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About the author

Jacq Burns has over 25 years’ experience in bookselling and publishing, including commissioning roles at Random House and HarperCollins. She now agents non-fiction including: personal development, business, how-to books, parenting and well-being. She co-founded London Writers’ Club, offering advice and workshops for fiction and non-fiction writers. She has ghost-written titles on a range of subjects, from neurology to a novel about forced marriage, and wrote the humorous Handbag Girly Emergencies series under a pseudonym.


Introduction

Most bestsellers have about them a touch of the unpredictable. It would be nice to think that it is the intrinsic qualities of a book that will give it a leg up the charts, but it is just as likely to be luck, serendipity or timing. These things can only be influenced to a degree, yet they can help create a monster bestseller. Perhaps this isn’t fair, but it could be argued that it makes publishing more interesting and perhaps more accessible to a wider range of writers.

In the current shifting landscape of publishing, authors need agility and determination. They must be strategic about their writing and focused on the action that needs to be taken before, during and after the publication of their book to increase the chances of creating a bestseller. This book will deconstruct bestsellers to see what makes them, and focus on the tangible, practical things you can do to nudge your book sales in an upward direction.

A key part of the thinking and the style of this book is around finding ways to build bestselling appeal into your writing in the inspiration and ideas phase, before you start to write. For those who have already started writing, there are ideas for road-testing and improving your ideas and your writing.

The suggested plan of attack is to become familiar with what sells and why, and to take key decisions and rough out a plan before starting a new project, but then to write freely, as far in ‘flow’ as possible, free of criticism or worry. Then, when the first draft is done, it’s time to consciously evaluate that draft and to inject the vital things that are the markers of a bestseller.

About this book

This book is divided into five parts, in which we cover the following actions to creating a bestseller: planning, getting it done, getting it right, putting it out there in the best way for our book, making it visible and discoverable and approaching your writing and publishing in a businesslike way. Here’s what we’ll cover in the book.

PART ONE: PLAN

You will learn about:

•  planning and how to make key decisions about your writing so that when you start you don’t get tangled up by easily preventable mistakes

•  how to find and nurture inspiration and get started

•  the all-important aspects of understanding story and concept so that, when you have your idea, you can test it before you start to write so that you’re clear where the story really is and to get a sense of whose story it is

•  the practicalities: whether to make a structured plan or not; whether to use writing software, to write on a computer or in longhand and then which pen or stationery and where you’ll write – café, desk or park bench.

PART TWO: WRITE

You will learn about:

•  ways of starting and keeping going until the first draft is done, forgetting about the reader and the market, which at this moment don’t exist. There’s just you and your story, your first thoughts pouring out, and allowing your voice to come through loud and clear

•  taking a break from your first draft, and then sorting out any technical or mindset problems you may have encountered along the way

•  how to examine your first draft to see what you’ve achieved, evaluating and sizing up what you’ve produced

•  ways of formulating a clear plan to rework your book, since a first draft is rarely, if ever, good enough to send out, let alone publish.

PART THREE: PITCH

You will learn about:

•  agents and their role in the new publishing context, as well as what they are good for and how to get one

•  your pitch package; your essential kit for pitching to publishers.

PART FOUR PUBLISH

You will learn about:

•  rechecking your priorities for your book and figuring out the best route to market for your book and your writing career

•  the differences between trade and indie or self-publishing, what to expect from each, and the pros and cons

•  an inspiring new breed of hybrid authors who combine both.

PART FIVE: SELL

You will learn about:

•  the mammoth ongoing task of publicizing and marketing your book to make it more discoverable by readers

•  the way of the ‘authorpreneur’, and what you have to do – and keep on doing – to make it in the publishing business.

THE EXERCISES

The chapters have a practical outlook, with lessons, exercises and advice. You will find icons indicating several kinds of exercise, as follows:
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Snapshot is a short exercise or task related to the main idea in the adjacent text.
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Write exercises – self-explanatory – ask you to write about a specific aspect of the task of creating your bestseller.
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Workshop exercises are longer exercises that ask you to do a bit more work – for example working out your marketing plan.
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Edit is a reworking or review of a previous piece or exercise.

