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Meet the author

I have been writing professionally for over 25 years and I love what I do. Writing can be fun and fulfilling, yet frustrating and challenging in equal measure, but it is always interesting. I have interviewed some amazing people and I have written about subjects that I have found fascinating and that I hope inspire a similar response in my readers.

As a staff journalist, I have edited consumer magazines specializing in health, parenting and travel – all of which are subjects close to my heart. As a freelancer, I contribute to women’s magazines and national newspapers. I have written over a dozen non-fiction books for adults and a series of creative non-fiction titles for children under the pen name, Rory Storm. The longer deadlines of the books dovetail nicely with the immediacy of writing for magazines and newspapers.

I am also an editor for Writers’ Workshop, specializing in non-fiction. It is hugely rewarding to be able to help new writers to get their ideas and writing into shape for possible publication. For that reason, I also love to run writing courses and groups; it is inspiring, fun and fulfilling at the same time. If you would care to join me, details can be found at www.clairegillman.com

Writing non-fiction for a living has allowed me to lead the life I always wanted. I live on the edge of the West Pennine moors with my family and dog and combine the huge pleasure of writing with an outdoor lifestyle.






1: In one minute


Non-fiction is a genre of writing that is often over-shadowed by its sexier cousin, fiction. Yet non-fiction is an amazingly comprehensive and versatile style of writing, and creatively it can be just as fulfilling as fiction.

You only have to look at the breadth of sub-genres within non-fiction to see that there is bound to be a suitable outlet for your writing talents. Whether you want to inform and pass on knowledge through self-help and ‘how to’ books, or to record family stories for future generations by writing a memoir or family history, or to entertain and inform through creative non-fiction, travel writing and specialist areas such as history, there is plenty of scope for the non-fiction writer.

You are also spoilt for choice in terms of which vehicle you choose to present your non-fiction work. You can go down the traditional route of having your writing published in a magazine or book, or broadcast on radio or television, and publishing opportunities for works of non-fiction are more plentiful than for fiction. Alternatively, new media has opened up further opportunities to share your writing through blogging, e-books and self-publishing.

Some non-fiction writers prefer to keep their writing private – and that is fine too. Because ultimately, it is the process of writing – the research, the editing, the perfecting of your words, and producing a final manuscript – that is the greatest joy and the most liberating and fulfilling aspect of non-fiction writing.
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Why write non-fiction?

In this chapter you will learn:


	how this book can help you

	about the breadth of opportunities

	
what’s in it for you, the writer.



It is said that everyone has a book in them but it is not always a novel. From my experience as a non-fiction editor, I know that there is no shortage of people who are keen to share their knowledge or who want to tell their true story in print to a wide audience.

The umbrella term of non-fiction writing covers such a broad spectrum of different genres, ranging from self-help and ‘how to’ books through travel and memoir writing, to journalism and writing for television and radio. There are so many exciting opportunities and different media through which you can communicate your message or express your story, some of which you may be familiar with; others may be new to you but, when you find out more about them, they might be the perfect platform for you to convey your message.

Although magazine and book publishing have been hard hit by the economic climate, in many ways, there could not be a better time to be a non-fiction writer. That’s because, in addition to the traditional routes to publication, there are now many more options on offer to help you to make your non-fiction writing available to the public: self-publishing, print-on-demand publishing (POD), e-books, podcasts and blogs are just some of the latest choices available to the budding author. Even if getting published is not your ultimate aim, personal writing and creative non-fiction can offer incredible insights and profound discoveries to the non-fiction writer.

Yet despite encouraging developments in the publishing world – and even though you may believe you ‘have a book in you’ and a strong desire to see it published – you may be finding it hard to progress beyond the concept stage. If this is the case, then Write Fantastic Non-fiction And Get It Published can help.


What’s stopping you?

Have you always wanted to write? Do you have something important to say or have specialist knowledge in a certain field? Have you spotted a gap in the publishing market that you want to fill?

