that I sell?

Some payment processors you may use (such as PayPal) report your in-
come to the IRS and you’ll receive a 1099 form during tax season. If you’ve 
ever received a book advance or freelance payment, the income is reported 
in the same way. The income is untaxed, and you must determine if quarterly 
payments are necessary. Some companies will not report your income to 
the IRS, but of course you still have to report it. I recommend using free 
accounting software such as Wave or ZipBooks to keep records if you’re not 
doing so already.

As for taxes on digital content and services, tax law dramatically varies de-
pending on what state you live in, what product or service you are selling, and 
even where the purchaser lives. Some third- party services will apply the cor-
rect taxes on your behalf (and possibly even remit them), and well- developed 
e- commerce solutions for Wordpress sites, such as WooCommerce, will cal-
culate correct product taxes and help you stay on the right side of the law. 
But fair warning: This can be an enormous headache depending on the state 
you live in, and if you do need to collect taxes, you’ll also need to secure a 
state license before you begin selling. To research tax laws in your state, visit 
www .taxjar .com /states. Finally, the European Union requires you pay taxes to 
them if you sell certain digital goods to EU residents; you may want to avoid 
selling to EU customers if you’re not prepared to navigate that quagmire.
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implement if the readership is accustomed to receiving your content for 
free. (Slate attempted to implement a paywall early in its history and had 
to abandon it— although not before losing a huge number of readers, who 
took a long time to return.)5

But this introduces a horrible Catch- 22: if it’s necessary to implement a 
paywall from the start, how do you get subscribers, people willing to pay 
for content sight unseen? Online marketing and publicity is also hampered 
when content can’t be easily shared via social media: nonsubscribers may 
be intrigued by a posted link, but will hit the paywall as soon as they click 
to read.

Perhaps the most popular solution to this dilemma is the “porous” pay-
wall: allow nonsubscribers a certain amount of access, then prompt them 
to subscribe as they near the specified limit. This model is used by the New 
York Times, the New Yorker, Virginia Quarterly Review, and many other 
publications. Another solution is to regularly make selected articles freely 
available outside of the paywall. This is the model used by publications 
such as Harper’s and n+1, and is quite popular with literary journals. Addi-
tionally, some publications— whether they have a paywall or not— publish 
a range of online- only content that serves as a marketing and promotion 
tool for print or digital subscriptions. The Paris Review blog is an example; 
none of the journal’s print content is available on its website.

Technology that supports paywalls and subscriber- only content is now 
widely available, regardless of an individual’s or publication’s budget. If 
a subscriber or member model is something you’re serious about trying, 
there are countless plug- ins for Wordpress- based sites that can implement 
a paywall, or otherwise offer subscriber or membership functionality, such 
as Zeen 101.
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29 :  adverTising and affiliaTe inCome

As discussed in my overview of the magazine and online media industries 
(chapters 6 and 7), advertising has been the traditional means of sustain-
ing both small, for- profit publications and large media conglomerates. The 
audience gains access to content for free or at reduced cost in exchange for 
being exposed to some type of advertising or sponsorship message. That 
model is now under tremendous strain. Advertising dollars are shifting 
away from traditional channels and into social media and mobile environ-
ments, while at the same time online forms of display advertising are per-
ceived to have low value because of unlimited supply and low engagement. 
Ad- blocking software— which allows readers to prevent ads from appear-
ing in a browser— has further exacerbated the problem and contributed to 
industry debate on how to deal with a readership increasingly avoidant of 
or even hostile toward ads. (Thus the no less controversial growth of native 
advertising and content marketing, discussed in chapter 31.)

Still, advertising can contribute some income— or a lot— to a writer who 
manages to accumulate significant readership, especially if the audience 
has qualities desirable to potential advertisers. And softer forms of adver-
tising, such as affiliate marketing, also offer considerable money- making 
potential.

adverTising CaTegories and TyPes
There are three main categories of advertising you’re likely to deal with:

• Google Adsense. This program, which anyone can participate in, 
grants ad space to Google on your site. The ad space automatically 
populates each time the site is loaded by a user, based on what 
Google thinks will interest that user or your audience. It’s possible 
to disallow certain types of ads and control what the ad space looks 
like, to ensure it fits with your mission or brand. When visitors click 
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on the ads, Google gets paid by advertisers, and you get paid by 
Google.

• Ad networks. Ad networks operate similarly to Adsense but 
usually specialize in a specific type of advertising client or content. 
For example, the Litbreaker ad network focuses on the publishing 
and literary community and claims to reach more than three 
million book lovers. Many publication sites you probably know 
and read serve ads from Litbreaker, including the Paris Review, 
Guernica, The Millions, and The Rumpus. You typically have to apply 
to be accepted into an ad network and abide by certain terms and 
conditions.

• Direct placement. If you have potential advertisers approaching 
you directly, you essentially become your own ad manager and 
salesperson, and can strike deals directly for whatever terms are 
mutually agreeable. Sites that use Wordpress can use plug- ins such 
as Ad Rotate to help automate ad management.

For low- traffic sites— or newcomers to the world of online advertising— 
Google Adsense is the first and best choice, and will train you in the lan-
guage and customs of the online ad industry. Ad networks work well for 
all types of sites, from high- traffic sites to niche or specialized sites with 
loyal audiences. Direct placement is more likely in the case of niche or 
specialized sites, where an advertiser specifically wants to reach your au-
dience.

The types of advertising you accept are limited only by your imagination 
and the types of ad vehicles you can create. The most common forms of 
advertising run on websites and blogs, but because this type of advertising 
is known to perform poorly, there’s typically more growth and potential in 
areas such as email, video, and sponsorship. Here are some major types of 
advertising to be aware of.

Website Display Ads
Display ads use images, audio, or video to attract attention. The most com-
mon form of display ad may be embedded throughout the content you’re 
trying to read, or may appear as a banner (at the top of the site) or a sky-
scraper (running the length of the site). Because display ads bog down the 
loading of a website, especially on mobile devices, ad blockers have be-
come a popular method to prevent them from loading or displaying. Ads 
are paid for based on the number of impressions delivered, or number of 
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clicks (known as PPC, or pay- per- click). When the number of impressions 
goes down, it hurts a website’s ability to attain the numbers required for 
sustained ad revenue.

Pop- Ups and Road Blockers
These are perhaps the most despised form of advertising because they de-
lay or impede a reader’s ability to get to the content. However, pop- ups 
and other forms of blatant intrusion do work— not least because people 
accidentally end up clicking on them or giving in to whatever demand is 
being made.

Text- Based Ads
Envision the ads that appear in search engines— usually a headline with 
a few lines of text and a link. These are text- based ads, which are the most 
common form of ad after display ads. They are generally regarded as the 
least intrusive form of advertising, but they can be unattractive from an 
aesthetic perspective.

Email Advertising
Email newsletters may carry display advertising, text- based advertising, 
and/or classified- style advertising. Rates for advertising in email newslet-
ters can be just as high, if not higher, than for website advertising, since 
email readers tend to be more highly engaged than website or blog visi-
tors. Some publications also offer advertisers the opportunity to purchase 
a dedicated email blast, where the advertiser gets to send an entire email 
(that they write and design) to the publication’s email list. Publications 
are typically cautious about striking such deals because they predictably 
lead to high unsubscribe rates from readers who consider such blasts to 
be spam.

Video Ads
Pre- roll and mid- roll ads may be inserted in videos and are quite similar to 
TV- style advertising. Such ads are usually no longer than 5 to 15 seconds, 
unless the video content is a long segment or show, in which case, a stan-
dard 30- second or one- minute spot may be used. It’s also possible for text- 
based advertisements to be superimposed on a video while it’s playing. 
Anyone with videos available on YouTube can give YouTube permission 
to place advertisements in their videos automatically, and then get a cut of 
the revenue. (YouTube is owned by Google.)
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Sponsorships
What’s the difference between a sponsorship and an advertisement? On 
the surface, there can be very little difference, but typically “sponsorship” 
refers to long- term or ongoing arrangements, rather than one- time place-
ments. Sponsorship value is rarely tied to specific traffic or click rates, and 
can be attractive for bloggers and podcasters. Readers, too, may prefer 
the more elite or polished look and feel of a sponsorship line, especially 
if sponsor status is granted to one entity at a time, on an exclusive basis.

