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			Advance Praise for Beat the Bots

			 

			“Brilliant! I was blown away! Jane Cleland has written a how-to book that is both a practical guide to novel writing and a celebration of creativity. Every writer needs this incredibly valuable, and timely, resource. Yes, Jane clearly sets out steps that will propel ideas into a book, but she also explores our humanity, our ability to empathize, the fact that, unlike bots, we are not derivative, we are original. We have imagination. The thought she put into this book! Not only as a practical application, but as a reflection of how far technology can go versus the human imagination. Jane makes the complex clear. Amazing! Brava, Jane!”

			—Louise Penny, New York Times #1 Bestselling Author

			“In this comprehensive and reassuring writing guide, Jane K. Cleland emphatically demonstrates why the creativity of writers will always Beat the Bots. Through the depth of her knowledge, generosity of her instruction, and plentiful exercises, writers can’t help but be inspired to sit down and create. This is a must-have for every writer’s shelf in the age of A.I.”

			—Amy Jones, editor-in-chief, Writer’s Digest

			“This book is terrific! A writing guide tailored to our times, Jane Cleland’s Beat the Bots is packed with smart, insightful, utterly practical storytelling advice paired with an entrée to a supportive community of like-minded writers.”

			—Hallie Ephron, New York Times Bestselling Author

			“With humor, insight, and a generous spirit, Jane Cleland provides the tools to navigate a changing creative landscape in this fresh, entertaining guide.”

			—Daniel Stashower, New York Times Bestselling Author

			“I loved this book! Beat the Bots is the essential, hands-on guide to bulletproofing your writing career in the age of AI. Truly, this is a great book. I’m recommending it to every writer I know.”

			—Paula Munier, USA Today Bestselling Author

			“Beat the Bots is a masterpiece. A year ago, I thought AI couldn’t pierce the arts. Now I believe it might decimate opportunities for creatives—unless you follow Jane K. Cleland’s lead. Beat the Bots provides an infallible roadmap to succeed as a writer in today’s world.”

			—Joe Klemczewski, PhD, The Diet Doc, Health and Social Science Writer

			“This book could not come at a better time. With the advent of AI and murmurings in the writing community about whether we writers will be out of a job, Jane Cleland offers a measured, sensible alternative. In an age when writers might worry about becoming obsolete, Beat the Bots shows exactly how we can make ourselves indispensable and craft stories in a way that no artificial intelligence ever could. This book pairs clear explanations of the craft with in-depth examples and practical exercises. After reading Beat the Bots, writers will not only have a better grasp of writing techniques, but they will also know how to put those techniques into action.”

			—Gabriela Pereira, Founder of DIY MFA and Author of DIY MFA: Write with Focus, Read with Purpose, Build Your Community

			“I consider books about the craft of writing a success if I get one of two good ideas from them. Beat the Bots hit that mark in the first chapter!”

			—Donna Andrews, Award-Winning Author of the Meg Langslow series

			“Beat the Bots is spectacular! Are you worried about AI—or tempted to use it in your writing? Stop immediately and read Jane Cleland’s new book, Beat the Bots. ‘No matter how sophisticated AI becomes,’ Cleland says, ‘it can’t tell your unique stories in your distinctive voice.’ So true. But encouragement and inspiration are only the beginning as Cleland provides practical tips and tools you can use right now, writing prompts to help you focus on the emotional truth driving your story, and exercises in every chapter that enable you to plumb the well of creativity we all possess. With chapters on voice, point of view, plotting, dialogue, handling backstory, and ramping up the conflict, Beat the Bots is the most practical and usable book I’ve read in a long time. If I had a highlighter, I’d be highlighting whole pages. If you buy only one book on craft, this is the one.”

			—Connie Berry, USA Today Bestselling Author of the Kate Hamilton Mysteries
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			This is for the scores of writers with whom I’ve worked whose dedication to their craft inspired me to write this book.

			And, of course, for Joe.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Writing is a struggle against silence.”