All of these scenarios, and more, are good reasons to want to write non-fiction. So what is holding you back from starting to write? Most new writers say that they find it hard to find the time to write. Others are afraid that their writing will not be good enough. Some simply do not know where to start. Whatever your particular reason for putting off your writing project, you now have all the tools at your disposal to get started and to see your writing project through from its inception to publication.




How can this book help you?

Sometimes the prospect of taking on a big writing project can seem so overwhelming that you put off writing your book indefinitely. However, Write Fantastic Non-fiction And Get It Published can:

 


	help you to turn your ideas into books

	help you to select your subject

	help you to hone your research and writing skills

	help you to explore a range of genres and styles

	help you to identify publishing choices

	help you to find an editor, publisher or agent

	help to give you confidence.



Undoubtedly there is luck involved in getting published. Success can sometimes rely on something as tenuous as your proposal falling on the desk of the right agent or editor at the right time and being just what they are looking for. However, luck aside, there are numerous things that you can do to make sure you get your book and proposal right, and that it goes to the right person, and this book can help you to achieve that.




How to use this book

Write Fantastic Non-fiction And Get It Published will guide you through the various steps to completing your writing project and, if you so desire, there is also insider advice on the best way to find a publisher or agent. Although the book covers many different genres of writing, the same advice applies whether you are writing non-fiction to make a name for yourself, to help others, to make money or to fulfil a personal ambition.

The early chapters Selecting your subject, Researching your project, Starting to write and Revision and rewriting apply to all genres of non-fiction writing. It is entirely up to you, but it is probably advisable to read these in succession.

Subsequent chapters are dedicated to specific types of non-fiction writing. You can cherry-pick the chapters that apply specifically to your writing project or you may find that if you read them all, something previously unconsidered will resonate with you, and your project takes on a new form or different direction.

The final chapters are aimed at helping you to decide which route to publication is the right one for you. Perhaps the new media opportunities are worth considering, even if you have not previously given them thought. Alternatively, if you go down the traditional publishing path, there is advice on whether you should submit directly to a publisher or find an agent.

At the end of every chapter, there are suggested exercises that will help to develop your writing skills and build confidence. You do not have to attempt all or any of these exercises, but if you do, you may find that they give you ideas and greater fluency in your writing. Even if the exercise is for a different genre from your own project, many of the skills are transferable;
what is useful for the travel writer could also be beneficial to those experimenting with creative non-fiction, for example.

Whether or not you choose to participate in the exercises, I would strongly recommend that in general you write as much as you can. It does not have to be specifically for your chosen project, but time invested in practising the written word is never lost. If you can practise and hone your writing skills in as many ways as possible, it will help you on your journey to getting published.




What you will gain

I have drawn on my own experience from a writing career that spans journalism, broadcasting, publishing, editing and teaching to inform the practical advice in this book. As a writing consultant/coach, the valuable insights I have gained from working closely with new writers also gave me ideas as to what to include. However, even though there are some practical exercises and lots of useful advice, it is not a substitute for writing practice or a specialized writing course if you suspect that your writing is not up to scratch.

This is not an exhaustive guide to every single aspect of non-fiction writing, but what it can do is help you to tackle a non-fiction writing project in the most effective and time-economical way possible. My aim is to ensure that you have the tools to create non-fiction writing that is saleable, whether or not you decide to go down the route of writing non-fiction for a living or getting your writing published.

If you want to be a non-fiction writer it requires a certain amount of dedication and self-discipline, the ability to work on your own, an eye for detailed and in-depth research but, above all else, a love of the written word is absolutely essential. You must enjoy committing your ideas and findings to paper (metaphorically), tweaking and re-jigging your writing until the words sound just right, and playing creatively with the musicality of what you are saying. Good writing together with abundant enthusiasm for your subject will shine through your prose and inspire your readers.

Whether you see writing non-fiction as an absorbing and fulfilling hobby, as a way of passing on knowledge or an important message, or as a way to earn a living in the future, I hope that the information in this book will help you to achieve your goals and give you the tools you need.
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Selecting your subject

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to come up with ideas

	where to seek inspiration

	
how to develop ideas.