Sponsorships are also prevalent with nonprofits, such as NPR or PBS, 
which don’t accept advertisements. (There are tax implications that are 
too complex to get into here. If you’re operating a nonprofit, you’ll need to 
study up on what qualifies as a sponsorship and what crosses the line into 
advertisement.)

Publications or individuals who have multiple ad vehicles to offer— such 
as print or digital publications, websites or blogs, apps, email newsletters, 
active social media accounts, or event sponsorships— should develop inte-
grated advertising packages that offer a range of exposure for one price. For 
an example of how such packages work, study the Association of Writers 
and Writing Programs, which produces a detailed media kit and package 
for sponsors and advertisers, particularly related to its annual conference.

affiliaTe markeTing
Affiliate marketing is when you receive a financial reward (or something 
of value) for referring customers who then make a confirmed purchase or 
transaction. Amazon has the largest and most popular affiliate program 
in the world (known as Amazon Associates), and many people and pub-
lications make a sizable, full- time living based on affiliate marketing fees.

For example, let’s say you run a book- recommendations website and 
are an Amazon affiliate. Whenever you mention a book, you would link to 
its purchase page at Amazon, using a unique link that helps track any even-
tual purchases back to you and your affiliate marketing account. Book pur-
chases at Amazon offer a 4.5 percent affiliate payout, while sales of other 
merchandise may pay up to 10 percent or more.

To most customers, this affiliate relationship is completely invisible. 
Unless you tell them, readers don’t necessarily know they’re clicking on 
an affiliate link. If their purchase price is affected at all, it would be a pro-
motional one— a lower price that the affiliate has special access to. The 
FTC does stipulate that affiliate marketers using affiliate links have a clear 
disclosure statement on their site.
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To see affiliate marketing in action, take a look at The Wirecutter, a 
product- recommendation site owned by the New York Times. Every prod-
uct mentioned links to Amazon with an affiliate link.

While Amazon has the most popular affiliate program in the world, it’s 
not necessarily the most profitable one. Affiliate marketing is very popular 
in the tech and start- up world, and payouts or credits can be substantial for 
referring a customer. Well- known tech companies that run affiliate mar-
keting programs include Mailchimp, eBay, and Bluehost. Website hosting 
services may offer up to $100, or even more, per customer referred. There 
are also dozens of affiliate networks you can join that regularly offer affili-
ate marketing opportunities with a range of companies.

To be a successful affiliate marketer requires a sizable audience whose 
members not only visit your site and read your content but trust your 
recommendations— and follow through with purchases. Reaching that 
stage can take years of effort, but you can create affiliate marketing ac-
counts at any time, begin using affiliate links even with little or no audi-
ence, and let the income stream grow over time, especially as you see what 
methods work.
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30 :  Pursuing a PuBlishing Career

I meet many writing majors who dream of a full- time career in book or 
magazine publishing. It evokes visions of reading all day, working to pro-
duce great literature, and spending time among writers. As is the case with 
many professions that are idealized, a publishing career has little in com-
mon with popular perceptions of it. A publishing career requires a strong 
stomach for business concerns and an ability to shape or market work in 
such a way as to bring success, attention, or profit to your employer. While 
nonprofit and literary ventures may put equal weight on artistic excellence 
or related concerns of quality, they are not free from the financial realities 
of the business. The focus of the financial calculus may simply be shifted, 
from what publication will produce a profit to what project will procure 
an NEA grant or large donation. In both cases, the sustainability of the op-
eration depends on consistently wise project choices. Good judgment is 
essential, as is creativity in the use of limited time and resources.

One thing that surprises writers new to the publishing business is that 
marketing jobs, especially those in publicity departments, involve a lot 
more writing, at least for the public, than editorial jobs. They may even be 
a better fit for you— plus such positions often pay better!

I began my publishing career while I was still in college. I was editor in 
chief of the university literary journal and university newspaper, both of 
which had budgets that I managed; worked for a local publisher focused 
on military history; and interned at a midsize commercial publisher that 
later gave me freelance projects and hired me upon graduation. If you 
seek a publishing career, don’t wait until you graduate to begin working in 
the field. Start with the publications closest to you, and experiment with 
a variety of positions if you can. You’ll need experience and skills to land 
just about any entry- level job in publishing— it’s an extremely competitive 
field that’s more or less open to graduates with any major (though liberal 
arts degrees tend to predominate). While I held a BFA in writing, it was my 
practical publications experience that landed me jobs. It was also helpful 
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to be schooled in AP style, which I learned as part of an undergraduate 
copyediting course. Today’s students should look at acquiring digital me-
dia skills, such as image editing, social media marketing, and HTML/CSS 
knowledge. Never tell an interviewer or a potential boss that you want to 
work in publishing because you love to read or aspire to be a writer. You 
will be marked as naive at best.

While in school, I was lucky enough to have two professors with con-
nections to prominent people in publishing. Both were actively publishing 
their own work or others’ work, so they had significant practical experi-
ence, and they helped me secure my first publishing internship. If you lack 
professors who can help you find opportunities, look to the community for 
help— seek out nonprofit writing centers, reading series, or other organi-
zations that focus on literary citizenship.

hoW and Where To sTarT
For students who live outside of the largest publishing or media centers 
(New York City, Boston, Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, DC), and 
who lack connections or internship experience, it will be easier to land a 
job with a local or regional media or publishing company, probably one 
that has little to do with mainstream books or magazines. Then, once you 
have a few years’ experience, you can start planning your move to where 
you want to be. (It’s very hard to land an entry- level, full- time job in a city 
where you do not live, especially New York City.) If you’re bold or have the 
resources, you can proactively move to New York City if that’s where you 
want to end up, but be prepared to work in a service job as you wait for luck 
and opportunity to collide.

To speed the process, those with money can take one of the well- known 
summer publishing courses. You’ll learn a lot about the publishing busi-
ness, but really you’re paying to build a network and meet the people who 
might give you an entry- level job. If you’re painfully shy, a bad networker, 
or unsure if you’re able to stand out in a group, then these opportunities 
may have less to offer.

One of the most important attitudes you can adopt is that there are 
many roads to a job in publishing, and even if your goal is to be an editor at 
a big glossy publication or Penguin Random House, it’s possible to reach 
that goal by starting as a social media editor at a newspaper, or a publicity 
assistant at a PR firm. Broaden your idea of publishing to include all forms 
of writing, media, and communication. Nearly any activity in these areas 
will give you experience and skills that will translate to a more traditional 
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publishing job— or maybe you’ll decide you like those media sectors well 
enough to stick with them. The best free job boards include BookJobs, 
run by the Association of American Publishers; PublishersMarketplace, a 
hub for book publishing insider news; MediaBistro, with the most diverse 
listing of jobs across all publishing and media; and JournalismJobs .com, 
excellent for anyone seeking writing positions at newspapers and small or 
regional publications. The AWP Job List can be useful, but is typically fo-
cused on jobs in academia, and requires an AWP membership.

is PuBlishing The righT Career ChoiCe for you?
It’s easy to assume that working in publishing is an ideal way to earn money 
while you pursue a writing career. But writers who end up in publishing, 
whether they succeed or not, may find that it drains them of the creative 
energy they need to produce their own work. You may not know if that will 
happen to you until you’ve experienced a publishing job and monitored 
your output. There are people who manage to pursue both a writing career 
and a full- time publishing job, but ultimately one will take priority, and 
more often than not it’s the job.

