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To my wife, Susan, with much love and many thanks
for putting up the vicissitudes of a freelance life.


Introduction

Freelance writing is the most wonderful way of earning a living. Nothing, except perhaps inherited wealth, provides greater personal freedom. You can follow your interests and develop yourself in any direction you choose, free to live where and how you want, and to travel wherever and whenever the urge takes you. As a freelancer you never know when Lady Luck is going to drop some fabulous opportunity into your lap, but as the highly successful television writer Russell T. Davies was recently quoted as saying, ‘Luck is just hard work a lot of the time.’

My aim is to inspire you with the necessary hope, ambition and nerve to give it a go, and to lead you through the various preparation stages so that you have a sensible, realistic plan and an understanding of the marketplace you’re about to enter.

I will then show you how to turn your writing skills into a business that will support you in whatever lifestyle you’ve set your heart on.

There are many ways to make a decent and pleasant living from writing, but it’s all too easy to be carried away by unrealistic dreams. We all need dreams to get us out of bed in the mornings, but to make them come true we must have the basic tools of our profession. Becoming a successful freelance writer is difficult, but it’s perfectly doable if you go about it the right way. I’ll show you how to put yourself in a position to be offered the lucky breaks, then all you’ll need do to succeed is produce the best work you’re capable of.

Much of it is about marketing. Selling writing skills is not a lot different from selling airline seats, vodka or cigarettes. Approach your career as you might approach the launch of a new shop or a new pop singer. I’m going to show you how to find customers, persuade them to buy from you for the first time and how to keep them coming back for more.

We live in the ‘Information Age’ and the ‘Entertainment Age’, so it is a great time to be one of the people who creates and sells both products.

Scaremongers keep telling us that fewer and fewer people are leaving education with even basic writing skills; if this is true and you are one of the select band of skilled workers, you are in a stronger position to sell your wares than at any time since literacy first became widespread in the West.

The market for material is expanding at an increasing rate with more magazines, more websites, more books and more television programming being created and sold than ever before. At the same time, as computers become more user friendly and affordable and printing techniques more accessible, we have ever more sophisticated ways of producing our material. Publishing giant Random House worked out that they sold four times as many books in 2005 as the entire worldwide book industry did in 1955. And that isn’t the end of it, because for every book that is published there are probably a hundred new blogs going on-line.

Every morning you wake up as a freelance you know something exciting might happen today. A publisher may ring with a big commission, your novel might be accepted, a huge star might agree to an interview, a magazine might buy an article or send you to Tahiti with all expenses paid, the film rights to a book could sell for thousands or a chat show host will want to interview you. Most days none of these things will happen, but some days they will.

My book How to Make Money from Freelance Writing came out at the beginning of the nineties. Five years later it was updated to include developments such as word processors and fax machines. Five years later under the new title The Freelance Writer’s Handbook, it needed a complete rewrite because of the changes brought on by technology: most notably the spread of the Internet and the power of the on-line bookseller Amazon, plus the increasing use of e-mail, mobile phones and print-on-demand techniques. Now, another five years on, we have witnessed yet another quantum leap into a world once only imagined by science fiction writers. Almost all these transformations have been to the benefit of freelance writers and these changes are hurtling into our lives at an ever-increasing speed.

Not only have we seen the arrival of stars like Dan Brown, Jordan and Sharon Osbourne, genres like ‘misery memoirs’, initiatives like Richard and Judy’s Bookclub and shelves of books being introduced into nearly all the big supermarkets, but there has also been the spread of blogs on the Internet, the growing use of ‘print on demand’, on-line publishing, e-zines, laptops and the rest.

In the past thirty-five years, ever since I left school, I’ve tried to sell work in virtually every area of the writing market. Some attempts were more successful than others. I’ve collected as many rejections and disappointments as anyone. But I’ve still managed to stay in business and I still wouldn’t trade writing for any other profession. I hope this book will lead you not only to making a good living, but to having a great deal of fun doing so. If you persevere you can achieve whatever you want.