Generating ideas

Most people feel they have a book in them, so they say, but identifying what that book should be about is often the hardest part of getting published. Whether you want to write non-fiction for magazines or books, the point at which many authors falter is deciding on an initial idea to commit to paper.

The good news is that there are techniques for helping you to generate ideas and to identify which ones are worth pursuing. If you are struggling to come up with subject matter, don’t be too concerned: it’s not writers’ block or lack of imagination. It’s more a case of not knowing how to tap in to the rich source of material that is at your fingertips. By adopting some of the following suggestions, you will be on the right path to inspiration.


WAITING FOR INSPIRATION

If you are waiting for that wonderful light bulb moment when an original and outstanding idea comes to you, you are probably waiting in vain. As the author Jack London pointed out, ‘You can’t wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.’

Perhaps there will come a day when the big idea hits you but, initially, don’t try to come up with something ground breaking, just something that you can use to form the basis of an article or book. As you start to actively search out ideas, you will be surprised at just how much material is available to you. In the same way, once your antennae become more highly attuned to what could make a good feature or book idea, the whole process snowballs and the ideas start to flood in. This is why people who make a living out of coming up with ideas, such as writers and advertising executives, never seem to have a shortage of new project suggestions and new book titles.






Writing about what you know

It may sound hackneyed to say ‘Write about what you know’, but it is nonetheless true: your first port of call when looking for inspiration is always to look at your own life. Obviously, it is important that you have some expertise or experience in a certain subject before you can write about it, but that does not mean you have to be a leading expert in the field. It simply means you have to have relevant personal life experience in order firstly to convince a publisher/magazine editor and secondly, so that you sound authoritative and informative to a reader. If in doubt about it, just ask yourself, ‘Do I know what I’m talking about?’

The pitfall with this question is that your inner self-critic is likely to play down what you have to offer. Don’t be over-critical here. If you work in a specific field or have wide experience of a certain sport or hobby, there is a good chance that you have a rich supply of material and a wealth of knowledge that could be of great interest to a more general readership.



Insight – is there a market?

Without wishing to sound unduly pessimistic, there is a caveat to the requirement that you are interested in what you write about. And that is that other people find the subject interesting too. Fundamentally, there have to be enough people sufficiently interested in the topic to pay say £9.99 for a copy of your book in order to learn more about the subject.




FRIENDS, FAMILY AND COLLEAGUES

You will undoubtedly know people who have undergone exceptional experiences in their lives, whether it is surviving a disaster or serious illness, or an amazing feat of endurance. Perhaps an interview with them could form the basis of a feature that you submit to a relevant publication. If there is enough depth to their story, could it be the subject of a book? Perhaps it is one of your family forebears who has led a remarkable life and who interests you. The number of people researching their family history has boomed with the advent of research tools such as the internet. When the 1901 census for England and Wales went online in 2002, it received 50 million hits on the first day and subsequently crashed. Colourful characters from the past can be a rich source of material for the non-fiction writer.




DO YOU FIND IT INTERESTING?

This may sound an odd question but you would be surprised how many people attempt to write about a subject upon which they are quite knowledgeable but which actually is of no interest to them. It is not then surprising that the copy is flat and lifeless. If you have spent 15 years in practice as a dentist and you are a keen potholer in your spare time, are you going to write a book on dentistry or potholing? Which subject lights your fire? You have to have a passion for your chosen topic because this translates on to the page.

Bear in mind that if you are lucky enough to publish a successful book, then there is every chance that you will be talking about its subject matter in interviews on local radio and in the press. If it is in a specialist field, you might even be asked to write articles or to give seminars and lectures. Moreover, once your book is published, your publisher may invite you to write a follow-up title or to create related companion volumes, since every publishing house knows that it is easier to sell an additional book to an existing reader than to find a new customer. This means that you could be writing and talking on this subject for several years to come, so it is important that it is a topic that interests you.



Insight – specialist knowledge can hit the right mark

In the early 1990s, as a keen skier with young children, I noticed that the specialist ski magazines were not catering for families. I submitted some feature ideas and ended up writing regularly for Daily Mail Ski magazine. Our experience of skiing with small children was considered useful specialist knowledge by the editor.