Steve Jobs said, in a commencement speech at Stanford, “Every morn-
ing I look in the mirror and ask myself: If today were the last day of my life, 
would I want to do what I am about to do today?”1 While it would be ex-
hausting to undergo a thorough self- examination every morning, it’s help-
ful to be attentive to recurring activities in your job and ask, “Am I enjoying 
this? Is this draining my energy?” I’m always tweaking what I do daily, as 
well as thinking long- term: OK, it took me five years to accomplish this, or 
ten years to reach that goal. Am I doing what’s necessary today to achieve 
what I’m envisioning one, five, or ten years out? How does my work today 
serve where I want to be tomorrow? If I can’t find a connection, I shed it.

Don’t place high value on creativity or the muse. Time management is 
vastly more important. You have to make time to allow creativity to flour-
ish. As John Cleese once said, “If you’re racing around all day ticking things 
off lists . . . and generally keeping all the balls in the air then you are not 
going to have any creative ideas.”2
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31 :  CorPoraTe media Careers

Traditional publishing jobs— especially in editorial— can be very hard to 
come by. Most entry- level jobs related to writing and editing are likely to 
be in the realm of corporate media, digital media, and marketing. Here’s an 
overview of what you need to know about such opportunities.

soCial media ediTors and online 
CommuniTy managemenT

One of the most prevalent entry- level jobs— across nearly every 
industry— is the social media editor position. The stereotype is that 
younger people understand and do better with social media, but in reality 
you find younger people in these positions because such tasks are consid-
ered lower- level, tactical roles that don’t require as much as skill or expe-
rience as other positions.

Social media editors may not be called exactly that. Because the roles 
are commonly considered marketing communications positions, they tend 
to live within companies’ marketing divisions, and the position title may be 
something like “marketing assistant” with primary responsibilities focused 
on social media accounts.

Despite the low- level nature of the positions, these can be challenging 
jobs that build your skills as a writer and editor. A social media campaign, 
to be effective, typically needs to develop a consistent voice and approach 
to customers that can be expressed and carried out across multiple types 
of accounts. It also requires considerable finesse— a capacity to commu-
nicate in public, often live or on the spot, in front of a diverse audience. 
The immediate feedback received on social media— both qualitative and 
quantitative— also makes it possible to improve and see tangible results 
from your efforts, which can be satisfying and motivating over the long 
term. If your goal is to leave social media management for other types of 
work, the role gives you, at the very least, specific outcomes you can talk 
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about with future employers. There’s clear evidence of what you did and 
the effect it had.

Online community management is another job function that has come 
into existence alongside the internet, especially with large- scale publi-
cations or websites that encourage interaction among visitors. If you’ve 
ever genuinely enjoyed the comments section of a website or blog (rather 
than being repulsed), rest assured that was no accident; active commu-
nity managers are required for any site that hopes to have a productive, 
respectful, and insightful comments section. Community managers may 
be hired either to establish or nurture a community into being (no small 
task), or to cultivate and derive value from an existing one. Aside from 
moderating comments or message boards, they may be tasked with crowd-
sourcing or curating material that arises out of the community, tapping 
specific community members to take on increased responsibility, or of-
fering analysis and insight into the community for company executives or 
other higher- ups.

Social media roles are sometimes combined with community manage-
ment responsibilities. Both require getting up to speed quickly. Until you 
understand the target audience, the spoken and unspoken rules within the 
community, and its shared knowledge or language, it’s very easy to mis-
step. You may not fully share the values and priorities of the people you’re 
communicating with, but it will be difficult to serve as a social media or 
community editor if you don’t have some level of enthusiasm or interest 
in the target audience.

ConTenT markeTing
Content marketing is among the more difficult publishing concepts to un-
derstand because, when executed well, it comes across not as marketing 
but as quality content— whether that content is a well- told story, a compel-
ling video, an interesting infographic, or any number of other things. The 
big caveat is that the motivation for producing such content isn’t derived 
from a “pure” editorial mission— it’s connected to a business or sales mis-
sion.

Content marketing has been around for a very long time, only we didn’t 
call it “content marketing” until recently. Harper’s Magazine started in 
the mid- 1800s with the purpose of publishing book excerpts and bringing 
attention to new releases— from the publisher of the same name.1 That 
was classic content marketing: using great content with the goal of selling 
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something. Or consider this: whenever someone suggests that you blog as 
part of a book launch, you’re being asked to participate in a form of con-
tent marketing. Maybe a pitch or a sale isn’t mentioned, or the sale doesn’t 
occur for months (or years), but the potential and intent to instigate a pur-
chase or a customer relationship is there. Content marketing rests on the 
faith that delivering great content to develop a trusted relationship with a 
potential customer will deliver value over the long term.

You can also think of content marketing as a more sophisticated or stra-
tegic method of handing out samples. For example, if an author gives away 
the first book in a series for free, it’s a marketing strategy to get readers 
in the door, then sell them on the second and subsequent books. Or if a 
teacher offers a free workshop or course, they might follow up with a more 
advanced, fee- based course or offer one- on- one editing for students who 
desire more in- depth assistance.

Over the years, the practice has been called “customer media,” “branded 
content,” “custom publishing,” and “custom content”— but “content mar-
keting” is generally the preferred term today. As with more traditional 
marketing, content marketing falls under the domain of a company’s mar-
keting department.

Content marketing is used by all types of businesses. Retailers, restau-
rants, financial companies— you name the industry, you’ll likely find 
some form of content marketing. In many cases, this content requires a 
high level of creativity, imagination, and storytelling chops, not to men-
tion crackerjack writing. Businesses or organizations are responsible for 
creating the content (or hiring firms and freelancers to create it), then dis-
tributing, bringing attention to, and driving engagement with the content. 
Bottom line: they own the content and the space it’s hosted on. (This will 
become important later, when we clarify the differences between content 
marketing and native advertising.)

Some of the most popular and well- known forms of content marketing 
are the active blog on a business’s website; videos posted on its YouTube 
channel; photos and images posted to an Instagram or Pinterest account; 
free courses delivered via email; and free PDF guides, slidepacks, or white 
papers. Here are some specific examples:

• Anthropologie features cocktail recipes on its blog2

• Gold’s Gym posted a video series telling stories of people who 
improved their health and quality of life through exercise3
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• AMC Theatres created a Ron Burgundy “dress for success” 
infographic for the release of Anchorman 24

• American Express created and manages OPEN Forum, with how- to 
articles for small business owners5

Some content marketing is flash- in- the- pan, intended only to promote a 
specific event, such as the release of a book, album, or movie. Other initia-
tives become critical to the brand’s long- term community engagement and 
visibility, such as the OPEN Forum by American Express. To be worth the 
company’s time, content marketing ultimately needs to trigger a response 
or reaction— there must be a way to measure the results so that future ef-
forts can be improved or redirected.

The biggest content marketing challenge by far is that many businesses 
lack the in- house resources or expertise to produce consistently high- 
quality, engaging writing or stories. As a result, some companies have hired 
content strategy firms or freelancers to assist with the time- consuming and 
expensive work of producing valuable content. At the time of this writing, 
a couple of the best- known firms are Contently and Federated Media. You 
can also find traditional media companies, such as the Atlantic, creating 
special divisions to provide content for businesses— in addition to pub-
lishing content provided by advertisers, which brings us to native adver-
tising.

naTive adverTising
In some cases, companies don’t just want someone to produce quality 
content; they want to gain access and visibility to a specific market or au-
dience they don’t own or control. And so we come to native advertising. 
“Native advertising” is when any business or individual pays a publication 
to post promotional material that appears much like editorial content and 
is delivered to readers in the same manner as the publication’s “native” 
content. Some publications include disclaimers on such content, using a 
label such as “sponsored content.” Others don’t— and a reader might not 
know for sure if the content is pay- for- play.

Examples of obvious native advertising:

• On April 15, 2015, the Onion, a satirical news website, publishes 
“Complete Idiot Forgot to Shave Area between Nose and Mouth” 
(clearly labeled as sponsored by Schick).