CHAPTER ONE

Why Do It?



‘Almost anyone can be an author; the business is to collect money and fame from this state of being.’

A.A. Milne





Visiting Other Lives and Other Worlds

Being a writer means you can dip into interesting and exciting lives and situations, find out whatever you want, and then return to the peace and security of your own garret to write the resulting story, whether it be a book, a film script or an article for the local newspaper. You can live as many different lives as you want, while always maintaining an escape route. You can follow any path your curiosity takes you down, and go to places you’d never otherwise see; one day rubbing shoulders with princes at polo matches, the next unearthing a prostitution racket in a Third World shanty town or taking tea with your local vicar. You can head into the dust of war zones or the red carpet world of celebrity gossip, whatever turns you on.

Since stories that sell have to be interesting, we who create them need only go out into the world when there’s something interesting to see, do or learn. The rest of the time we can relax in the comfort of our own homes, tapping away on the keyboard, or putting our feet up with a newspaper (‘thinking time’ this is called, should anyone around the house challenge you).

Provided we create, in a professional manner, a product that editors, publishers, producers and readers want to buy, we’re free of all other obligations; and greater freedom, I believe, is pretty much the goal for all of us

Getting a Private Life

‘Life balance’ is a popular catch phrase because it sums up exactly what goes wrong in so many people’s lives. How often have you heard someone regretting that they don’t spend more time with their family and friends? That they’re always too busy to get to watch their children’s football or netball matches or school plays. Who really wants to make the same journey to and from the same workplace every day? Then there are the home deliveries that require a day off work, not to mention the anniversaries, birthdays and other family occasions that cause endless ill feeling when they’re missed due to pressures of work.

Freelance writers can spend as much time as we like with our loved ones because our working schedules can nearly always be fitted around other arrangements. If your day is full of school runs or the preparation of meals there’s always the early morning or the evening to do the work. If you like to lie in in the morning, then you can work in the evening. If you’re an early riser you can have your whole working day over and done with by the time late risers are finishing their breakfast. We have more control over our private lives than almost any other kind of worker.

Live and Work Wherever You Choose

Since you’ll be working at home for at least fifty per cent of the time, it doesn’t matter where you live. You can secrete yourself in a converted lighthouse in Cornwall, a loft in London’s Docklands or a beach house in Bali as long as you have access to a computer and a telephone. Of course, it’ll depend a little on where you have to get to for your research, but I’ll cover that in more detail later. There are stories to be had in every possible location; but, when the world is your oyster, the biggest difficulty may just be choosing.


Exploiting the Golden Age of the Writer

Some believe we’re all ‘dumbing down’, that the craft of good writing is now in the past. I tend to believe the opposite. Lynne Truss wrote a book about the demise of correct punctuation, (Eats, Shoots and Leaves), and it became a bestseller, suggesting people are just as interested in the subject as they ever were. The good stuff is still out there, but there is a lot of other material too, all of it appealing to different markets. When celebrity model Jordan’s managers first did the rounds of publishers with the idea of her writing an autobiography, they were almost universally scorned. But one brave publisher took her on and the resulting book sold over half a million copies and spawned an equally successful sequel. It is unlikely that those sales were made at the expense of the works of Rushdie or McEwan or any of the other authors approved of by the publishing elite.

The industry was equally sniffy when daytime TV personalities Richard and Judy launched their television book club, until they realised that the fans of afternoon television, about whom they had been so dismissive, actually liked some pretty literate books. Most of us like a varied diet, leavening the heavier with regular infusions of the light; there is some ‘dumb’ stuff around, just as there is plenty of candy and fast food, but there are still enough book equivalents of organic delicatessens to supply all the needs of those who want to seek them out.

We’re now entering the age of the ‘information provider’, which is basically the techie’s term for writer. Imagine what a time Charles Dickens would be having if he were alive now and writing for EastEnders. Imagine the enormous ‘new age’ and self-help publishing markets that would be available to the Ancient Greek philosophers if they were propounding their theories today, with their own television series to help them get their messages across. Capability Brown and Gertrude Jekyll would be enjoying the same audiences as Alan Titchmarsh.

