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Introduction - read this first!
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Welcome

Welcome to Project Management for Writers.

In my many years as a freelance writer, I must have read hundreds of books on the subject of how to write. In that time, I've picked things up, tried them or not tried them, and either cast them to one side or adopted them. As new books have come along, I've had a look, and if I've liked what I've seen, I've tried something new. Sometimes these things work, sometimes they don't. 

However, in all of that time, I still failed to find a book that tells me what to do when and in what order, and I've tried to work it out for myself.

With the help of a project management coach, I now believe that I have finally found a system that works for me. 

Who is this book for?

I suppose that here is where I say that this book makes one big assumption: that you already know how to write. You already know where to find ideas and what to do with them. You already know about genres. You know the difference between fiction and non-fiction. 

You already know how to create characters and give them their character arcs. You already know how to create scenes and use locations. You already know the rules of dialogue. You already know about beginnings, middles, ends, twists and turns. And you already know about grammar, spelling and punctuation. You know about viewpoints, and you know about writing in your own style.

If you don't already know all of this, then this book may not be for you. 

There are hundreds of books on each of these topics. Thousands on all of them. This is not that book. This book will not tell you how to do any of that, but it may give a few ideas of what works for me. 

Also, whilst this book concentrates mainly on writing novels, it can equally be used when writing non-fiction. I've tried to include non-fiction-planning tips where pertinent.

This system might not work for you. Then again, you might be open to learning about new methods to try. Although the topic is about planning, it doesn't actually tell you how to plan. It's a structural guide about planning (a) your workload, (b) what to do, and (c) when to do it. It's basically a suggestion for an order of work. Or even, funnily enough, how to manage a project.

You might be a completely creative kind of soul who just likes to go wherever the muse and the whim takes you. If that's how you roll and you're happy rolling that way, then roll on by and good luck.

If you'd sooner saw off your writing arm with a rusty blade or drive a nail into your best eye than even consider any kind of planning, then this book might not be for you. If you have honestly tried planning and it really hasn't worked, then this book might not be for you. If you are not at all interested in planning, this book is not for you. And if you have been writing perfectly well for the past xx years without any problems at all, and are happy to carry on doing so, then do carry on. And good luck.

But if you've ever felt a bit overwhelmed, or even a lot overwhelmed, at the sheer volume of work that's required when you sit down to write a book, if you've ever wished for someone to just tell you to do this first, then do that, and then do this, and if you're happy to try anything if it gets you to actually start finishing something, then this book, folks, is most definitely for you.

Who am I?

I've been writing since 1985. I started off by writing articles and short stories for magazines, newspapers and for local radio before training and qualifying as a broadcast journalist with the BBC. I was old-school in that I was taught to polish my work until it was the best it could possibly be, and then start to send it out to potential markets, agents or publishers. This attention to detail made me a natural editor and proofreader, and in 1997 I started work as an editor. In 2010, I added proofreading to my professional services.

In 2010, after sending my novel Night Crawler off on the rounds since 1996, I finally decided to take on board all of that pertinent feedback and self-publish. It has now been published in hardback, paperback, large print and ebook and it has undergone a rebrand. The large print version was with a traditional publisher.

In the years since 2010, I've published three volumes of collected short stories, Twee Tales, Twee Tales Too and Twee Tales Twee, a writers' guide (Diary of a Scaredy Cat), and I have had two non-fiction books published by Pen & Sword in Yorkshire, A History of Cadbury and The Life of Richard Cadbury.

I'm also a great non-finisher, and there was one point where I truly believed that I'd never write again, or never finish anything again. 

In 2020, I started to ghostwrite Regency romances for an e-publisher of pulp fiction. Here, I was presented with a detailed outline and a list of characters, plus 15 beats. I wrote that first novel in six weeks, and I finished it. I could write again! And I could finish something again! And at the time of writing the first volume of Project Management for Writers, I was on ghostwritten novel number seven - using this very process.

Who is your coach?

Ian Wordsworth is a continuous improvement manager and a lean coach. He's also a project and process manager. Ah yes, and he's my husband, but please don't hold that against him! He is a much sought-after and oft-head-hunted process engineer. 

When I thought I'd finally worked out all of the steps I need to sit down and write a novel or a book in order, I asked him to help me with some sort of structure. Between us we came up with the project management plan for writers. 

Ian will be popping up to say hello and to give us all some guidance along the way. In fact, here he is!

From your coach

"Okay," I hear you say. "Why do I need to project manage my writing?"

Maybe you do. Maybe you don't.

We all know writing is a creative process and relies on inspiration, innovation, ingenuity and imagination. I know you're all creative and have all of the above. However, we also know how difficult it can be translating these musings to paper - and believe me, I've tried as well. 

How many of you have started and not finished your next masterpiece? Or you have sat looking at a blank notepad asking, "Where do I start? What should I do next?" Or, "I've got this great idea, but its just a jumbled mess of thoughts..."

I would like to share with you what I've learnt in more than forty years about process control and project management. In this series of self-help books, these simple steps will, hopefully, help lift the fog and add clarity to the chaos.

Try not to think of a process as something that only applies to machinery or manufacturing. Most things in life are processes. A process is simply a series of steps to achieve a certain outcome. One thing I have learnt about processes is, if they work well, they deliver. I hope that between us we can help you learn that too and, more importantly, how to apply that knowledge.