• On August 5, 2012, Fast Company, a business publication, runs an 
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infographic titled “UPS’s 2012 Change in the (Supply) Chain Survey” 
(sponsored by UPS).

These examples might be less obvious to the average reader unless she 
looked closely:

• On March 17, 2014, the Atlantic publishes “As Big Data Grows, a New 
Role Emerges: the Chief Data Officer” (written by IBM executive 
David Laverty, and sponsored by IBM)

• In June 2014, the New York Times publishes an article on why 
the male prison model doesn’t work for female inmates, on the 
occasion of the second season premiere of Orange Is the New Black 
(sponsored by Netflix)6

Native advertising has been around for a very long time in the form, for 
example, of print advertorials, but in the digital publishing era, it started 
growing in importance as traditional print advertising declined and tra-
ditional banner or display advertising was shown to be ineffective. While 
BuzzFeed did not invent native advertising, it was one of the first digital 
media companies to be driven by its success.7 Other companies, which 
long avoided such editorial- advertising collaborations (or kept them se-
cret), have since started to pursue such opportunities. In 2014 the New York 
Times launched T Brand Studio to work with clients seeking to produce 
and distribute quality content that would be relatively indistinguishable 
from other Times content.

Such developments aren’t without controversy, and people throughout 
the industry continue to debate the ethics of the practice— or how to make 
it as ethically acceptable as possible, since some outlets can scarcely afford 
not to pursue any and all available funding opportunities.

A Note about Content Strategy
You’ll commonly see the term “content strategist” bandied about. Content 
strategy, which grew out of the web development field, is often mentioned 
in connection with content marketing, but it’s a concept that extends fur-
ther and includes both editorial content and marketing content. You’ll find 
content strategists working in government, education, business, and non-
profit organizations.

The Content Strategy Alliance, in its 2014 charter, defines content strat-
egy as “Getting the right content to the right user at the right time through 
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strategic planning of content creation, delivery, and governance.”8 Some-
times content strategists are seen as another form of editor, but a true 
content strategist encompasses a range of business concerns, such as how 
content is optimized, distributed, and delivered, and how it might be re-
purposed. Content strategy could easily command a whole chapter of its 
own. To learn more, I recommend Content Strategy for the Web by Kristina 
Halverson and Melissa Rach.

Higher- minded creative types, especially in the marketing and advertis-
ing industries, will talk about “storytelling” instead of content. The purpose 
for this change in terminology is twofold: “storytelling” foregrounds a need 
for skill and artfulness, and it connotes deeper meaning or experience, at 
least when compared to “content.”

skills To aCQuire
Unsurprisingly, the writing you learn in a creative writing class won’t, by 
itself, teach you how to be a great in any of the job areas discussed above, 
but it should give you a good grounding in storytelling, which is often the 
number- one required skill. Similarly, anyone with excellent journalism 
skills, especially those with proven research chops, will be highly prized.

Aside from those skills, copywriting is probably the first area you’ll want 
to gain knowledge of. It’ll teach you how to write great headlines, how to 
use storytelling to your advantage, and the psychology of persuasion. Of 
the self- training options, one of the best go- to sites is Copyblogger. Also, 
while not a copywriting guide, a favorite book of many entrepreneurs is 
Influence by Robert Cialdini, which lays out timeless principles for those 
trying to persuade.

Search engine optimization (SEO) is an ever- changing technical pur-
suit, but every writer should understand what factors tend to strengthen or 
weaken SEO. Understanding SEO helps you create content that turns up 
in relevant online searches and thus can be found more easily. Businesses 
like Yoast and Moz often offer beginner- level courses. (Learn about SEO 
basics in chapters 18 and 21.)

You’ll become very valuable to any company you work for if you un-
derstand how to read and understand online metrics, such as those culled 
from Google Analytics. The data is useless unless you know how to make 
it tell a story about how customers are behaving, what content is success-
ful and why, and what the business’s next steps should be. Because of the 
mountains of data that are now available about every aspect of consumer 
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behavior— through Google, Facebook, and other forms of social media— 
it’s usually not from lack of data that companies suffer, but from a lack of 
attention to the numbers and of discipline to heed the story they tell.

It’s also very useful to gain basic knowledge of user experience (UX) as it 
applies to website, mobile, and app design. In most cases, the context and 
design of where writing appears is just as important as the writing itself. For 
example, one of the biggest UX issues today relates to traditional display or 
paid advertising on publication websites and mobile apps— because such 
advertising can take a long time to load and end up detracting from the 
user experience.

Those who excel and climb the ladder in content development and so-
cial media jobs are strategists at heart. They can see the big picture and 
have a vision for how many, different types of content and social engage-
ment can add up to a larger, compelling story.

Where To seek JoBs
Content marketing and native advertising jobs can be found everywhere, 
from large- circulation publications (both online and off ) to Fortune 500 
companies to local or regional businesses that need help with the com-
pany blog. These jobs are business- focused endeavors that require a will-
ingness, if not a desire, to write material and tell stories that, while they 
may tie into a larger do- good mission or philosophy, will first and foremost 
be good for a company’s PR or publicity. Writers who feel uncomfortable 
telling stories for the benefit of business would not be a good fit in this 
field, or would need to choose carefully which companies they work for— 
preferably businesses that have core values matching their own, and a 
demonstrated, ongoing interest in something beyond the bottom line and 
quarterly financial results.

MediaBistro is one of the first places to check for jobs in the field. Jour-
nalismJobs .com also features a handful of listings. Expect titles such as 
marketing associate, content producer, or digital content specialist. Most 
entry- level positions involve lots of administration and scheduling, con-
tent management, and low- level writing. As you gain experience, jobs deal 
more with high- level strategy and campaigns, and may be called director 
of content marketing or content strategist. The highest- level role is typically 
chief content officer.

As you look at job postings, it’s important to understand the difference 
between inbound and outbound marketing, which we touched on briefly 
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in chapter 22. “Inbound marketing” aims to attract and capitalize on cus-
tomers coming into your website or owned territory. Inbound marketing 
gains the attention of the customer and draws prospects to the website 
through great content or storytelling. This is the domain of content mar-
keting. “Outbound marketing” involves more traditional marketing, for 
example, advertising. Most writers will want to focus on positions that 
involve inbound marketing, since they’re far more likely to be qualified 
for and satisfied by them. (Nearly all companies do a mix of inbound and 
outbound marketing, with inbound marketing as the growth area.)

You’ll also see the following terms used: earned media, owned media, 
and paid media. “Paid media” is pay- for- play placement, such as adver-
tising, native advertising, or sponsorships. “Owned media” includes a 
business’s website, blog, social media accounts, and anything related to 
content marketing. “Earned media” is when consumers do the marketing 
for you— the coveted “viral” video, for example, or fan- driven efforts that 
lead to publicity. While many organizations desire earned media, it is by 
definition out of their control, and can become negative. For example, in 
2014, the New York Police Department tried a Twitter outreach campaign, 
putting out a call for photos of citizens and their friendly neighborhood 
cops. While some people responded as the department had hoped, the 
campaign quickly became an opportunity for people to criticize the NYPD 
with photos and stories reflecting police brutality and racial profiling.

For those with a high level of interest in the field, it’s best to create and 
maintain a portfolio of work at Contently (one of the major firms in the 
content marketing industry) and to actively read its online magazine The 
Content Strategist. (It also publishes The Freelancer— just as useful.) Con-
tently keeps tabs on the writers who register at its site and will sometimes 
proactively contact freelancers who look like a good match for a client. The 
site also has a strong repository of resources and case studies for writers 
seeking to broaden their knowledge and skills.
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afTerWord

In this book, I have endeavored to convey sincerely what writers should 
know about building a successful career. Of course, some things about the 
writing life can only be learned through experience and by figuring out 
your own abilities and thresholds. Being open to experimentation, and 
accepting of uncertainty and failure, is enormously useful. If that doesn’t 
describe you, try to fake it until it becomes natural.

