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To my darling little boy Ben, who was the catalyst to escape my old way of working and find a new way of living. I love you very much, thank you for being funny, beautiful, and brilliant YOU. [image: clip0005]


 


And to Tim, my best friend and soul mate: I love you. Thank you for being my biggest supporter and champion on this crazy rollercoaster of entrepreneurship and life.










Part 1


The World of Digital Courses










Chapter 1


Introduction to the World of Digital Courses and Passive Income


Imagine if there was a way to harness your expertise and knowledge and sell it online. Where you can create income and set flexible hours that work for you and your family.


What if there was a way that you could work from wherever you wanted to in the world? What if you could earn money while you spent time with your family? What if you could choose how you work, and the hours you work?


What if you could make money while you sleep?


Selling your knowledge online by creating digital courses is one of the most lucrative income streams. This recurring revenue gives you the financial freedom and flexibility to work and live life your way.


Wherever you are in your life right now and whatever you’re dealing with, I want to promise you . . .


Making money while you sleep is possible for you too.


It’s not rocket science.


It’s not magic.


At times it can be cluster-friggingly hard, but it is utterly possible.


The magic is about automating your processes and building an audience so you can get leads on repeat to sell your digital courses.


This book will show you how you can create a digital course and make money while you sleep.


This book is for you if:


 



	•
	You want to share your knowledge and expertise online and create a digital course business to fit around your family and your life.





	•
	You want to travel and have adventures and enjoy the freedom to work from anywhere in the world.





	•
	You’re on maternity leave and wondering how on earth you’re going to juggle the 6am starts, the late-night phone calls, the long commute and your old way of working before you race to nursery to spend a precious hour with your little one.





	•
	Perhaps you’re stalling on the conveyor belt of corporate life and you desperately want to press the eject button on hotdesking and escape the rat race.





	•
	Or are you successfully running your business but you’re so busy working IN the business that you have no time to work ON the business – let alone take a break?





	•
	Maybe HR is knocking with an offer of redundancy but you’re not sure whether to accept it – and if you did, what you’d do next.





	•
	Or maybe you’re approaching retirement age so you want a little boost to your income to help you do what you’ve always wanted to do but never had the time.





	•
	Perhaps, like me, your health impacted your career options and you have struggled with the commutes and the daily grind. Having the flexibility to choose your hours means you can work when you feel good, then rest when you don’t.





	•
	Or maybe your face no longer fits in the 9–5?




 


If any of this describes your situation, fear not, the good news is that you can stick two fingers up to whatever society expects of you.


So, are you ready to work less and live more?


Building any business, including a course-based business that generates passive income, is hard work. It’s hours of early mornings and late nights and checking and rechecking to get things done. But once you’ve done the slog, the good news is that it sells itself on repeat. And then your time is your own.


That’s the beauty of selling digital courses; you get to choose how you spend your days – whether that’s more time for your family, more travel, or fulfilling creative projects that may not pay the bills.


So, what on earth is a digital course?


Put simply, it’s a series of videos and workbooks that teach us a new skill or experience. Just as you might pay for online learning through a college or university, these are pre-recorded videos that share expertise on various topics.


It is estimated that the online course industry will be worth $3.25 billion by 2025*. If you’re a small business owner, coach, consultant, nail technician, gardener, DIY enthusiast, baker or lone parent, you could turn what you know into a digital course. The beauty of courses is that you share your experience ONCE on video, and then you can sell this same digital product again and again through the wonders of automation.


 


* www.forbes.com/sites/tjmccue/ 2018/ 07/ 31/e-learning-climbing- to- 325- billion-by-2025- uf-canvas-absorb-schoology-moodle/?sh=38c22c283b39


 


We live in the most liberating of times where you can package your superpowers into a series of videos that you record using as little equipment as your iPhone, then sell them on repeat to thousands of customers across the world from your kitchen. Geography, education or background is no longer a barrier to your success. It doesn’t matter if you’re in your twenties or seventies, you can now take your years of learning and experience and turn that knowledge into a commodity that you sell over and over. You can create a course teaching people to use TikTok from the beach in Koh Samui, Thailand, or show others how to raise goats from your tiny smallholding in Scotland.


You don’t have to be particularly tech-savvy; you don’t have to know how to use HTML code or understand how automation works to create a system that sells. You just need to embrace the concept of passive income and start making a digital course that works for your life regardless of where you live in the world.