Finding a fresh angle

Once you have identified an idea on a subject in which you have expertise or experience, then it is important to come up with a fresh angle. Don’t worry if there are already books in print on the subject – remember there is nothing new under the sun
– but how you present the topic is important. The range of topics for non-fiction books is enormous, with demand for ‘how to’ and personal development in particular growing in recent years. One of the biggest publishing phenomena in recent years
– with global sales of over 40 million copies in over 45 languages throughout the world – is John Gray’s book Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. It is not that books about the differences between the genres have not been written before, but the angle that men and women are so different they might as well come from different planets was completely original. It was a concept that people could grasp straight away.


NOT TOO GENERAL

This may sound counter-intuitive but tailoring a book’s appeal to a specialized target audience will actually increase sales. How? By knowing your audience and by focusing the information closely to their (and your) interests, it means that more readers will identify with its content and buy it.

If you doubt the wisdom of this, you have only to look at the magazine market. In the 1980s, I briefly edited a general cycling magazine – imaginatively entitled Bicycle Magazine – which looked at all aspects of the cycling scene. It is no longer in circulation; instead enthusiasts can now choose from a plethora of specialist magazines devoted variously to road cycling, mountain biking, BMX biking and more.






Techniques to aid inspiration

Inspiration is notoriously capricious, but here are some tried and tested techniques that can help you to generate countless ideas for articles and books.


BRAINSTORMING

This is a very useful technique for generating ideas. You simply sit down with a blank sheet of paper in front of you and try to write down as many ideas as possible. Don’t think about it too much – whatever comes into your head, just commit it to paper without mentally judging its merit first. (If you start evaluating ideas before you write them down, you will interrupt your flow of thought.) Don’t worry if the ideas jump about, just get them down in whichever order they occur to you.

The sifting process can come later but don’t be too quick to judge. An idea that at first glance might strike you as outlandish may, with a little consideration and adaptation, become the kernel of a feature or book concept.




VISUAL BRAINSTORMING

There is a system of visualizing brainstorming sessions that has been used by management experts since the 1990s, and which is very helpful to writers. It is really an extension of the brainstorming process, if you like.

You put your central theme in a bubble in the centre of a blank piece of paper and then the main ideas associated with it are written around this key concept and linked to it by lines or arrows. Sub-headings then cluster around the relevant main idea and, if they link to another idea, you draw an arrow or line between them. Although it sounds haphazard, the elements of brainstorming process will be arranged intuitively, depending on the importance you give to certain concepts.

By drawing your ideas in a non-linear manner, it encourages a brainstorming approach to generating ideas that disrupts the prioritizing of concepts which often happens when you write lists, for example. As you can see in Figure 2.1, when I was working out the content of my book A Green Guide to your Natural Pregnancy and Birth, I wrote the title in the middle of my diagram and then radiated out potential subjects for the various chapters. Then from those chapter headings, I added topics that I thought should be included within each chapter. This system works well for me when I need to marshal my thoughts about a book project, but when I’m after general ideas or looking for inspiration, I tend to rely on brainstorming.




READ VORACIOUSLY

You can get a lot of good ideas from reading newspapers and magazines. Once you are familiar with the type of articles that a magazine covers or the sort of books that a publisher has on its list, you can start to think about something in a similar vein that you are well placed to produce. For example, if you know a certain magazine regularly carries a health story focusing on real-life experiences, you might be able to interest them in an article about your dad’s Alzheimer’s disease and how your sister gave up work to care for him. Perhaps in the sample story that you read, the case study was on a child with diabetes, but this could be enough to stimulate the idea that your feature might fit into that particular slot and be of interest to the editor.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.1 Example brainstorm diagram.





WRITE IT DOWN

The vast majority of writers that I know keep a notebook full of ideas. Personally, I like the whole ritual of writing, so I always treat myself to a beautifully bound, hardback A4 notebook in which I will write ideas for features and books. In reality, any style of notebook will do – you can even use file cards kept in a box – as long as you know where to lay your hands on your book/file box when you have an idea to jot down.