For the most part, I have set aside any discussion of the life obligations 
that inevitably interfere with our best- laid plans. We’re each faced with 
individual challenges that affect how and when we pursue the writing 
life. You may have family to provide for, and that must take priority above 
writing, or need a health care plan that only an employer can provide, or 
struggle with debt. Sometimes pursuing the writing life in the way you 
would like, or putting it at the center of your life, seems a tremendous lux-
ury. Whatever your situation, if you’re not making the progress you would 
hope for, and it’s because life is getting in the way, my best advice is to take 
the pressure off yourself.

Early in my career, when I began speaking at writing conferences as an 
editor in the industry, I found it difficult to be among hundreds of writers 
who would often ask if I was a writer and what I was writing. Back then, I 
didn’t have time to focus on my own work, but as a graduate of a writing 
program, I felt like acknowledging this was admitting failure. Once, when 
I’d made this guilty admission for what felt like the hundredth time, a kind 
woman took my hand and said, “Why, of course. You’re exhausted.” Fi-
nally, someone had given me permission to not be writing. I woke up to 
the unnaturalness of the expectation I had of myself, and stopped feeling 
guilty.

I spent fifteen years as an editor and teacher, mainly not focusing on my 
own writing, but they were not wasted years. I was building other skills and 
laying a foundation to earn a living that would support the writing life I now 
have— with more freedom and time. The struggle now is fear: fear of failure 
and not measuring up. (Those fears never go away, but one does become 
more adept at facing them when they appear.) One of the great secrets to 
building the writing life you want is to pursue a vision that is truly yours, 
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rather than someone else’s expectation weighing on your shoulders, and 
take what you’re doing now— even if it’s not what you planned— and use 
that as a stepping- stone to the next phase of your career. You will undoubt-
edly, as I have, experience a range of distractions and circuitous paths, but 
all experience can productively affect and contribute to your work.
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aPPendix 1:  ConTraCTs 101

To negotiate a writing, freelancing, or publishing contract that serves your 
best interests, you need some familiarity with the legal language of pub-
lishing. Yet few writers and agents speak openly about contracts they’ve 
successfully negotiated or what standard terms look like— and most pub-
lishers or outlets don’t make their contracts available for public scrutiny. 
Short of hiring a literary lawyer, which is impractical for most nonbook 
contracts, writers can be left muddling through on their own.

This section offers only a brief introduction. A comprehensive guide 
would require a book of its own. While I am not a lawyer, and this does 
not constitute professional advice, it should help you spot a rights grab or 
contract language that may do you long- term harm.

musT- knoW ConTraCT language for all WriTers
The act of granting rights in a contract does not traditionally mean giving 
up your copyright. The moment you write something, or put ideas into tan-
gible form, it is protected under the US Copyright Law, and you own the 
copyright. “Granting” rights to your work simply means you are licensing 
or granting permission to a person or a company to publish a specific piece 
of your work— that you own copyright in— under certain circumstances, in 
certain formats and venues, for a stated amount of time.

Exclusive and nonexclusive are critical words you should look for and 
carefully consider in every contract. Broadly speaking, “nonexclusive” 
works in your favor and gives you more flexibility; you are “sharing” the 
rights with a publisher, and you can share them as well with other people 
and continue to profit from the work in any way you like. “Exclusive” 
means you commit the work to a single publisher, at least for the time 
specified in the contract. That ties up your rights and abilities; it means 
the publisher is the one and only party that can use, publish, or distribute 
the work in question. Exclusivity, therefore, traditionally comes with better 
compensation. Some contracts will list exclusive and nonexclusive grants 
of rights separately, for clarity.

Work- for- hire contracts assign all rights to the material you write, in-
cluding copyright, to the person or company that is paying you. You lose 
any ability to reuse or resell that material. The contract may not say “work 
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for hire,” but instead say that your work is the “sole and exclusive property” 
of the publication. It may also slip the phrase “all rights” into a complex 
sentence with multiple clauses that is hard to unpack. If you sign such a 
contract or agree to give up all rights to a piece, make sure the compen-
sation is appropriate for the nature of the work, because you’ll never be 
able to earn another dime off it, or even use it in a future collection of your 
own work, unless you negotiate a contract provision that grants you that 
permission.

magazine, liTerary Journal, and online 
PuBliCaTion ConTraCTs

The first thing you should look for is the grant of rights clause, often at the 
beginning of the contract, which specifies what rights you are granting 
or licensing to a publication. Before the internet, a typical contract for a 
magazine article in the United States asked for “first North American se-
rial rights.” Essentially, this granted the magazine first dibs on publishing 
your work in print, in North America. Often the writer would also need to 
promise not to resell that piece, or repurpose it, for a specified time after 
publication. If the magazine wished to reuse the work (for example, re-
printing the piece in a special issue), a reprint fee would have to be paid 
or negotiated. This is still how many print- based contracts work. Here is a 
generic example of what this looks like in a typical contract:

Writer hereby grants and assigns to the Publisher exclusive first North 
American print rights for ninety (90) days after the Publisher’s first 
publication of the Work. . . . In the event Publisher reprints the Work in 
any of its products, Publisher shall pay to Writer an additional sum of 
10% of the original Compensation for each such reprint.

If you agreed to the language above, you would be giving the publisher 
an exclusive right to the material, in print in North America, for 90 days. 
If they want to reprint it, they would need to pay you 10 percent of your 
original rate each time they do so. If they want to publish and distribute 
it on another continent, they’ll need to negotiate a new contract or clause 
with you. (Note that this clause says nothing about online or digital rights; 
with print contracts, those areas are often covered separately, sometimes 
in a subclause. We’ll get to that in a minute.)

What’s a reasonable period of exclusivity? It depends on the frequency 
of the publication, as well as the nature of the material. A quarterly 
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publication might reasonably ask for 90 to 180 days of exclusivity, while a 
weekly should ask for a fraction of that. The longer and more important the 
piece— and the more the publication has invested in it— the more justifi-
cation it may have to ask for a longer period of exclusivity.

It’s now nearly impossible for a writer to sign a print- based article con-
tract without also granting some digital rights to the material. By law, a 
print publication is allowed to include your work in its digital replicas. 
“Digital replica” refers to a version of the print issue in digital form, in 
which the print presentation remains intact— including advertising, article 
order, and so on. For example, when the New Yorker released its entire ar-
chive of issues going back to 1925 in digital form, it did not need to secure 
further rights or pay the contributors, because it was distributing replicas 
of the print issues.

Writers have more room to negotiate digital rights when it comes to 
how their work is made available outside the context of a full issue. “Out of 
context” usually means (1) on the publication’s website, whether available 
for free or to subscribers only, and (2) as part of online database access, 
such as through libraries. The most favorable scenario for the writer is a 
nonexclusive arrangement. This allows the publication to keep your article 
available as part of its online or digital archive for as long as it wishes, but 
not to prevent you from reselling or reusing the material elsewhere.

It pays to study up on how the publication markets and promotes con-
tent from the print issue online. While some writers may value exposure 
over exclusivity, you want to ensure you’re getting paid appropriately for 
how your work is used. At the same time, you don’t want to miss out on 
good marketing and promotion, or word of mouth, because you refused 
to give the publication any permission to use your work in an online con-
text. Each writer weighs these choices differently: scarcity may sometimes 
increase a piece’s value in the long run, but it’s also nice if your mom (or a 
potential new editor) can read your article online.

Here is a generic example of what an online grant of rights might look 
like:

The Author agrees to grant to the Publication: (a) nonexclusive 
worldwide online rights after first publication of the Work; and (b) the 
perpetual, worldwide right to reproduce, display, and distribute the 
Work in digital, individually retrievable, form via a website or database 
associated with the Publication identified above.
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Agreeing to this clause allows the publication to keep your work available 
on its website or other online properties, in individually retrievable form 
(out of context of the full issue), as long as such sites are associated with 
the publication. However, it’s a nonexclusive grant, so it also allows you to 
reuse and resell the work however you wish. Note the word “worldwide”; 
with very few exceptions, worldwide online rights must be granted (since 
most publications make their online media accessible to the world), but 
this doesn’t affect the limiting of print rights to North America.