As a parent, I thought that I had to give up my career to fit work around childcare. Creating online courses enables you to pursue your passions, see your family and still make money. That’s the beauty of consistent income; you get to choose your hours and create a life that works for you. You no longer have to clock into your 9–5-day job; you no longer have to be on the entrepreneurial treadmill of working crazy hours. You get to decide how you run your life and your business. You set the hours when you’re at your laptop and the way you want to work. The business that you’ve worked so hard for no longer has to be a noose around your neck, chaining you to the desk. You are still writing emails and social media posts and planning launches, but you are working smarter and not harder.


This is the freedom that creating a course business gives you; the world is now your oyster and there is nothing to stop your pursuing that bucket list of dreams – whether that’s driving round the world in a beaten-up Beetle or spending more time soaking up the (ahem, sunshine) in your back garden or caring for your kids or grandkids. It’s your life, your rules.


However, just because it’s called a passive income business that doesn’t mean you don’t have to do anything. You do. In the beginning, there’s an intense period of work before your idea runs itself (with your fantastic support team) and this book will guide you through the principles of building your digital course business.


Throughout the next fourteen chapters, I’m going to share the secrets of some of my friends and students, about how they carved out their digital niche and successfully sold online. People like Lea Turner, who took her experience on LinkedIn and turned it into a course. Or Rob who worked in the military for 20 years, and then, as his military life ended, wondered what he was going to do next. After completing a yoga course, he created a course teaching beginner’s yoga and breathwork.


Or Kathleen from Auckland, New Zealand, who took her ballet studio online during the Covid-19 lockdown and created a series of ‘Silver Swan Ballet’ courses for women over 50, which is now selling globally. Or you might be inspired by 60-year-old Janet from Michigan, US, who was months away from retirement when she was made redundant after 29 years working in ICU in a hospital. She picked herself back up and built a course teaching us how to shop for our wardrobe.


All of these students have varying backgrounds, live in different countries and have myriad experiences, but they all have one thing in common: they’ve had the guts and gumption to create a digital course.


And now you’re here today, reading this book. You’ve taken the massive leap of faith in believing that you can make money while you sleep, so now you have to implement the steps that I’m going to show you in these pages and learn how you too can sell digital courses over and over again.


If it’s possible for them, it’s possible for you too. You don’t have to be a teacher or the smartest person in the room to create a course, you just need to know about one thing and share your learning and experience about it with others. And the irony is the more niche your idea, the more profitable you will be. People don’t want to buy a ‘generalist’ course, they want something specific, so if you can show them a deep dive into one area, your system will be more successful.


If you feel you don’t have enough knowledge in a specific area, often the reality is that you know much more than you think you do – and remember, you don’t have to know everything for the course. Not so long ago, I spent £3,000 buying an online business course. There was so much content, and it was overwhelming. I then bought a second course about the same subject for £200, knowing it would take me about two hours to complete. Guess which programme I completed? That’s right, the one that I knew would take me two hours to finish.


People desire tasty bite-sized snacks rather than the whole buffet. They want to learn from you and get the ‘beginner’s guide to . . .’ or ‘the advanced guide to . . .’ but they don’t need everything thrown into one course. In small chunks, microlearning is regarded as a much more effective way of teaching for online courses, and throughout this book I will teach you how to structure courses that are quick and tasty for your audience to consume.


The most successful courses are the ones that your students actually spend the time on and complete. And once they’ve actually done the work and seen the results, they will become your most prominent advocates and recommend your course to everyone.


Before that little nagging doubt pops into your head, yes, I’m going to talk through ways to successfully sell your course organically through social media, YouTube, how to do your own publicity and also how to use paid ads, e.g. on Facebook or Instagram. I’ll show you the methods that I’ve used to sell thousands of courses and generate seven-figure revenues.


You might be someone who’s already created a course, and perhaps you’ve sold a few, but it’s now getting dusty on your laptop. I know it’s heartbreaking when you pour all your energy and enthusiasm into something, and then it doesn’t sell. I’ve been there, and I’ve also experienced those awkward moments when your family or friends ask: ‘How’s it going?’


Wherever you are in your business idea, entrepreneurship is a rollercoaster of emotions. You may feel like you’re throwing spaghetti at the wall of marketing and nothing is sticking. You may feel you’re tired of trying so hard to make it work, and somehow your business is still only just limping by. So, if you want to take your side hustle from hobby status to the real deal, and if you’d like to stop feeling like a business failure in front of your friends and family, then you’re in the right place.