The Internet is the biggest and fastest-growing marketplace ever, but it doesn’t seem to be killing off the older media either. More books are being published and sold than ever, and new magazines are popping up all the time. With the arrival of the information age, the production of words has become faster and consequently more plentiful. So we see a great deal of mediocre material, which disguises the fact that people are still producing great writing; it’s just harder to spot it among everything else.

For professional writers the quantity of work available is almost as important as the quality. We all struggle to write as well as we can, but to support ourselves we need a regular supply of outlets. It would be nice to spend years perfecting literary masterpieces before presenting them to the marketplace. The reality is we do the best we can and now and then a masterpiece pops out.

To earn a living you must have a craft you can peddle. The people most in demand are those who can create something everyone else needs. Before the internal combustion engine the blacksmith was in that enviable position. Freelance plumbers and electricians can always find work if they go about looking for it in the right way, just like self-employed lawyers and accountants.

We’re currently entering a golden period for the skilled purveyors of information – writers – and anyone who has developed the craft to a professional standard will have a skill they can continue developing and selling all their life.

Ride That Learning Curve

One of the great joys in life is learning new things. It’s why writers are in business; we teach people things they want to learn, show them things that will amaze them, uncover secrets that will shock them.

The media proliferates because people like to be entertained, but they also like to find out new things – which is why they spend so much time reading newspapers, watching television and surfing the Net. Broadening and deepening your understanding of the world around you is one of the great pleasures of life. The learning curve for the writer is steeper and longer than anyone else’s because we’re constantly moving on to new material and having to master it to a high enough standard to pass it on. Unless you’re going to write about one subject only, which is a perfectly valid thing to do if you can earn enough money from it, you will constantly be increasing your knowledge of the world around you. Even if you do specialise in one subject, writing about it will not only allow you to deepen that specialist knowledge, but also to hone your ability to communicate it.

Since staleness and boredom are two of the greatest obstacles to job satisfaction, the life-long learning curve is another powerful perk for professional writers.

Satisfying Your Ego

There is a buzz to be had from seeing your name in print – particularly at the beginning of your career. We all benefit from the odd ego boost. There is still a certain kudos to being a writer, a hangover perhaps from the days when only a small percentage of the population was able to read and write. We all benefit from the reflected prestige of Booker Prize novels and Pulitzer Prize-winning journalism.


CHAPTER TWO

Do You Have What it Takes?



‘Be a scribe! Your body will be sleek, your hand will be soft … You are one who sits grandly in your house; your servants answer speedily; beer is poured copiously; all who see you rejoice in good cheer. Happy is the heart of him who writes; he is young each day.’

Ptahotep, 4500 BC





Writing is a hard profession, but the rewards are more than worth the struggle. What prize was ever worth having without a fight?

Freelance writing is one of the most competitive marketplaces ever devised; almost up there with wanting to join the SAS or a million-selling pop band. Before you put your fingers up to your boss or circulate indecent pictures of him through the company e-mail, let’s just check that you understand what you’re letting yourself in for.

Surviving Early Starvation

Although I’ll be suggesting ways of structuring the early stages of your career, there will be lean years at the beginning as you establish a reputation and create a body of work to sell. There may be times when no money comes in for several months. Can you live with that sort of uncertainty?

If you’re currently on a fat salary, with a fat mortgage and dependent family, you need to think carefully about how you’re going to make the transition. If, however, you’re young, have no dependants, or are reasonably financially secure, then you’ve passed the first obstacle.

Are You Really Nosy and Hopeless at Keeping Secrets?

Do you want to know how the world works and why? Do you always want to ask impertinent questions the moment you meet people? Are you desperate to know how situations came about and where they might be leading to? Are you an avid gossip? Do you love to tell stories and amaze people with facts you’ve discovered?

To make it as a writer you must be all these things and more.