There are two other features within each chapter:
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Key ideas distil the most important points and ideas.
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Focus points at the end of each chapter distil that chapter’s core messages.


PART ONE

Plan


1
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The best-laid plans …
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Many a publisher, agent and author would kill for a crystal ball that could foretell a bestseller. Choosing what to publish is not an exact science and agents and publishers invest in books based on their strong belief in the project, a sense of what the market wants, past experience of what sells, and possibly a little gut feeling.

If it were possible to reduce a bestseller to a recipe or formula it might look something like this:

Good idea + great story + Zeitgeisty or timeless + fits genre conventions + good-enough writing + plausible and interesting characters + interesting setting + series of books + promotable author + luck + marketing strategy + author engagement + discoverability = strong word of mouth and high visibility = bestseller.

Not every bestseller has all these things, but they do share many of the elements that make a bestseller.



What is a bestseller and how do I write one?

It should help your understanding of what it takes to write and publish a bestseller if you spend some time looking at the books that readers are buying in any given period. Study the weekly bestseller charts in the newspapers over a number of weeks, or the charts in publishing industry magazines such as the UK’s The Bookseller.

The Bookseller Official UK Bestsellers Chart is constructed from a weekly list of the top 5,000 bestselling books in the UK. Gathered by Nielsens BookScan, it captures 90–95 per cent of book sales in the UK from a huge range of outlets, including Amazon, Asda, B&Q, the BBC, Blackwells, ELC, The Eden Project, HMV, The Independent, the Imperial War Museum, Mothercare, art galleries. PC World, Play.com, the Saatchi Gallery, Sainsburys. Tesco, Tesco online, Waterstones and WHSmith. The figures don’t include independent bookshops or digital sales.

Since 1998 the charts have reflected actual sales: point-of-sale data is gathered via the barcode on the back of a book. Before 1998, it was a matter of calling up a selection of ‘representative’ booksellers and asking them for their figures. And of course this was open to guestimates, mistakes and favouritism.

You can also check the biggest online platform, Amazon’s top 100 chart (which, they say, is updated hourly based on sales) and you’ll see that you can go into separate charts for hardback, paperback and Kindle, where you’ll find a mix of trade-published and self-published books. From that page, you can then go into different genres to look at the list toppers for each genre.
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Analyse a bestseller






If you find studying the charts useful, once you have decided on your idea and the genre you will write in, find a book in a similar genre to yours and unpick it to find out what it gets right, as well as analysing the marketing campaign that got it into the charts.

  1  How is the book described?

  2  What distinguishes the cover from others in the same genre?

  3  What is the author’s backstory?

  4  Is it clear from the cover and blurb what genre the book is in?

  5  Can you work out the book’s target readership by looking at reviews and recommendation sites such as Goodreads?
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Can we predict what will sell?

Generally, it is thought that it is not possible to write a bestseller to order, although, as we have seen, bestsellers often share many of the same elements.

The publisher most associated with writing to a formula is arguably Mills & Boon. So many people attempt to write a novel for that imprint that the publisher produces guidance for authors, where they advise: ‘Innovate, don’t imitate!’ Writers who think that just knocking out 50,000 words can create a Mills & Boon bestseller are in for a shock. Of the thousands of submissions each year only 0.5 per cent are published. There is no formula – only a format, as with all genre fiction, which allows room for creative expression, unique writing and memorable characters. So throw those clichés out of the window!’