By the time you’ve read this book, I want you to come away with a new direction and a plan to sell your knowledge and sell it on repeat. Marketing your courses on autopilot will help you get that consistent income that you crave, and will remove the feast or famine mentality that so many entrepreneurs face.


I’ll talk through your stumbling blocks and personal limitations around creating a course, and I’ll show you how you can sidestep your fears and successfully sell your digital courses even when you are scared of doing so.


It may be that you’re in business but you’re fearful of being visible and putting yourself out there online. And while your head says that you need to market your digital courses, your heart is telling you to hide. I hear you; I used to worry that I was too old, not pretty or intelligent enough to show up on social media and talk about myself. I know what it’s like to feel vulnerable and exposed when you make yourself visible, but the reality is that if you want to sell your course successfully, you just have to put aside your fears and go for it.


I spent many years dreaming of being an entrepreneur before actually leaping into it. I remember my cousin saying to me when I was about 21, and editing a business magazine, ‘What do you know about business?’ That comment stuck. For so long I didn’t think I was worthy of dipping my toe in the entrepreneurial world.


What do you want to do?


Knowing what to create for a course is tricky! Perhaps you have a vision and a plan before you read this book, but maybe you’re a little like me and you struggle to find your thing.


You may doubt yourself and your abilities. Sometimes the thing we are meant to do is dangling right in front of our noses, and it takes us a while to find it. My lack of self-belief was making me cling to a narrative that I wasn’t good enough or talented enough to teach video-making and storytelling, even though I had years of experience as a journalist. So don’t worry, I will help you to find and pursue your passion.


Perhaps you’re secretly wishing that you could create a business but that little voice in your head is holding you back. Maybe you doubt your abilities and talents. Sometimes our fears about what others may say or think hold us back from actually pursuing the things that we want to do. In those cases, it’s as though you need a ‘permission slip’ to follow your heart and go with your gut.


If you’re going to create something that you sell over and over again, and talk about on repeat, you want to be certain that you’re passionate about the topic. You may think that you should create a series of courses about property, because that’s what makes money, but your heart wants to teach painting. Go with what your heart is telling you, because when you’re working on this months later, your passion project will propel you through the blips and bumps on the journey.


You just have to find your ‘thing’ and ensure that you’re operating in what the author Gay Hendricks calls your ‘Zone of Genius.’*


 


* Gay Hendricks defi ned the term ‘Zone of Genius’ in his book The Big Leap.


 


So, remember, if you’re going to spend hours working on your courses and selling them, you need to choose something that lights you up and excites you years later. Creating a course isn’t just ‘creating a course’, it opens the doors to new possibilities and new adventures. Think about:


 


ü What do you love to talk about?


ü What excites you every day?


 


Whenever I doubt my ability to succeed, I always think of Richard Branson, who has created multiple billion-dollar businesses. He did this after failing at school and being written off for being dyslexic. Or Sara Blakely, the founder and inventor of Spanx, who knew little about hosiery but had an incredible idea to create stretchy undergarments to suck us into shape. Both these entrepreneurs had passion for their product and showed guts and gumption to go for it. They started out knowing little about business, but they were open to ideas, embraced new possibilities and hoovered up information and ideas as they went.


When I first started out, I created my ‘inspiring’ entrepreneurs list to keep me on track when I might wobble. And I follow them on social media. Their words inspired me enormously when I didn’t think I was good enough or intelligent enough to package my knowledge online.


I want you to come away from this book feeling that you can turn your experience and know-how into a course that sells on autopilot. I’ll show you that you can package your expertise and create recurring income, and you can take yourself off the hamster wheel of work and redesign your life and business.


It sounds so simple when I say all you need to do is create the course, build your sales page and find a steady flow of eyeballs to read about your course and buy it. The reality is you will have moments of frustration; yes, at times, building a course-based business is complex, complicated and bloody hard work, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make this a reality. And it certainly doesn’t mean you can’t create the kind of passive income that you dream of. Like every business, you need to dig deep, find your reserves of grit and gumption and keep going through the highs and the lows. You can turn what you know into an online course regardless of your age, background and education.


This book will take you step by step from idea generation to understanding your ideal customer, to selling your digital course or membership on repeat.


Passive income is about generating revenue on repeat. It’s also known as recurring income, and either way this is something that requires a hefty dose of drive, determination and hard work to get up and running, but once you have you will be able to [add author comment].