Nothing whets my appetite more than a foreign accent on the phone, offering to let me into the secrets from some world I’ve never visited before, revealing scandals in high places or adventures in low ones, inspirational emotional journeys or mighty physical feats. I want to know what it feels like to be an enforced child bride, a great courtesan, a hooker, a spy or a murderer, or to have been present at some great moment in history. I want to find out every detail and then tell as many people as I can persuade to listen.

If you’re secretive by nature you’ll never make a writer. (There are exceptions, like J.D. Salinger, but you’d have to strike it very lucky to have a career break like Catcher in the Rye.) You must be desperate to enlighten and amaze your readers.

Learning to Bear Rejection

Anyone watching the many talent shows that now populate primetime television can see just how willing some people are to face rejection – even humiliation – if it means they can at least have a shot at attaining their dreams. We all get rejected at some stage, whether it’s by someone we try to chat up or a boss we want to impress, but few have to face rejection on such a regular basis as a writer. The advantage we have is that normally we only have to face it in the privacy of our own homes, not in front of millions of derisive television viewers.

It always stings to have your efforts rebuffed, insulted or ignored. Later in the book I’ll describe ways to soften the blows, but they will come. Most of us have heard the stories of the famous bestseller being rejected (there are publishers who turned down Harry Potter, just as there are record companies that turned down the Beatles) and most of the things you’ll write will be rejected by at least ten people before one buys them.

Will you be able to handle that?

Do You Have a Will of Iron?

All freelancers need self-discipline. Will you be able to make yourself go out after stories and then sit down at the computer for eight hours a day, or whatever it takes to get the work out on time?

If you’re working at home you’ll have to be able to ignore the domestic distractions. Can you resist the dog’s requests to be walked? The children’s requests to be taken out or your partner’s suggestion to go upstairs for an ‘afternoon kip’? Many of these things will be part of your new lifestyle choices, but can you stop yourself from filling the entire day with distractions, leaving no time for the actual work needed to pay for them?

Fear of hunger will, of course, help to motivate you, as will fear of missed deadlines or fear of failure. Only you know if they will be enough to make you competitive.

Do You Enjoy Your Own Company?

Writers need to be comfortable with their own company much of the time. If you live in a family home the solitude will be lessened by the sounds of family life going on outside the office door, but you’ll still be spending most of the time living inside your head, with nothing but a screen for company. There’ll be the forays into the outside world to gather material, of course, but you’ll be operating as a lone hunter most of the time.

For most writers, I suspect, the solitude is one of the reasons they choose the job in the first place.


Can You See Sense in the Chaos?

Can you structure stories from material that others see as unrelated and random? Can you piece together ideas and evidence, quotes, facts and opinions and make some sense of them, forging connections and drawing parallels so that your readers finish up seeing things differently, learning something new, understanding things that previously baffled them?

To be a writer you need to be able to see the wood for the trees.

Are You Good at Persevering?

The most successful writers are often those left in the race when everyone else has given up. If there were one golden rule for success it would be: ‘Never, never, never give up.’

Could You Sell Ice to Eskimos?

Assuming you can write well, the question is, can you sell what you’ve written?

Can you package an idea in a few words and convince a busy editor, publisher or film producer that they want to know more? Can you make them willing to part with their money just to find out more about what you have to say?

Hollywood producers are reputed to ask writers to ‘give me the story in twenty-five words’. Any project, whether it’s fact or fiction, should be capable of being distilled down to one or two sentences. You’re going to be selling your material to people who have a million things they’d rather be doing than reading what you’ve written or listening to what you have to say.

For book and film writers there are agents who’ll do some of the selling for you (see Chapter Nineteen), and many writers would no more make a selling call than give away their children, but a knowledge of marketing will always help.

Are You a Good Listener?

A few writers are able to use their egos as their material. Columnists in newspapers, for instance, and critics and experts in specialised fields. To move into areas outside your own opinions and experience, however, it’s useful to be able to suppress your own ego and let the subject do the talking.