While a formula remains elusive, the ingredients – or words – that give you the greatest chance of achieving a bestseller have been calculated. Computer scientists at Stony Brook University studied 800 books over eight subgenres. Using an algorithm, they were able to predict the success of each title. These predictions were then compared with the actual success of each title. They found that:

•  successful books tended to feature more nouns and adjectives, as well as a disproportionate use of the words ‘and’ and ‘but’, when compared with less successful titles

•  the most popular books also featured more verbs relating to ‘thought-processing’ such as ‘recognized’ and ‘remembered’

•  less successful books featured topical, cliché words and phrases such as ‘love’, as well as negative and extreme words including ‘breathless’ and ‘risk’

•  books that sold poorly also favoured the use of ‘explicitly descriptive verbs of actions and emotions’ such as ‘wanted’, ‘took’, ‘promised’ ‘cried’ and ‘cheered’. Books that made explicit reference to body parts also scored poorly. (That last point seems a little at odds with the popularity of erotic fiction, say, but we’ll leave you to look at the full study for yourself.)
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Key idea






Read more about this study at: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2538517/Want-write-bestseller-Avoid-talking-body-parts-emotions-negativity-include-plenty-quotes.html#ixzz32jG3F5zW
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Perhaps there is a formulaic route to a bestseller: could it be done by figuring out what people are buying, and combining this knowledge with the bestselling words spat out by Stony Brook’s algorithm? Just when it seems within our grasp, however, there’s another obstacle to overcome: it takes time to write a book, so unless you are speedy or assemble a writing team, by the time you write to your formula, the market may have moved on.

Publishing is a subjective business and it is also a victim of fashion, meaning that genres can go in and out of vogue. It is hard to pinpoint exactly why and when audience tastes change, but it is clear that they do. In terms of what is published, shifts can occur because there is (or is not) an editor to champion a particular genre. At other times, a genre can enjoy a renaissance, whether driven by one successful title that is swiftly followed by copycat titles riding on its coat tails, or by an editor with a passion and the imagination to publish something new. And, of course, the likes of the Harry Potter and Fifty Shades of Grey series have led, respectively, to the emergence of a whole new young adult genre and the resurgence of erotic fiction. When a genre does particularly well in the charts, agents see a surge of manuscripts submitted in those genres. And whatever they may say about the flood of submissions, for a time agents and editors will be looking for new authors in that genre in order to cut in on the bestselling action. When readers are wild about a book, they want to read more of the same, and publishers are happy to feed that appetite.

In publishing houses there’s often much eye rolling at editorial meetings when a ‘me too’ title is presented but, eye rolling aside, a really good one may find a home. This is when timing is crucial. When a topic is hot, publishers need a fine sense of whether a genre is on the rise or in decline and to make a judgement call as to what the market will want in a year’s time. Any book they commission can take a year or more to publish from acquisition. Digital or self-publishers can react more speedily and publish a digital ‘me-too’ title instantly and so it’s less risky. Trade publishers have lost sales to self-publishing – broadly speaking because of the growth in digital and their speed to market – and many have reacted by launching digital-only imprints to take back market share.
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Key idea






Authors who don’t write for the market but for their own interest are in a strong position to act when a particular genre becomes fashionable, because they are poised and ready to pitch their project at the opportune time.
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If you really want to write for the market, then do your research and write, edit and publish fast. At London Writers’ Club Live, our guest agent speakers often say they are looking for a new writer in a bestselling genre, but they are just as likely to say, and are more enthusiastic about, finding writers who sound unlike anybody else – who have an ‘exciting and compelling new voice’. Your task is to write a story that gives people a reason to buy into you and your books, starting with the agent, then the publisher and, ultimately, the reader – you have to give them good reason to choose your book from all the others out there. You have to do everything you can to create confidence in your writing and in you as an author.
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Andrew Crofts, ghostwriter






‘Bestsellers come from giving something of real value. This need not necessarily mean your book has to be of literary merit, or even morally or politically correct. Whatever your view on it, even Fifty Shades ticked this box, by acknowledging and covering a topic that women hadn’t seen before in women’s fiction.’
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What not to do