Still questioning whether this book is for you and whether your skills can make you recurring income? Here are a few ideas to help you see how you too could make money while you sleep.


If you’re a graphic designer, you could create a digital product such as a template pack teaching people how to design graphics to use on Pinterest. You could sell a collection of pretty Pinterest pin designs and use the social media site as your number one marketing tool. Once you’ve created the digital products and built sales pages to sell them, you just need to find a new audience to keep selling them on repeat. Using advertising can help drive traffic to your digital product.


If you’re a fitness instructor or a cake-maker, you could create recurring revenue from a membership where people pay an amount per month to be part of your ‘club’ and learn from you and enjoy being part of your community.


For example, Carrie Green was lonely in the online world and wanted to create a community for female business owners to collaborate and learn. She made the Female Entrepreneur Association and turned her Facebook group into a multi-million-pound company.


Anna Parker-Naples was an actor who wanted to spend more time with her family. After a traumatic pregnancy, she set up her online business to teach people how to use podcasting to grow their business. Now she has a multiple-six-figure membership.


Ebooks are another way to create recurring revenue. Serial entrepreneur Stefan James began selling books on Amazon and realised that if he sold them for $1 each, he could sell at scale. He started getting people to turn his audio recordings and ideas into books. Fast-forward 10 years and he has a multi-million-dollar company and over 1 million subscribers on YouTube.


Not sure what course to create? Let’s get creative!


Brainstorm what you want to do


Now let’s make a start and do some fun brainstorming to get ideas flowing as to what you may want to do! Allow yourself the freedom of time and space – do something that makes you feel inspired. I find it really helpful to give myself permission to be creative and allow my juices to flow. Going for a walk in the countryside, meditating or just playing Lego with my son helps me to unwind from the ‘should-dos’ and follow that intuitive voice within.


ü Do whatever makes you feel most creative.


ü Remember no idea is a bad idea, you don’t know what it will trigger, so just write it down.


ü Allow yourself to free-flow some ideas. I love to listen to inspiring music as I’m brainstorming, so play your favourite tracks.


 


1. What’s your idea?


Write down your idea or ideas and just free-flow . . .


 


 


 


 


 


 


2. Brain dump


Have a huge brain dump to write down your ideas for the course. What does your potential customer need to learn? Write everything down. Don’t censor yourself . . . one crazy idea may lead to another one that works perfectly for your audience.


 


 


 


 


 


 


Now let’s take that idea and refine it. What is the transformation that you want your audience to have? The more specific the better . . .


 


 


 


 


 


 


Remember, there’s no such thing as a bad idea . . . all ideas might lead you to something interesting, and where you want to focus your energy.


Check out Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way if you want to unleash your creativity further.


The good news is there are multiple ways to make money using passive income and by building multiple income streams.


Finding your entrepreneurial way is about trial and error, but this book will help you to turn your idea into a course-based business that can be truly life-changing for you and your family.


Right here, right now as you’re reading this book or driving to work you can mull over your possibilities and potential because the exciting thing is that you can generate wealth online through digital courses, and build a hugely successful business just by leveraging the power of the internet and the wonder of passive income. It just takes dreams, guts and grit.


So, are you ready to maximise your knowledge, create a digital course and make money while you sleep? I know you can do this!


 


If you’d like some additional support, check out www.makemoneywhileyousleepbook.com/bonus – you can print out your own permission slip, and you’ll also find some additional training to help you create your course as you read through this book.










Chapter 2


Researching Your Course (and pre-selling it!)


When I used to go off on backpacking adventures around the world, I loved diving into the experience and ‘winging it’. I was the queen of following my gut and hoping for the best. And it invariably turned out well. I’d stumble across scrumptious meals from roadside cafes or befriend locals who’d show me the secret sights and best places to hang out in town. And most of the time, winging it worked – except when I encountered cockroach-infested hotels or got food poisoning from sampling live sea cucumber. Yes, that experience still haunts me; I picked up the rubbery looking thing with my chopsticks, took a large bite and, as I munched, was somewhat horrified to discover that sea cucumber was not the vegetable I was expecting. It was alive and worming its way along my chopstick. The slimy, rubbery texture and rancid taste is the stuff of nightmares. I soon learned that doing some research meant that I could bypass the unsavoury dishes and focus on exploring the sights.


The point of me going off on a tangent about slimy creatures is because I want to stress that creating a course isn’t about winging it. Otherwise you might find you end up re-recording elements, or having to change your sales strategy, pricing and messaging in your ads, for example.