If you’re writing about a gangster it’s pointless telling him he should be ashamed of himself. Do that and he’ll clam up and tell you nothing (if he doesn’t hit you). If you want your subjects to shine, expand and possibly even give themselves away, you must be willing to put your questions, sit back and listen.

Being a good listener is one of the most useful attributes a writer can have. If you always need to be the centre of attention you may be able to make a living from your words, but you’ll always be limited in what you can write about.

Subjects of interviews are often shocked to find that a journalist who seemed so nice during the interview went away and wrote something cruel. The subject probably liked the writer because they didn’t say much, just allowed them to ramble on. The subject was lulled into a sense of security and probably gave away more than they meant to. The writer had succeeded in the first part of their job. They then did the other part, passing that material on to the reader. If they’d told the subject they didn’t like them or disagreed with them, then the subject would have changed tack, put on an act, covered up the truth, and the journalist would have been less successful.

I’ll be looking at interview skills in more detail later (see Chapter Seven).

What Are the Entry Requirements?

You don’t need qualifications to get into this marketplace. Many freelance writers start out as employees of newspapers or broadcasting organisations, gaining the work experience they need to launch themselves. To get those jobs you need to compete at the interview stage, so it probably helps to have some sort of higher education in English, or perhaps a degree in media studies or journalism. But even then practical work will count for more. Someone who’s been out into the world, written stories and had them published will always be miles ahead of someone who only has academic qualifications.

If you tell people you’re a freelance writer, that’s what you are. Then all you have to do to prove it is show them something you’ve written and sold.

The writing correspondence courses advertised in the press will point you in the right direction creatively, and will give you some tips on how to sell your work. More importantly, they may give you the self-confidence you need to take the first step into the profession.

The fact that you’ve done one of these courses, however, will not impress anyone in the profession. In fact, it may mark you out as an amateur and count against you. By all means take one if you feel it will help, but keep quiet about it. Only you know if you feel ready to be a professional and start submitting work. If you believe you still need a little help then any course or self-help book may be able to give you the boost you need. Try as many of them as you can afford and stop reading them as soon as they are telling you what you already know.

But since the only entry requirement for the marketplace is to have sold something, let’s work out how you’re going to do that.


CHAPTER THREE

Getting Started



‘Write without pay until somebody offers pay.’

Mark Twain





Seeing where to start is the hardest thing to do. In this chapter I want to help you decide where it is you want to get to in your professional life, and then show you how you can make a start today, using what you already know.

Starting as a writer is a catch-22 situation. You need experience to convince people you can write, but you need to have been published to convince people to give you that experience. That means you’re going to have to do a lot of work on spec, and you’re going to have to accept that much of it will never be published. Look upon it as serving an apprenticeship.

Make two lists. First, subjects you know something about. Then, media that might be interested in buying articles on these subjects. Don’t throw your hands up in modest horror and say you know nothing and have done nothing that could be of interest to anyone. Everyone has some sort of knowledge or experience that, with a little honing, can be packaged and sold.

Let’s invent a few would-be writers and see what they could be doing to get started.

Humphrey

Because he couldn’t think what else to do, Humphrey is reading business studies at university.

Humphrey could write about:


■ Choosing a degree subject.

■ The pressures of school examinations on young people.

■ How to choose a university.

■ What to do if you get turned down.

■ The pros and cons of university education.

■ The differences between school life and university life.

■ A practical guide to surviving on a budget and where to get your washing done.

■ How to find accommodation in a city miles from home.

■ A student’s-eye view of sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll.

■ Holiday jobs and what they pay.

■ Student travel and how to organise it.

■ Does a business studies course prepare you for the real world of business?



Some of these topics he might be able to write about off the top of his head; others might require him to ask a few of his colleagues for quotes, opinions and experiences.

Where might Humphrey sell his work?

He could start with his university’s magazines, of which there are bound to be several. If he’s very entrepreneurial he could even start his own, using college equipment. He could also go to the local papers in both his university town and his home town.