Typically, an online- only contract— in cases where there is no print 
publication, and especially when you’re being paid little or nothing— will 
ask for limited exclusivity (generally 90 days or less), and nonexclusive 
rights thereafter. Online publications that are high- profile and pay well 
may be in a position to demand long periods of exclusivity. Either way, 
many online- only contracts may ask for blanket, nonexclusive rights to 
reuse or repurpose your material for e- books, digital collections or anthol-
ogies, special digital magazine issues, and so on. If the publication would 
profit off such use, consider using that as a negotiation tool to ask for more 
money, or see if you can strike such reuse from your contract if you don’t 
see any benefit to your work being repurposed in that way. At the very 
least, you should ask to be notified when reuse occurs.

Book PuBlishing ConTraCTs
If you’re offered a deal with a traditional book publisher, your contract will 
follow one of these three conventions:

• Life- of- copyright contracts. This describes the typical traditional 
print book publishing contract. The author grants the publisher 
rights to publish the work, potentially for the duration of the work’s 
copyright (life of the author plus 70 years, in the United States) 
unless specific conditions are met under which rights revert to the 
author.

• Fixed- term contracts. These contracts grant rights to the 
publisher for a set time limit (e.g., five years), after which all rights 
revert to the author.

• Work- for- hire contracts. As with all work- for- hire agreements, 
author gives up all rights to the work, including copyright.

None of these contracts is necessarily more favorable than the other; 
much depends on the work being contracted, the compensation, and 
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the author’s goals. Life- of- copyright contracts should be expected from 
most traditional publishers. Fixed- term contracts are used more often by  
e- book or digital- only publishers. Work- for- hire is common with publisher- 
developed series, book packagers, and ghostwriting projects.

While it sounds ominous, “life- of- copyright” contracts are not expected 
to last until the copyright expires. Rather, the contract typically remains 
in effect for as long as sales occur. The reversion- of- rights clause details 
specific conditions under which rights can revert to the author, and may 
even state the sales figure that must be sustained for the publisher to keep 
the rights to sell and distribute the work. Here is a generic example of what 
a life- of- copyright grant of rights looks like:

The Author hereby assigns to the Publisher the exclusive right to 
publish, reproduce and distribute the Work and derivatives thereof 
in all languages in any and all forms/media whether now known or 
hereafter invented and to exercise and grant to third parties any of said 
rights to the Work, throughout the world, for the full term of copyright 
available to the Work.

Any good literary agent would tell you that this example is not very favor-
able to the author, but if the advance and royalties were right, it could be 
acceptable. Most agents would negotiate for an amended clause that limits 
the publisher’s claim to the rights enumerated, or at the very least puts a 
limit on how long the publisher can exploit certain rights— meaning the 
author can get rights back within a short timeframe if the publisher has not 
sold or made use of them.

For any life- of- copyright contract, it’s essential to review the termina-
tion or rights- reversion clauses. You need to ask for specific sales mini-
mums that would automatically trigger reversion of rights, so the publisher 
can’t sit on your book indefinitely by arguing that a translated edition sell-
ing in Mongolia constitutes being “in print,” even if the book isn’t selling a 
single copy in English. Worst- case scenario: US law does allow for authors 
to sever a life- of- copyright contract after thirty- five years when certain 
conditions are met. Fixed- term contracts can be easier for an author to 
review and negotiate since the term is clear- cut.

Book contracts are far more complicated than most magazine contracts. 
If you don’t have an agent, consider becoming a member of the Authors 
Guild, which offers contract review services. Also, there are “literary law-
yers” you can hire on an hourly basis; run a search on the term to begin 
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uncovering potential people you can hire, or try asking the industry watch-
dog site Writer Beware for guidance on finding one.

non- ComPeTe Clauses and Work- for- hire agreemenTs
If you sign a non- compete clause while working with an employer, publi-
cation, or publisher, you hamper your ability to work with others— or even 
for yourself. Thus, you should hesitate before signing one. Here’s a typical, 
very restrictive non- compete clause in a traditional book contract:

While this Agreement is in effect, the Author shall not, without the 
prior written consent of the Publisher, write, edit, or publish, or cause 
to be written, edited, or published in any format, any other competing 
work that is of a similar character on the same subject matter or that 
is in the judgment of the Publisher likely to interfere with or injure the 
sale of the Work.

In plain English, this means: While your book remains under contract 
(which might be decades, remember), you cannot publish any work (book- 
length or otherwise), in print, digital, or any other form, for any other 
publisher or publication— or on your own— that would be categorized as 
similar to your book or that the publisher thinks might hurt the present 
book’s sales. This type of restriction has serious implications for a writer 
trying to make a living off her writing. It can create a dependency on this 
one publisher either to give her sufficient work or to grant her leeway to 
produce her work for others.

It’s most important that you be able to continue making a living in a way 
that’s fair and reasonable. A publisher of a single book or article shouldn’t 
prevent you from doing the work you normally do, unless, of course, the 
publisher is contracting you for work that might constitute a new full- time 
living. If you’re working with an agent, make sure you’re on the same page 
about your writing and publishing over the long term, so that your contract 
doesn’t leave you stuck, unable to publish future work, or in a breach- of- 
contract situation.

Once fairly innocuous, the non- compete clause is becoming a hot- 
button issue for writers who work for established media companies and 
media- tech start- ups, either full time or on a contract basis. The non- 
compete clause often goes hand in hand with a work- for- hire agreement, 
which means that any and all work you produce during your contract or 
employment automatically becomes the property of your employer. That 
may include your social media accounts, any creative work you do outside 
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the office, book contracts, and any branding your employer creates that’s 
associated with your name.

New and young writers looking for their first job or big break may not 
think twice about signing contracts that grab all of their intellectual prop-
erty rights and temporarily prevent them from doing creative work once 
they sever ties. Even if you have very little negotiating power, try to push 
back in these ways:

• Reduce the term of the non- compete. Can you reduce it to three or 
six months? You can make a reasonable argument that you need 
to be able to make a living when your contract or employment 
terminates.

• Always define what constitutes a “competitor.” If possible, list the 
specific names of competing companies that you cannot work for 
or be affiliated with during the term of the clause. This reduces 
the most immediate threat for your employer or publisher, who 
is probably worried about you defecting to some particular 
place that’s known for poaching high- value employees and 
contributors.

• Spell out specific types of work you are allowed to engage in or 
keep your rights to. Maybe you’re writing and maintaining a blog 
on a specific topic that shouldn’t fall under the purview of your 
employment or contract, or maybe you want the freedom to teach 
or speak at events without needing to seek permission. Think 
through all possible scenarios and put in writing what you want 
the freedom to do. When new opportunities arise, create a paper 
trail that indicates the company said it was OK for you to engage in 
those activities and that you own rights (if applicable) to any work 
created.

ParTing adviCe
Whenever presented with a contract, assume everything is negotiable. 
Don’t be shy about asking what the language means if you don’t un-
derstand it clearly, and ask to modify any boilerplate agreement you’re 
given. The worst that could happen is that the publication or employer 
says no. Remember that nearly every publisher’s or employer’s contract 
is built to protect its interests, not yours. Stick up for yourself, and be wary 
of any editor or manager who tells you, “Oh, you don’t need to worry 
about that clause. That never happens.” Don’t trust anyone’s reassurance 
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that the contract language doesn’t matter. It’s in the contract for a rea-
son, and it has the potential to affect you, your work, and your earnings  
potential.