It’s also handy to take a smaller notebook or voice recorder with you when you are out and about, as long as you don’t forget to then transfer your idea in to your ‘official’ notebook when you get home. I’ve even been known to call my home phone or my mobile, and to leave an answerphone message, which I later transcribe, so that I do not let a good idea that strikes me while I’m travelling slip through my fingers.



Insight – dream inspiration

Like many writers, I always keep a notepad beside my bed so that I can jot down any ideas that come to me in the night as dreams. In that early morning half-awake, half-asleep state, you think you’ll remember, but dreams are elusive and you may well forget the detail if you don’t commit it to paper immediately.








 



INSPIRATION EXERCISE

There is no one else in this world who can draw on exactly the same range of experiences or cast of characters from your lifetime. So, why not surprise yourself by trying this exercise for finding inspiration from the things and people you know.

Take five large sheets of paper and at the top of each sheet write one of the following categories as a heading:

 


	Yourself

	People

	Places

	Hobbies/pastimes

	Career



Now brainstorm ideas around each topic, jotting them down at random as they come to you. Don’t edit out anything at this stage. Simply write the ideas down and, if you need more space, continue on the back or on a new sheet of paper.

Just to get you started, here are a few angles you might like to think about:


Yourself

 


	Are you married or single? How do you like it?

	Do you have children? What’s interesting about them?

	Do you have any health conditions?



People

 


	Do your friends or family do anything unusual or exceptional?

	Do they have any health issues?

	Are any of them well known/famous for anything?



Places

 


	Have you lived in any interesting locations?

	Where have you been on holiday that has most interested you?

	Have you undertaken any unusual journeys or used noteworthy modes of transport?



Hobbies/pastimes

 


	What do you do in your spare time?

	Can you share any specialist knowledge?

	
Is there any aspect of your hobby that is unique to you (for example, participants are usually the opposite gender)?

	Are you on speaking terms with any leading lights in the field? Could you interview them?



Career

 


	Do you have any specialist career knowledge to share?

	List all of your previous work experience and what it involved.

	Can you recall any interesting colleagues?



These are simply ideas to get you started and I’m sure you can come up with many more questions. You may well be surprised by the abundance of material that is thrown up by this unfamiliar self-scrutiny.
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Researching your project

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to research your idea

	how to use different resources

	
how to make sure your sources are reliable.




Do I have a viable idea?

Once you have decided upon an idea, the next step is to do some preliminary research to find out whether there is enough material available to support a feature or a book. After a trawl of the internet and newspaper cuttings, you have to ask yourself if there is anything new to say on the subject or alternatively do you have a new angle of approach. If the answer is ‘Yes’ to either of these questions, you can start to research in earnest.




Finding material

You will need to gather as much information as possible from various sources to inform and flesh out your feature or book. You can never have too much research material – although it can be a lengthy process when you eventually go through the pile working out what is of most relevance and practical use. Finding good research material in the first place is also a time-consuming exercise and one of the most engrossing parts of the writing process. However, it is an essential task if your non-fiction writing is to have an authoritative and informed style.

Luckily for the non-fiction writer, with today’s communication networks, there has never been an easier time to research your project. You have countless resources to call upon, and in my experience, it is worth trying them all. Alternatively, you can cherry-pick the resource that best suits your chosen field of writing and use that almost exclusively. For example, if you are writing about one of your great-grandfathers, it might be enough to concentrate on genealogy websites, the local history section of your local library and/or second-hand bookshops and interviews with family members. Looking at national newspaper archives would probably be a waste of your time, unless your great-grandfather was famous, infamous or did something remarkable. Here are some of the resources that you can use in your quest for background material.


THE INTERNET

The world wide web is an almost inexhaustible supply of research material on every topic imaginable. It also offers the most up to date information available. However, you have to exercise some caution when using the information highway as a research tool. Firstly, you must make sure that your source is reliable. Anyone can post information on the internet and sometimes what you find is opinion or speculation rather than fact. If you find something that you think is useful but you are not sure about its accuracy, try to cross-reference it against another source. The most reliable sources of specialist information are the professional organizations, governing bodies and leading charities in the field. In addition, always check the date that the information is posted. There is no sense in believing that you are writing about cutting edge developments if the startling revelations on the site were posted in 2004.