I know this is not for everyone. There is, after all, the odd genius or savant out there who can just sit down and write a masterpiece from start to finish straight out of their head. But most of us mere mortals need help and guidance along the way, or maybe even just a different way of looking at a problem or task. 

Hopefully, this series of guidebooks is just that.

Plotter v pantster

Okay, it's me again, and I'm going to hold my hands up. 

My name's Diane and I'm a plotter. I can plan for England. I've tried to write by the seat of my pants and I've tried to plot and plan as I've gone along. But it simply doesn't work for me. 

If the ghostwriting experience has taught me nothing else, it has supported this fact that I am a plotter. Give me a well-thought-out plot with 15 beats and I fly. Therefore, the project management plan for writers works very well for me.

Pantster or pantser?

I've often seen the spelling 'pantser', but to me that's not quite right. It's a made-up word anyway, but 'plotter' is someone who writes a plot + ter. Therefore, in my world, as it's short for 'writing by the seat of your pants', by my reckoning, that makes pants + ter. Pantster. You can argue if you prefer, but I'd prefer it if you put that time and energy into trying out this system. 

Scrivener

I am also a massive fan of Scrivener, but I use the Windows version and not the Mac version.* 

I'm not going to go into detail about how to use Scrivener here, though, as this is a book about project management and not about Scrivener. But the principles remain the same. 

However, where I say 'Scrivener structure' or 'Scrivener detail', just use whichever method you prefer, even if it's as simple as creating a file tree/structure on your computer/laptop/tablet/mobile phone/device/notebook/binder/[enter own personal choice here].

* Since first writing this guide, I've upgraded my Scrivener to the Mac version. From Book/Gate 3 onwards, that's what I'll be using.

How to use this book

This is where I'm supposed to suggest that you scan-read the book the whole way through before starting again and trying out the exercises. However, if you've picked up this book, then you're probably far too busy to read it twice and already strapped for time. Therefore I'll say, read it through first if you want to, but if you want to dive right in, start at the beginning and work your way through to the end. It isn't really designed for dipping in and out, unless you've already completed a step and want to check again for clarification in anything.

The main thing about the project management Gates is that you don't leave one Gate until you've done everything within that Gate. (Fear not, this will become clearer as you read on.) That means you don't 'close the gate' until you've finished it. And you don't 'open the next gate' until the previous Gate is closed. 

You don't have to 'lock the gate'. If you realise that you should have done something else in, say, Gate 1 and you're already on, say, Gate 2, then stop what you're doing, go back to Gate 1, and when you've finished, you can resume where you left off. Just make sure it's in the right place for next time.

As already mentioned above, this is not a book about how to write. Instead, it documents the steps I take in the order that I take them. There may be some suggestions in each section, just to start you off. But this isn't designed to be a book about how to write. It's more a book on when to write or do what.

I use this system for novels, novellas, serials and non-fiction books, and for my ghostwriting. However, all of the steps do not necessarily apply to all of the disciplines. This is where I leapfrog over a step that doesn't apply to the book I'm currently working on. You can do the same, and please feel free to leapfrog several steps too.

At the end of each chapter is a list of exercises. These exercises can be used as simple checklists, but they are really there for you to start doing. 

For information, and to help you decide if you need to read about all five steps or if you just need to concentrate on one or two, the following chapter lists what each of the books and Gates covers. 

So, are you ready? Then, come on in!
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The 'Gates'
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Project Management for Writers is laid out in five 'Gates'. There is a different guidebook for each Gate, and then a bumper, omnibus edition at the end with all five stages bundled together. The next Gate in the sequence should be available by the time you've finished reading this one, or you may prefer to get them all in one go when they have all been completed.

Here's Ian with a quick overview.

From your coach

So, let's get started.

The simple steps in our process are called 'Gates'. There is a very specific reason they're called Gates. The rule is, to proceed to the next Gate you must first complete all of the tasks at the previous Gate in order to open it. Then you can move on to the next Gate, and so on.

Think of it as a journey along a path where you have to pass through several gates to reach your destination. The journey is the process. In your case, the journey is the story. 

Planning is the key to this process. It will help you plan your project properly. 

Always remember the adage, "fail to plan, plan to fail." 

At each Gate there will be some very specific tasks to complete. These will start to gradually build the picture and make more sense of the overall project and keep you moving forward, removing any confusion. 

Please do not panic! There are only five Gates to complete. It is not an endless odyssey. 

Of course, it does not guarantee that your work will be the latest tome to fly off the shelves or land a seven-figure film rights deal. But it will mean that you have finished something you started, and you will have found a writing process that actually works for you.

Back to Diane.

Gate 1: What? 

Gate 1 is the what. In Project Management for Writers, Gate 1 is all about ideas and inspiration, and getting started. 

The chapters in Gate 1 are as follows:


1. Equipment

2. Ideas and inspiration

3. Initial research

4. Write for the market

5. Genre & series

6. Choosing a title

7. Design your cover

8. Write your logline

9. Write your elevator pitch

10. Structure, beats, acts, sequences

11. Write a book proposal

12. Get a commission

13. Transfer structure to Scrivener (or your own preferred system)

14. Where to next?
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