Next he could approach the education supplements of all the national papers and magazines. He could search for e-zines and websites on the Web, especially those dedicated to student life. He could approach local radio stations with suggestions for talks or monologues on his list of subjects. He could start thinking about a book entitled A Guide to Being a Student which could be marketed to those in their final year of school. 

Jackie

Soon after leaving school, Jackie married and started a family and has spent virtually every waking moment since then tending to housework or small children. She thinks she has no experience and nothing to say that would interest anyone. She’s entirely wrong. Parenthood is a state that will attack most people at some stage and anyone who can report from the front line has valuable information.

What could Jackie write about?


■ What it feels like to be a young mum stuck at home when your peer group are out clubbing and getting their careers launched.

■ Ten top tips for having a baby and retaining your sanity.

■ A survey of local pubs and restaurants and how child-friendly they are.

■ How to persuade a working partner they have to pull their weight when they get home after a ‘hard day at the office’.

■ How to choose good babysitters, childminders or playgroups.

■ Preparing yourself to do things other than raise children.

■ How to cook for a young family without using fish fingers.

■ How to throw children’s parties without wrecking your house.

■ Twenty things to do with small children on a wet winter’s afternoon.



Like Humphrey, Jackie could probably write some of these pieces off the top of her head, but she’ll also have access to any number of other new mothers through the local baby-network, all of whom will be brimming with opinions and anecdotes about their experiences.

Where could Jackie sell her work?

There are plenty of magazines aimed directly at parents of young children, newly-weds and women in general. The subjects that Jackie has experience in are of interest to all of them. She could also write about designing and furnishing a nursery for a homes magazine or making children’s birthday cakes for a cookery magazine. She could put together a book of the hundred biggest mistakes people make when they have their first baby.

John

After going into the profession straight from school, John has been an accountant for twenty years. Everyone he knows makes jokes about how boring his job is and he has started to believe them. How could he possibly have anything to write about?

What could John write about? Like parenting, managing money is a subject few of us can avoid. John could offer advice on virtually every aspect of personal finance. He has his own and colleagues’ experience to draw on, and he probably has a pile of reference books at the office which answer all the questions commonly asked of accountants:


■ How much should I be saving in a pension to give me a secure old age?

■ How much does it cost to educate my children privately and how can I raise the money?

■ What are the ten most important facts to remember if I’m starting a business of my own?

■ Is it more tax-efficient for a working couple to get married or stay single?

■ What are the five best things you can do with a £1000 windfall?

■ How everyone can cut their overheads by twenty-five per cent.

■ How to give money to your grandchildren tax-efficiently.



Who could John sell his ideas to?

The list of potential subjects is endless and so is the list of people who will buy them. He could have a regular column in a local paper giving financial advice. He could provide pension and budgeting advice in a retirement magazine. He could write about mortgages in a homes magazine or student finance in a university publication or handling charitable funds in a parish magazine. He could write a book on how to manage your finances successfully.

Caroline

After working for thirty years as a human resources director in a large company, Caroline has retired at fifty. She’s married but doesn’t have children, so she’s free to please herself as to how she spends the second half of her career.

What could Caroline write about? To begin with she could draw on her years in HR. She’s spent thirty years studying companies and people, both of which are subjects of endless fascination.

She could write:


■ Articles for young people on how to impress potential employers at interviews.

■ Articles for older people on how to prepare themselves for retirement so they get the best deal possible.

■ Articles for senior management on how to recruit the best staff and keep them motivated.

■ Articles about women going back to work after maternity breaks, or for people thinking about making mid-career changes.



She could also write about her own experience (and that of others she knows) of taking early retirement. Is it a wise move or a potential route to an early grave? Should you consider moving to a sunnier (or cheaper) country?

Who could Caroline sell her work to?

The subjects that she has experience of can be adapted to fit almost anyone. She could write a careers advice column in a local paper or young people’s magazine. She could write for retirement magazines or company in-house publications. She could prepare a book on early retirement and how to get the most from it.