Creating a course isn’t about perfectionism, but you do need to plan, prepare and – crucially – deliver your audience’s needs. And to do that means research, so that you know you’re giving people what they want. Just winging it and rambling away about your chosen topic with a few meanders is NOT the best way to create a course that people want to buy.


I’ve seen courses created by people who have a big audience but they just didn’t sell. Why? Because they didn’t really ask their audience what they NEEDED and WANTED.


Creating a course is no different from other business initiatives. It is about taking people on a learning journey and solving a problem or a pain point. It’s showing them how to use software or how to milk goats or grow a business. The course offering needs to align with you and who you are, and what your audience desires.


I often see people create courses without actually researching their ideal client or customer needs, and they aren’t prepared to take the time to listen. And then they wonder why their course has flopped.


This chapter is perhaps the most important in this book, but it doesn’t feel particularly sexy. I know for us winging it lovers,  it’s tempting to skip this section and rush onto the bit about outlining your course. But wait! Doing the research enables you to avoid making time-consuming and costly mistakes, so it’s a good investment of your time to ask questions and test out your ideas, listen to feedback that might surprise you and get under the skin of your ideal clients. And in the process, you will also stand an excellent chance of being able to sell your course before you even create it.


So I’m here to stop you in your tracks and remind you of the sea cucumber.


 


‘The ability to find a customer, sell your product or service to that customer, and satisfy the customer so that he buys from you again should be the central focus of all entrepreneurial activity. The greater clarity you have with regard to your ideal customer, the more focused and effective your marketing efforts will be.’ Brian Tracy*


 


* www.entrepreneur.com/article/75648


Don’t get caught up in the fantasy . . .


When you’re first starting out, every business guru going tells you to create your ‘ideal client’.


When I started up my business, I was encouraged by specific business coaches to fantasise about the perfect person who would buy from me – what kind of car they would drive, what type of holiday they would go on. I created a mini-fantasy in my head of the perfect person who wanted to buy my services, but the focus was on the material goods they aspired to own (or owned) rather than the problem they needed solving.


I remember spending hours agonising and stressing over this fictitious character, but the real truth is that your ideal client is the person willing to spend money with you, and creating an idea of this perfect person that is going to buy from you is complete and utter nonsense.


It’s bad for your business.


There is good business sense in understanding who you want to talk to in your messaging and marketing, though.


Once you’re off the starting blocks, it is essential to speak to the right person so that you can be very clear in your marketing and messaging about who you’re talking to and what they do. But don’t get hung up on the idea of your perfect person because this concept will shift as you start selling and understanding who your target audience really is, and switching off a chunk of the population from the start because you’ve decided they’re too old, too young, too female or too male doesn’t make good business sense.


You don’t want to needlessly eliminate certain demographic groups. You’re in business to sell to anyone who might need what you’re offering. For example, my branding is pink and red; I initially thought I was talking to a specific age group of women, but actually I realised that I speak to men too. If you are specific with the pain point rather than the abstract demographic, it is easier to sell and adjust according to your customers’ needs.


What’s your customer’s problem?


Understanding who your customer is and what’s their problem is the key to your success.


Knowing the specific problem your clients are facing means you can connect with your audience and imagine them in everything that you do! The more information and understanding that you have of that problem, the easier it is to ‘build your tribe’ or your group of people who resonate with that issue and what you have to say, and therefore they will like you, follow you and eventually buy from you.


You want to get under that person’s skin and understand what their pain point is and how you can best help them overcome this challenge. You want to create a story around this person (though remember not to be boxed in by outdated ‘demographics’), imagine them, talk to them and identify with them.


The more this person becomes ‘real’, the easier it is to imagine them while creating a course and to talk to them in your marketing.


I began doing this 25 years ago while working in local radio. We were encouraged to see our female listener as a ‘human’ and get under her skin. What did she care about? What motivated her to get out of bed each morning and go to work? What issues mattered to her?


It drove our radio stories’ content and ensured that we focused on family issues, health and local stories. We skipped the subjects that she didn’t care about or tried to tell them in a way that would matter to her and might engage her.


And the same is true in creating an avatar or ideal client for your course. The avatar is the fictional story that helps us to understand our ideal customers more efficiently. You focus on ONE person and tell a story about them and who they are.


Ask yourself these questions so you can create an image of your ideal customer who will buy your course. Spend some time on this; the more specific you can be, the better.