An important part of any undertaking is to remember that it is roughly two-thirds avoiding mistakes and one-third doing something right. This approach can help with both your writing and your publishing. Key mistakes to avoid, any of which can crush your chances of writing a bestseller, include the following:

  1  Obsessing about perfect prose, thinking that’s the key to writing a bestseller

  2  Paralysis/waiting for an original idea, or waiting for inspiration to strike before you start writing

  3  A weak story

  4  Implausible characters

  5  Poor editing

  6  Use of cliché

  7  Writing to an obvious formula

  8  Sending your book to the wrong agent

  9  A poor pitch package

10  Neglecting marketing and PR

11  Neglecting the reader.
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THE TEN CHARACTERISTICS OF A BESTSELLER

  1  A bestseller ‘knows’ what it is and for whom it is written.

It knows its audience. It is clear what the story is really about and conveys that clearly to the reader. It is written for an identifiable audience and genre, so making itself more easily discoverable.

  2  Bestsellers have a good backstory.

This creates authenticity around a novel, as well as providing ready-made hooks and angles for publicity. It is also the why and the how of the book’s creation, which readers are invariably fascinated by.

  3  Bestsellers either present a unique concept or a fresh spin on an old subject.

The material is unique in some way; or, if not, it shows how it is demonstrably different from the competition. So, if, for example, it is important to the subject matter to be timely or contemporary, then it captures the Zeitgeist at just the right time. If it covers an old subject, the writing casts fresh new light that dazzles with its cleverness, or has such a clear stamp of a winning approach that everyone wonders why no one thought of it before.

  4  Bestsellers contain good enough writing.

Bestsellers are well written: they’re readable, not necessarily literary masterpieces, but written well enough to keep readers turning the pages. And, more often than not, they will have been improved through feedback and professional editing.

  5  Bestsellers have a strong and clear voice.

They can be loud or quiet but they’re distinctive and sound unlike any other writer. They’re not dulled or swamped by being stuffed with every thought, opinion and idea the author has. If there is a cathartic aspect to the writing they make it work, taking Hemingway’s advice to ‘write hard and clear about what hurts’.

  6  Bestsellers engage with their readers to create powerful word of mouth.

They speak to the reader by telling a story that readers will care about and enjoy enough to invest their money and time in it, and afterwards their energy in telling others about it.

  7  Bestsellers have impactful covers.

Bestselling authors know that their cover is a key marketing tool that can create a winning first impression. They have covers that adhere to genre conventions and don’t mislead the reader by having an off-genre cover.

  8  Bestsellers can grow out of being part of a series.

Each book in a series helps to sell another. Publicity and marketing yield more return for effort because they benefit multiple books rather than a single one.

  9  Bestselling authors use brand and platform to make their book visible.

They understand that visibility is everything and they work hard to build it. And they’re switched on to the value of genuinely and effectively engaging with readers.

10  Bestselling authors have bold and energetic marketing plans.

Whether trade or self-published, bestselling authors market their books with gusto, and are guided by a clear PR and marketing plan. What’s more, they start doing so well in advance of the publication date, and they keep on going well after it. They also measure and monitor what works and what doesn’t for every book’s campaign.
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Focus point






In this chapter we covered what vital characteristics make a bestseller, to guide your action plan for taking the first steps towards writing one and achieving your own bestseller. In the coming chapters, we’ll look at key decisions and get you ready to write, enabling you to:

  1  Know the genre you are writing in

  2  Learn the basic techniques of writing a bestseller

  3  Have a clear sense of your story

  4  Plot and plan your bestseller

  5  Blast out the first draft

  6  Get and act on feedback to refine your manuscript.

  7  Be prepared to identify your weaknesses as a writer and work on them

  8  Decide on the best format and route to market

  9  Understand that writing is a business like any other, and it is a rare writer who achieves a bestseller without hard work

10  Be willing to get out and promote your book

11  Be patient and persevere.

[image: image]

	
Where to next?




The next chapter examines the next vital step in the quest for a bestseller: an understanding of the importance of genre.
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