Once you have found a website that is of interest, there is no reason why you should not contact the site creator with further questions if it does not have all the answers that you are looking for. As a case in point, a few years ago, I wrote a children’s book on cryptozoology (the study of rumoured or mythological animals, such as the yeti, that are presumed to exist, but for which conclusive proof does not yet exist). While researching the book, I found myself corresponding with a cryptozoology enthusiast who had posted a very interesting and useful website. I asked several questions and the website creator then contacted other experts within this small but fascinating group of enthusiasts and experts. He was later able to furnish me with the information I needed and, on the questions that he could not answer himself, he was able to point me towards another resource that proved equally useful.

Undoubtedly, you can end up spending a lot of time looking for information on the internet. As you follow up one lead, it often takes you to several more. Although in general the people that you find through the internet can be generous with their time and their knowledge, there are others on the web who are less scrupulous. Given that you will be hitting countless unknown websites, it is therefore a sensible precaution to make sure you have a good firewall and virus checker installed on your computer before you start internet researching in earnest.



Insight – keep your sources to hand

When using the internet to research a writing project, I set up a folder in ‘Favourites’ or ‘Bookmarks’ and add all the websites that have useful information. In that way, if an editor or publisher asks for sources, you have them at your fingertips. It’s also helpful to have them stored in one place when it comes to compiling a ‘Further information’ page or box.






BOOKS

Despite the popularity of the internet, books are a valuable resource for the non-fiction writer and should not be overlooked. If you are writing about your specialist hobby or pastime, there is a good chance you will already have books on the topic on your bookshelf that will be worth revisiting. You can also borrow specialist books from friends who share the same fascination for this subject. Although it can be a costly exercise to buy research books, if you plan to continue to write in a specific field, then these books are an investment, and you will soon build up a useful reference library that you can call upon time and again.

If this investment is not an option for you, then public lending libraries can be a good alternative. Not only are librarians good at finding relevant books on a given topic, they can also order a specific book for you, if it is in stock in one of the branches of their library network. On occasions, the library can even order a new book on your behalf. There are also specialist libraries, which you will probably know about if you are writing as an expert or enthusiast in a specialized field.




MAGAZINES AND NEWSLETTERS

Contact the back issue department of specialist magazines, as they can be very helpful in locating articles on your chosen subject. For example, if you are writing for a niche market, such as Italian motorbikes, then contacting the editors of the newsletters/magazines for the Ducati, Laverda and Benelli owners clubs could prove a useful source of first-hand knowledge.




NEWSPAPER ARCHIVES

Local lending libraries often hold local newspaper archives stored on microfiche. The librarian should be happy to show you how to use this system if it is unfamiliar to you. National newspapers have online archives that you can search for free in some instances. Others charge for this service but it can be a useful source of information. In addition, newspaper articles often contain interviews with leading specialists, so can also be a good lead for names of relevant experts in the field.



Insight – travel writing sources

When writing any form of travel feature, embassies and national travel services are an amazing mine of information and a great source of contacts. In my experience, members of staff are normally extremely helpful too.








Interview techniques

Introducing the voice of an expert or the narrative of a real-life case story into an article can lift your writing and add interest or gravitas in equal measure. So do not be afraid to interview people in the course of your research, as it can be a powerful addition to the facts and statistics that you unearth. For preference, you should interview face to face (using a tape recorder or shorthand if you possess this dying skill) as you can glean a lot from meeting an interviewee in person. Alternatively, if geographical location or time restrictions dictate, you can always interview someone by telephone, Skype or even by email, sending them written questions which they then answer in writing.

However, if you are going to conduct an interview in person, here are a few tips on interview technique:

 


	Forewarn your interviewee about how much of their time you are likely to take up in advance of the interview.

	On the day, make sure you have contact details for the interviewee in case there is an unforeseen change in your plans and you have to call them en route to the interview.