• For more in- depth guidance on contracts and contract 
language, see businessofwriting.org.
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aPPendix 2:  legal issues

With more writers than ever publishing on their own, whether online or in 
print, legal issues now arise far more frequently as part of everyday busi-
ness. Having an experienced agent or editor on hand can be of incalculable 
value, but as with contracts, writers have a responsibility to educate them-
selves on a few key issues, to ensure they understand their own rights and 
the rights of others. Pleading ignorance is not an effective defense should 
you find yourself in hot water.

CoPyrighT and ProTeCTing your Work
Writers can be particularly concerned about how to prevent their unpub-
lished work from being stolen by unscrupulous people. While I am not an 
attorney, years of experience in publishing have shown me that writers 
can be overly anxious, if not paranoid, about this issue. Many warnings 
you might run across are unnecessary and counterproductive. My goal in 
discussing your rights as an unpublished author is to give you informa-
tion based on the actual likelihood that something bad will happen to you. 
(Note: The following advice is directed toward writers of prose and poetry. 
Screenwriters or playwrights should consult the Writers Guild of America 
website for registration information specific to their field.)

First, it is not possible under current US law to copyright or protect an 
idea, and you’ll inevitably find other writers with ideas similar to your own. 
Chalk it up to the cultural zeitgeist. Ideas are a dime a dozen, and every-
thing depends on execution. So share your work with trusted mentors or 
critique partners, send it to publishing professionals for consideration, 
and talk about aspects of it when you’re networking at conferences. It’s not 
worth the energy to worry about the small chance an idea will be stolen. 
In any case, you can’t work professionally as a writer for very long without 
pitching your ideas to others.

No matter how valuable you think your idea is, do not tell an editor or 
agent that you can’t disclose the details until they sign a nondisclosure 
agreement (NDA). They will reject you outright for withholding informa-
tion that would help them decide whether to do business with you. You 
have to be up- front and clear about every aspect of your project. Don’t ex-
pect anyone to go out of their way and create a special business agreement 
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with you because you’re nervous about idea theft. Such anxiety is more 
likely to hurt you in these situations than protect you.

When it comes to protecting your actual writing— including unpub-
lished manuscripts— you do not have to officially register it with the US 
Copyright Office for it to be protected under the law. Nor do you need to 
put the copyright symbol anywhere on your work for it to be protected. As 
US copyright law is currently written, as soon as you express your work in 
tangible form, it is protected. You will, however, need to register the work if 
you find infringement and wish to sue.

The frank truth is that no one sees unpublished writing as an untapped 
gold mine. It’s hard work to profit from a piece of writing— especially writ-
ing from an unknown writer. Therefore, the threat of infringement is very 
low when you’re submitting to already very busy agents and editors. How-
ever, if you self- publish your work or otherwise begin selling it publicly, 
then you should officially register it with the Copyright Office.

Permissions
Permissions allow you to quote or excerpt other people’s copyrighted work 
within your own. Obtaining permissions requires contacting the copyright 
owner (or their publisher or agent) and requesting permission to use the 
work. You may be charged a fee for the use, anywhere from a few dollars to 
thousands of dollars.

But it’s not always necessary to seek permission. Some quotations of 
copyrighted work are regarded as “fair use.” So how do you know if your 
use is fair? The most common “rule” you’ll find, if you search online or ask 
people, is “Ask explicit permission for everything beyond X.” And what is 
“X”? Some people say 300 words. Some say one line. Some say 10 percent 
of the original work’s word count.

In fact, there is no legal rule stipulating what quantity is OK under fair 
use. Major legal battles have been fought over this question, but this re-
mains one of the grayest areas of copyright law. Any rules you find will be 
based on a general institutional guideline or a person’s experience, as well 
as their overall comfort level with the risk involved in quoting or excerpting 
work. (There’s also a risk to asking permission. Once you do, some publish-
ers or copyright owners will take the opportunity to ask for money or refuse 
permission, even in cases where the use would actually be considered fair.) 
It’s important to recognize that crediting a source does not remove the ob-
ligation to seek permission. It is expected that you will credit your sources 
regardless of fair use; otherwise, you are plagiarizing.
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But while there is no black- and- white rule you can apply, there are prin-
ciples. And there are, fortunately, a few clear- cut cases in which you do not 
need to seek permission:

• When the work is in the public domain. This isn’t always a simple 
matter to determine, but any work published before 1923 is in the 
public domain. Some works published after 1923 are also in the 
public domain.

• When simply mentioning the title or author of a work.
• When you are stating unadorned facts. If you copy a list of the 

fifty states in the United States, you are not infringing on anyone’s 
copyright. Those are straightforward facts.

• When you are linking to something online. Linking does not require 
permission.

• When the work is licensed under Creative Commons. Such a license 
should be prominently declared on the work itself.

Principles of Fair Use
There are four criteria for determining fair use, which sounds tidy, but it’s 
not. The criteria are vague and open to interpretation. Ultimately, when 
disagreement arises over what constitutes fair use, it’s up to the courts to 
make a decision. The four criteria are as follows:

• The purpose and character of the use (e.g., commercial versus 
not- for- profit/educational). If the purpose of your work is 
commercial (to make money), that doesn’t mean you’re necessarily 
in violation of fair use. But it makes your case less sympathetic if 
you’re borrowing a lot of someone else’s work to prop up your own 
commercial venture.

• The nature of the copyrighted work. Facts cannot be copyrighted. 
For that reason, more creative or imaginative works generally get 
the strongest protection.

• The amount and substantiality of the portion quoted in relation 
to the entire original work. Again, the law does not specify any 
percentage or word count. If what you quote is considered the most 
valuable part of the work, even if it is comparatively brief, you may 
be violating fair use.

• The effect of the use on the potential market for or value of the 
quoted work. If your use of the original work reduces the likelihood 
that people will buy the original work, you can be in violation of fair 
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use. That is, if you quote the material so extensively or in some other 
way such that the original source is no longer required, then you 
may be affecting the market for the quoted work. (Don’t confuse 
this criteria with the purpose of reviews or criticism. If a negative 
review dissuades people from buying a publication, this is not 
related to the question of fair use.)

Some writers wonder if these fair use guidelines still apply to copyrighted 
work on websites, blogs, and other digital publishing platforms— given the 
rampant infringement that is typical on the internet. Yes, the law still applies, 
but attitudes online tend to be more lax, which of course confuses matters 
further. When online publishers and writers aggregate, repurpose, or other-
wise excerpt copyrighted work (whether it originated online or offline), they 
typically view such use as “sharing” or “publicity” for the original author 
rather than as copyright violation, especially if it’s for noncommercial or edu-
cational purposes. I’m not talking about wholesale piracy here, but about ex-
tensive excerpting or aggregating that would not be considered OK in other 
contexts. It’s a controversial issue that’s outside of the scope of this book.

A final word of warning: Because song lyrics and poems are generally so 
short— and because songwriters and music publishers are more formally 
organized, represented, and at times litigious— it’s dangerous to use even 
one line without asking for permission, even if you think the use could 
be considered fair. However, it’s fine to use song titles, poem titles, artist 
names, band names, movie titles, and so on. (Titles aren’t protected under 
US copyright law.)

menTioning Brands or Trademarked enTiTies
Generally speaking, you do not need permission to mention branded or 
well- known products in your stories, whether fictional or not. Your char-
acter can smoke Camels, drive a Jeep, and binge on Goetze’s Caramel 
Creams without any risk— and it’s not necessary to use the copyright or 
trademark symbol when mentioning them. Your writing is considered a 
noncommercial context when it comes to such mentions, which relieves 
you of any legal obligation.

defamaTion: liBel and slander
Writers are at risk of being sued for defamation when they communicate a 
false statement that harms the reputation of another person, a business, or 
even a nation. Slander is spoken defamation; libel is defamation in writing.
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If what you write is the truth, that’s the best defense of all against defa-
mation. There are other defenses available, but a writer who prefers to stay 
out of court will at all times seek and write only the truth to the best of their 
knowledge. Unfortunately, if what you write displeases someone, truthful-
ness can’t prevent your being sued; it only helps ensure that you win what 
can easily be an expensive and prolonged legal battle.