Describe your avatar



	
	
1.        What is your customer’s pain point or problem?






	
	
2.        What keeps your customer awake at night worrying?






	
	
3.        How does what they stay up at night worrying over relate to your course topic?






	
	
4.        What does your course idea solve for them?






	
	
5.        Why do they need your course? What problem are you solving, or what desire are you creating within them?






	
	
6.        What has happened to trigger them to start searching for a solution to that problem (that you’re solving)?






	
	
7.        How are they going to find you and the answer to the problem, e.g. are they searching on Google/scrolling on social media, such as Instagram/listening to a podcast, etc.?






	
	
8.        How are you solving that problem better than your competitors?






	
	
9.        What did they already try that didn’t work before they came searching for an alternative solution in your course?






	
	
10.        What are the benefits to them in buying your product?






	
	
11.        What are their goals and values? What do they care about (e.g. the environment or if a product is Fairtrade)?






	
	
12.        What would be their objections to buying your course?






	
	
13.        Describe your average customer.






	
	
14.        What does their typical day look like?






	
	
15.        How much time do they spend online? What is their propensity to learn online?






	
	
16.        How old are they? The more specific you can be, the better.






	
	
17.        Are you creating a course for men or for women, or both?






	
	
18.        Do they have children?






	
	
19.        If they have children, do they live at home – will this be a barrier to them learning, and do you need to talk about this in your marketing?






	
	
20.        What do they care about? What inspires them?






	
	
21.        How does your ideal client earn money? Are they in business, and do you need to think about their payday in your marketing?






	
	
22.        What’s their annual income? Are you wanting to create something for six-figure entrepreneurs or for single mums budgeting the books?






	
	
23.        What is the person’s ethnicity and religion? Does this even matter for your course?






	
	
24.        Are they the boss, or do they work for a boss?






	
	
25.        What are their passions? What motivates them?






	
	
26.        Does geography matter? Do you want to think globally, or is it a course for a specific country with certain legal/taxation implications?





 


How did you go? What did you learn? What do you need to know more about to sell your course successfully?


Doing the research isn’t just about imagining your ideal client; it’s also about talking to them and getting under the skin of their problem and pain point.


Do they need or want your course?


People don’t buy a course for the sake of it; they buy a course because they are seeking answers to a problem and want help to solve it. So, spending time figuring out what the problem is and how you can best solve your customer’s issue makes it easy to pre-sell to them! Ask yourself what things keep them awake at night, and what are their particular struggles?


It’s imperative to establish if your customers need and want your course. So how do you know the difference between a need for something and a want or desire for it?


I think about my friend Ciaran, who lives in Bangkok but would travel back to Belfast to see his family. He had two flight options: Ryanair or British Airways. When he ‘needed’ to travel to see his mum, he would take the first flight out with Ryanair and, as he put it, would ‘hold his nose’ about the service, the overall experience and lack of breakfast. When it was a more leisurely journey, he would choose to travel with British Airways, and he wanted this experience. Air travel then moved from a need to a desire, and he was willing to pay twice as much for the experience.


With your course, how can you shift your customer’s thinking so that they desire what you do rather than just ‘need’ it?


It’s about showing the transition clearly, and ensuring your course is desirable – even if you’re just talking about spreadsheets. When they desire something, they will go out of their way to get it and be willing to pay more for it.


Research enables you to gain invaluable knowledge about your audience – if you are solving a problem that they have, they will be hungry for the solution. They won’t just need the course; they’ll also want the answer.


So, when you’re doing your research, be sure to listen to the subtle difference between your audience’s ‘needs’ and ‘wants’. Notice their enthusiasm levels and their engagement on your social media posts; take note of their passion for the concept. Are they excited, or do they say this would be very useful? Are they, albeit in a virtual sense, jumping up and down saying ‘OMG, I want this now,’ or are they saying, ‘I’m sure it will be very helpful’ (which is polite speak for: that sounds good for someone else, but it’s not really for me).


In order to test to see if people NEED it, if they WANT it, and if they have the ability to pay for it, ask yourself three questions:


 



	•
	Is there a need for the course?





	•
	Is there an ability to pay for the course?





	•
	Is there a willingness to pay for the course?




 


Ultimately, it’s the willingness to pay that is most important when determining your course success.


I want you to create such a demand for your course that it’s a must-have in your industry, and your potential customers are super excited to buy from you and are drooling at your offer.