	
Arrive promptly.

	Dress appropriately for the occasion and location of the interview.

	Have all your equipment ready with spare pencil, batteries for voice recorder, etc.

	Check that your voice recorder is picking up sound adequately before getting stuck into the interview.

	Initially, talk about how you see the interview unfolding and maybe a little about what you are doing, so as to put the interviewee at ease before launching into the questioning.

	Be as brief as possible without rushing.

	Be pre-prepared with open questions (those that require more than a simple yes or no answer) but be relaxed about diverging from your plan if the interviewee leads you off onto a different but relevant subject.

	Remember to thank them at the end of the interview and ask if you can get back to them if there is anything that you do not understand when you transcribe your recording/notes.



As a freelance writer, it is unfair to promise that the interviewee can see the article or chapter before it goes to press since a sub-editor may alter your copy once it is submitted to a magazine or publisher. However, you can agree to let them check it for accuracy and explain that this may not be the final version of the feature, although direct quotes will not be changed (but may be cut).

Interviewees tend to fall into two distinct categories:




Experts

One of the best ways to have unique and up-to-the minute material for your feature or book is to interview experts within the field. You can contact the press office of professional associations, governing bodies and charities who can put you in touch with an expert, although some press officers may be reluctant to help unless you already have a firm commission.

You can also contact experts directly by contacting research universities or enthusiast clubs and asking if one of the professors, lecturers or experts is willing to be interviewed. It is worth bearing in mind that such experts are extremely busy people so, if they agree to spare the time to talk to you, it is only fair that you have prepared your questions in advance and that you keep the number of questions to an essential minimum.

Case studies

We have already seen that personal stories are a useful tool in the non-fiction writer’s arsenal. Ask family and friends if they can furnish you with a story that may be appropriate. Alternatively, some charities and professional associations, particularly in the health arena, have the names of people who are prepared to share their experiences with the press. When using real-life stories, you must always check whether the interviewee wants you to change the name to protect their identity or whether you can use real names. Also, you may have to credit the charity or professional organization which supplied the case study as a matter of courtesy.






Copyright restrictions

During the course of your research, you will collect together a large body of written material on your chosen subject. You can use the ideas expressed in this material to inform your writing but you must not use the exact words as used in the original document. These words are protected by copyright and if you simply repeat them or cut and paste material from the internet into your own feature or book, it is plagiarism.

To avoid copyright infringements, you can contact an author or publisher and ask for permission to reprint a certain section of text. If you supply them with the passage that you would like to use, and commit to crediting the source and acknowledging permission, as long as the extract is not too lengthy, most publishers and authors will agree. Strangely, facts are not covered by copyright so you can copy these at will.




Enough is enough

Once you get into the swing of researching, it can be hard to know when you have enough material. It is a common trap for the novice writer to spend an inordinate amount of time researching as an unconscious way of putting off starting to write. Once you have a good body of research material, switch from research mode to writing mode and get started.



Seeking permissions

In order to reprint copyrighted material in your book, you need to seek permissions, and the sooner you start the better because it can sometimes be a lengthy process.

 


	If you are quoting from a book or article, you will find the name and contact details of the publisher, together with copyright dates, in the opening pages of the book or magazine.

	If you want to reprint lyrics from songs, the name of the record company can normally be found on the back cover of CDs, cassettes and records.



Explain in an email or letter about the theme of your book, in what context you would like to use the reprinted material and show the publisher/record company the exact words you will be using. There may be a fee involved but, if used in moderation, many companies are happy for you to reprint as long as you give a full credit.

Once you have a publisher, if you encounter problems tracking down a permission, get the publisher involved. They have legal departments who can find out if something is still in copyright or not, and they may also be able to negotiate a better deal if fees are involved.






 



INTERVIEW TECHNIQUE EXERCISE


	Ask a friend for an interview about his or her hobby (preferably not something that you know much about).

	Keep the interview to a maximum of 20 minutes.

	Quote parts of the interview in a written profile of the person and their hobby (in circa 750 words).

	Show your friend the feature and ask for feedback.
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