What Do You Want from Life as a Writer?

Before you can reach your goal you have to decide what it is.

Do you want to be a great literary novelist?

Do you want to travel the world and be paid for it?

Do you want to stay at home and write about gardening or bee-keeping?

Do you want to become known as an expert on one particular subject, or do you just want to follow your own interests wherever they might lead you?

Do you want to have a regular column in a newspaper or do you want to be a writer on a soap opera?

Do you want to live a hermit-like existence on a small Scottish island or be part of the international jet set, partying with Formula One racing drivers and supermodels?

You might be happy with any of these options, and there’s no reason why you can’t pursue all of them if you have sufficient time and energy, but it would probably be wise to have a priority list. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t change and adapt this list as you learn of new options and possibilities, but it always helps to have at least some sort of map for the future. Even if you’re not yet quite sure how you’re going to get there.

If you’re going to be a writer you’ll have to have something to write about. So how do you want to spend your time when you’re not writing? If you enjoy doing up houses, then do that and pass your skills on to readers. Gardening? The same applies. In fact, there’s probably no subject on earth that can’t be written about by someone who knows what they’re talking about. That doesn’t mean you have to be an expert. You might just want to go skiing once and write a piece about being a novice on the slopes, or you might want to build a pond in your garden and recoup some of the costs by writing about the experience. The chances that you will have anything interesting to say to anyone will decrease dramatically with every hour you sit in your office staring out of the window, or on the sofa staring at the television.

What Do You Know Already?

When you tell people what you do for a living, what questions do they ask?

If you’re a doctor they may ask you about pain in their back – so write about it. For a solicitor it might be advice on their house purchase or their divorce. If you’re a dustman they might ask about the weirdest things you’ve found in a bin. A chambermaid could write about things that people do to hotel rooms and a nurse could write about the ten corniest chat-up lines that patients come out with.

A gardener will be asked what plants do well in what conditions and how to keep them healthy. How to achieve dramatic effects in small gardens, or how to design large gardens to be low maintenance. They’ll be asked for tips about buying lawn mowers and pruning trees, laying terraces and building ponds, growing flowers for the house and building climbing frames.

If you’re a hairdresser people will want to know how to keep their hair healthy, how to choose a style to suit their faces or how to choose a hairdresser. If you’re a beautician they’ll ask how to stop biting their nails, what colours they should paint them to suit their clothes, how to improve their complexions, how to cover up spots.

These, and many more professions, can all provide subjects for articles, and this material could be built up for books or radio or television shows. The fact that they’ve been done before doesn’t matter – people will always keep asking the same questions and a subject will be constantly developing.

How Can You Build on It?

Much of this you’ll hold in your head or be able to look up in reference books. You can also research it easily by talking to colleagues. Become as expert in your field as you can. Jackie, for instance, should read as many mother and baby books and magazines as possible to get a rounded picture of the market and the style people write in, increasing her knowledge and coming up with ideas. John, the accountant, should read all the ‘Your Money’ sections of the papers, particularly the letters columns, to understand the sorts of problems that people have and the information they’re looking for.

Look for Topical Angles

It will always help if you ally your personal expertise to something in the news. If there’s a lot of talk about an economic slowdown in the papers, then John could offer pieces on ‘How to Survive a Recession’. If there’s been controversy about single mothers and how hard it is for them to cope, Jackie could write an article on the difficulties of dealing with a child who doesn’t sleep, angling specifically to one-parent families. If there’s a political outcry in the press about university life being too expensive for the children of poor families, Humphrey could do some research into how his fellow students finance themselves. If the headlines are talking about the problems of the increasing ‘grey’ population, Caroline could write about second careers or continuing to work after reaching retirement age.

Subject each of your ideas to the following tests:


■ Will I be telling the readers something they don’t already know?

■ Is it something they’ll want to know about?

■ Is it topical? Does it relate to something currently uppermost in their minds?

■ Will it help them to be happier, healthier, richer or better in any way?
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