Understanding who your audience is and what they NEED and WANT from you is critical when building and pre-selling a course.


How can you learn more about your ideal client?


I often see people create courses without actually researching their ideal client or customer needs, but the reality is that it matters to understand what people are willing to pay for the course. You want to ask people what they need through surveys and questionnaires.


Ideally, you want to use social media platforms to do this, especially if you have an established presence and an audience of people willing to engage with you. If you don’t already have an audience, looking on Amazon at some of the review comments on books that your ideal client would be reading will help you to see the kind of language they use to talk about their pain points.


Your audience could be accessed through something like Instagram or LinkedIn, or you could use the power of Clubhouse or YouTube. You get to decide and test out where is best to connect with your audience and ask questions. Here are some suggestions. You don’t have to use all these methods; use the ones that most resonate – AND think about where your ideal client hangs out according to your profile of them. If you want to talk to professionals, you could look at LinkedIn, and if you’re going to speak to graduates, perhaps it’s best to be active on TikTok.


Instagram Stories


Before you start creating your course, you could post questions or polls on your Insta Stories. Ask your audience specific questions about your course idea as you begin to build it. Ensure that you use hashtags specific to your audience to reach people who will most resonate with this content and have these pain points.


Look at the accounts of people in your industry. What hashtags are they using? Begin to take note of these; I save a bunch in my phone compiled into groups with a maximum of 30 hashtags in each group.


When creating a course for Psychologies Magazine, we used Instagram Stories to ask people what their biggest challenges were when it came to finding a career they loved. The research helped us to validate our ideas and know we were on the right track with the course.


Norland Nanny and sleep consultant Claire Watkin created a sleep-training course for new mums. She used Instagram to research her ideal clients. She followed mummy bloggers on the site and forged relationships with them. From there, she was able to reach more mums to ask questions and build her audience.


I started following mummy influencers on Instagram and then one of them DM-ed me within 5 minutes of following her and invited me to speak to her group of mummies. I then did a follow-up video for her with trainings and was able to start building my audience and understanding their challenges and pain points.


Facebook groups


Facebook groups are an incredible resource for connecting with other like-minded people in your niche area and getting to know them. And in the process, you can ask questions and also build a potential client base.


Psychologist Justine Knott was creating a course helping people recently diagnosed with epilepsy. She combined her personal experience of epilepsy with her background as a psychologist to help people struggling with the ramifications of the diagnosis. Justine reached out to people in established epilepsy Facebook groups asking if they would mind completing a questionnaire. Before she knew it, she had a ton of responses and a gold mine of information to help her create and structure her course.


 


Initially it hadn’t occurred to me to ask questions of my target population. Lucy suggested doing research with my ideal client group so I thought I would give it a go. I was trying to decide what needed to be part of my course on Living Well and Thriving with Epilepsy; I know what issues I myself had struggled with as a person with epilepsy, especially when I was first diagnosed. I knew my subject matter (mental health) back to front, having worked in this field for more than two decades. What I needed to know was what did the majority of epilepsy sufferers need in a course?


I had been a member of an Epilepsy Facebook group for years, and often posed questions about issues I was dealing with. Groups on Facebook consist of people with specific needs and interests. They provide an important source of support and information for people. They are also a rich source of information for honing in on your ideal client and teasing out your course material. First I did a search within the group for posts about mental health, such as anxiety and depression. I noted down key themes and fashioned some of these ideas into a survey, using SurveyMonkey. I found this helped clarify my thoughts and brainstorm more ideas for my course. I joined more groups for people with epilepsy. In those groups where I was a new member, I first answered questions and made comments within the groups before I started the survey. As in our marketing, people need to know, like and trust you before they will respond with personal information.


I posted my survey in several groups. I was astonished by the response rate, obtaining more than 60 responses in one day. I included some open questions in my questionnaire that yielded important information that I had not thought to add into my course. This also gave me ideas for future courses. For example, in response to a question, ‘What is your biggest struggle with epilepsy?’ many said that they struggled most with not feeling understood or supported by family members. I could see that an additional short course for loved ones to educate them about epilepsy would be important. There were other learnings for me. I had known that depression and anxiety would be major areas of concern for this group, but survey responses highlighted the impact on their social relationships; loneliness and isolation. I have made this a priority in my course.


A positive by-product of doing this survey was that the process helped people feel listened to. Many responded to thank me for asking these questions; they felt heard and validated. They were keen to know about the course I was creating; 85 per cent of respondents provided their email, providing me with the start of my marketing list.