Defamation doesn’t apply only to journalists, freelancers, and other 
nonfiction writers. It affects all writers. If a novel features a character who 
is recognizably based on a real person, and that person is portrayed nega-
tively, that person can sue the writer for defamation. That’s why fictional-
izing a true- to- life story is not a reliable method to avoid lawsuit. Addition-
ally, defamation laws in other countries can be less favorable to writers, 
meaning you could find yourself sued by someone in another country even 
if your work wouldn’t be considered defamatory in a US court. Writers can 
protect themselves through the following measures:

• When writing fiction based on real people or even businesses— if 
the portrayals might be perceived in a negative light— change 
identifying characteristics so that they can’t be recognized.

• Stick to the facts, and let readers come to their own judgments. 
If writing nonfiction about specific people or companies, relate 
verifiable details or your experience, avoiding accusations of 
deviance or criminality. Let the reader decide— the old “show, don’t 
tell” rule.

• Don’t write anything to get even.
• For freelancers, journalists, or others who publish regularly: review 

your contracts; does the publication bear any responsibility should 
a lawsuit arise? If not, it’s wise to buy media libel insurance from the 
Authors Guild, the Freelancers Union, or another organization.

Fortunately, writers are rarely sued and defamation claims are hard to 
prove, since they require proof that a reputation has been harmed. Still, 
the safest strategy is to avoid writing and publishing something that might 
provoke a lawsuit from someone with the financial resources to fuel a legal 
battle.

invasion of PrivaCy
Here’s where things become more complicated. Writing and publishing 
the truth doesn’t protect you from invasion- of- privacy lawsuits. If you 
disclose embarrassing or unpleasant facts about an identifiable, private 
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person that aren’t of public interest, then you could be accused of inva-
sion of privacy. However, public conduct is not protected, especially today 
when cameras are everywhere.

Invasion of privacy can also apply to public figures and celebrities. For 
example, you may have heard of the lawsuit former wrestler Hulk Hogan 
filed against online publisher Gawker, which posted a sex video of Hogan. 
Gawker argued that Hogan had lost his expectation of privacy by discuss-
ing his sex life in public, but Hogan’s lawyers successfully argued that pub-
lishing the video was an invasion of his privacy. Another example is J. K. 
Rowling’s victory in the UK against paparazzi taking photos of her son; the 
court ruled that the children of famous parents should be protected from 
intrusive media attention.

righT of PuBliCiTy
You cannot use someone else’s likeness, name, or identifying information 
for commercial purposes— and it doesn’t matter whether the person is a 
private or public individual. The law can even apply to using the likeness 
or name of a dead person. In practical terms, this means you shouldn’t 
merchandise or sell anything (whether a book, T- shirt, or freelance ser-
vice) with the likeness of another person without their explicit permission. 
However, it is perfectly acceptable under the law to write about famous 
and historical figures if the use is expressive— which of course includes 
journalistic and creative writing. It’s also OK to write about people when 
it’s in the public interest, assuming your work doesn’t constitute defama-
tion or invasion of privacy.
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aPPendix 3:  reCommended resourCes

PraCTiCal guides To geTTing PuBlished
Published every year since 1920, the Writer’s Market annual directories 
offer instruction and information on how and where to get your work pub-
lished. The biggest one is Writer’s Market, which covers all paying mar-
kets in both book publishing and magazine publishing. For fiction writers, 
Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market is a more comprehensive, focused 
listing that includes smaller presses and literary journals that may pay 
very little, or even nothing. Children’s Writer’s & Illustrator’s Market, as it 
name implies, is specifically for writers seeking to publish anything in the 
juvenile market, from picture books to young adult novels. Poet’s Market 
lists places to publish individual poems as well as full collections. Guide to 
Literary Agents lists hundreds of literary agents, mostly US-  and UK- based.

The Writer’s Digest Guide to Query Letters (2008) by Wendy Burt- Thomas 
offers instruction in basic query writing and includes query letter 
examples for each major genre and category.

The Essential Guide to Getting Your Book Published (2005) by Arielle 
Eckstut and David Sterry is the most comprehensive guide you’ll find 
on the topic— written by an agent and an editor.

How to Write a Book Proposal by Michael Larsen, a literary agent, is the 
industry- standard guide to book proposal writing. It first appeared in 
the 1980s and has been updated regularly ever since.

Thinking Like Your Editor: How to Write Great Serious Nonfiction and Get 
It Published (2002) by Susan Rabiner and Alfred Fortunato is a now- 
classic guide for any writer seeking to publish a nonfiction book, by 
a well- respected New York editor and agent and her freelance editor 
husband.

Formatting & Submitting Your Manuscript (2009) by Chuck Sambuchino 
offers visual examples of how to format your submissions 
materials— by genre, category, and purpose.

Get a Literary Agent (2014) by Chuck Sambuchino is a straightforward 
guide to literary agents, including how to query and pitch.

The First Five Pages (2000) by Noah Lukeman shows with clear examples 
how agents and editors can tell within the first five pages if a 
manuscript is worth reading further.
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The Forest for the Trees (2000) by Betsy Lerner is a New York editor’s sage 
and timeless advice to writers who seek publication. (She’s now an 
agent.)

The Fine Print of Self- Publishing (2006) by Mark Levine is regularly 
updated and has become the go- to guide for self- publishing authors in 
the age of e- books and online retail.

APE: Author, Publisher, Entrepreneur (2012) by Guy Kawasaki is an easy- 
to- digest guide to the self- publishing process, for absolute beginners.

auThor PlaTform and Book markeTing and PromoTion
Platform (2012) by Michael Hyatt is a New York Times best- selling book on 

how to build your author platform.
Your First 1,000 Copies (2013) by Tim Grahl is a short, helpful guide on 

how to sell your self- published book, by a professional marketer who 
has helped best- selling authors.

The Book PuBlishing indusTry
“The Business of Literature” by Richard Nash (Virginia Quarterly Review, 

Spring 2013) discusses what the digital era augurs for the business of 
publishing.

Merchants of Culture (2010) by John B. Thompson is an engagingly written 
history of US and UK trade publishing in the twenty- first century, by a 
Cambridge professor.

The Late Age of Print (2009) by Ted Striphas is helpful for understanding 
where book publishing has been, and how it is changing (or might 
change) in response to the digital era.

magazine WriTing and freelanCing
The Essential Guide to Freelance Writing (2015) by Zac Petit is a 

comprehensive guide for beginners, written by the editor in chief of 
PRINT magazine, who still works as a freelancer on the side.

For highly practical information on making a living from freelance 
writing, two of the best resources are Make a Living Writing (www 
.  make a  living writing .com) and The International Freelancer (www .the 
international  freelancer .com). FreelanceWritingGigs .com is also a rich 
source of leads for writers trying to establish a client base.



 r e c o M M e n d e d  r e s o u r c e s  { 295

legal issues
The Copyright Permission and Libel Handbook (1998) by Lloyd Jassin and 

Steven M. Schechter is one of the few guides to sorting through legal 
issues in written work, particularly those pertaining to permissions.

Kirsch’s Guide to the Book Contract (1999) by Jonathan Kirsch is a 
reference book that every agent has on their desk.
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82; book, 282– 84; literary journal, 
280– 82; publishers’, 128; terminology 
in, 279– 80

conversion: defined, 199; measuring, 
204

copyright, 287– 88
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defamation, 290– 91
demand, generating, 28– 30
digital media: business models for, 

64– 66, 67– 68; earned vs. owed vs. 
paid, 276

disaggregation, 60– 61, 67, 74
discoverability, 72– 73
donations, 255– 56

earned media, 276
earning out, 48
editors associations, 235– 36
editors: freelance, 233– 38; relationships 
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