I learned that what we think we know may not be correct. We start with a hypothesis of what our ideal client needs, but we need to fine tune that by testing it out. In essence, researching our target market by asking them more questions helps us make sure we are on the right track. If our material is aligned with client needs, we have a worthwhile product that will be easily marketed and will, in effect, sell itself.


 


You can also take note of what people are ASKING in Facebook groups. By providing answers to questions you give value and people are very grateful, then they want to know more about you and what you do. From developing this relationship, you’re able to then talk to them about your course and ask if they would be up for helping you map it out. Most people enjoy helping others, so they’ll want to support you.


I also ask people questions when they join my Facebook group. I would take photos of the most pertinent and revealing answers, then save this data in a spreadsheet. These questions gave me ideas for content for many years, and it was one of the best ways to ensure that I had answered many people’s questions in creating my Confident on Camera course.


YouTube


YouTube is obviously about video, but it’s also a this vast pool of people who are commenting and engaging, but business owners often overlook it.


Look at the content and the successful content creators in your niche that are relevant to your course idea, then start following their channels and taking note of the most popular videos. You can click on ‘most popular’ videos for each channel on YouTube, and this gives you some significant clues to video content that people are searching for.


Focusing on videos in your niche will show you what people need to know and what they are searching for. Think about the user experience . . . They’re sitting at home and stuck with a problem, and 95 per cent of the world asks their friend Google for help.


Google owns YouTube, so YouTube videos rank highly on Google as a solution. If you’re answering that problem, your video will show up higher. The questions that people are asking in the comments of those videos are gold dust! They give you content ideas and help you understand the problems you need to solve in your course. Make a note of these comments and screengrab them. They will help you to create the course content and also the marketing. You want to address their questions and problems in both of these.


Management consultant Jonathan Bradley had a highly successful training business pre-pandemic, but when the world went into lockdown, he realised that he needed to rethink his business model and create passive income.


He didn’t have an audience when he started out, so he used YouTube as a way to validate his course idea and see the types of questions that people were asking about navigating corporate life in middle management.


Note: before that little voice in your head says, ‘why would they buy my course if they can find the answers on YouTube?’, please remember that many people can spend 24 hours trawling YouTube for solutions to the problems they have OR they can pay X amount and buy your course that is tailored to their needs. What is more valuable to your customer, the solution or their time?


I’ll talk about audience-building on YouTube in a later chapter, but this is a gentle nudge not to overlook the power of using Google search and YouTube to research your content.


Quora


Quora is a question-and-answer platform where people go to find solutions to their problems. Millions of people use the site to find information.


Selina Yankson is the mid-career mentor for professionals wondering, ‘what next?!’ Selina harnessed the power of Quora to identify the struggles that her ideal client was facing. By giving in-depth and really helpful responses on Quora, Selina generated millions of views on her content and a steady flow of clients.


LinkedIn


Lea Turner has exploded her reach and reputation on LinkedIn in the past year. I’ll share her story in more detail later, but take note how you can use LinkedIn or any social media platform to ask your clients what they really, really want.


 


Before I started building my first digital course, I had a look at what else was available in my niche; what price points, the volume of information covered, and the format in which it was presented. I wanted to know where I felt comfortable positioning myself.


I also discussed with previous clients what parts of my training they found most valuable, and what aspects of my service stood out most for them. They cited mostly how simple the advice was, and that it was easily actionable. That gave me a great place to start when laying out the content and format of what I went on to create.


I did also quiz people on what they DON’T like about online courses, so I could decide what I wanted to avoid. Mostly they told me that they’re often boring and the videos go on too long – far more than is actually necessary – and people lose interest! I have hopefully avoided both of those things.


Clubhouse


Krishna Patel from Skincare Makers Club used Clubhouse to talk to the skincare community and identify what their struggles and challenges were.


 


I started out on the app by joining rooms dedicated to skincare and beauty. By contributing to the discussions and helping others wanting to start up skincare brands, I grew a following on Clubhouse. During the panel discussions, I would say: ‘If you would like my free guide, then DM me on Instagram.’ Once they had sent me a message, I was able to connect with them and their needs more personally and that helped me map out future digital products too.


 


From this, she was able to grow her following on both Clubhouse and Instagram and pre-sell her digital courses and templates. She had a steady flow of skincare business owners viewing her as an authority in her field and ultimately wanting to buy her digital products.
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