			Carlos Fuentes

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			As I write this Author’s Note, TikTok’s future in the United States is in question. If you can’t access TikTok by the time you read this, I’d love it if you’d join me on Facebook and/or Instagram Reels instead. You can find my pages at www.janecleland.com/facebook and www.janecleland.com/instagram/. Don’t forget to use the hashtags specified in this book for each post so the rest of the community can find your responses. I can’t wait to see your creativity in action!

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“I love the writing process. I love it.”

			Dana Perino

			Bring Your Humanity to Your Writing

			Many authors fear becoming obsolete, outwitted by an algorithm. Fear not! Artificial intelligence is more artificial than intelligent. Just ask Steven A. Schwartz, the New York City lawyer who relied on it to prepare a legal brief. Not only did the chatbot provide fake judicial opinions and legal citations (falsehoods known as “hallucinations” in the AI industry), when challenged, the bot defended them, insisting they were accurate. Ask a chatbot if the text it’s providing for a novel is copyright free, and it may well say yes, even when it’s not true. Chatbots lie and poach! Further, text generated by AI is likely to be riddled with clichés, trite allusions, and stilted dialogue. When the literary luminary, Salman Rushdie, read a paragraph written by a chatbot, supposedly in his style, he called it “rubbish,” adding, “Anyone who has ever read three hundred words of my own writing would immediately recognize that this couldn’t possibly be mine.” No matter how sophisticated AI becomes, it can’t tell your unique stories in your distinctive voice.

			Even though artificial intelligence is based on a technology called “machine learning,” computers can’t learn to be creative—but you can, and this book will show you the way. AI is, by definition, derivative, not creative. It’s also not sentient, so it can’t empathize. Further, it can’t bring rational judgment to determine the quality or value of its work. When you bring that trio of capabilities to your writing, your stories will touch readers’ hearts and minds—and those are the stories readers crave.

			Just as real food is better for us than processed food and actual social interactions are more meaningful than social media, when it comes to writing your story, artificial intelligence can’t replicate your individual human intelligence, imagination, and sensibility. Technical wizardry can’t tell your story. Only you can do that. Your uniqueness is what separates you from a chatbot, and explains why you can’t be replaced by an algorithm. You’ll succeed because you’re human, not in spite of it.

			Yes, artificial intelligence does the easy stuff better than people can, so inevitably, chatbots will pick off the low-hanging fruit, the easy-to-replicate work, the formulaic stories. To succeed, you need to bring ingenuity to your projects in ways AI can’t. That’s where this book comes in. Beat the Bots offers science-based creativity techniques to:

			1.Guide you through the writing process

			2.Unlock your imagination

			3.Create compelling stories that resonate with emotional truth

			Navigate an Exciting New Landscape

			Beat the Bots is divided into three parts. Each part includes four chapters, and each chapter features a creativity tactic designed to ensure your stories are innovative, powerful, and astute—an accomplishment that requires you, a human, to take the helm. Through engaging FAQs, invaluable Pro Tips, and AI Weighs In revelations, you’ll be able to apply the writing lessons and creativity tactics to all aspects of storytelling, bringing your distinctive vision and voice to your projects in ways AI simply can’t. Thought-provoking guided exercises challenge you to apply each chapter’s lessons to your own writing. Four original and engaging prompts per chapter, designed with TikTok in mind, invite you to experiment with key ideas, tailoring them to your projects and sharing them with the supportive Beat the Bots community.

			Pro Tip: TikTok’s BookTok and AuthorTok

			As you may know, BookTok is a powerful engine engaging readers (and writers) through book reviews and book-themed content. AuthorTok is a growing community of writers eager to learn the basics and nuance of craft and to receive constructive feedback from an enthusiastic community of like-minded writers. Beat the Bots is part of that community, and you’re invited to join in!

			Each chapter in this book includes original writing prompts, all of which are designed to encourage you to focus on the emotional truth driving the elements of story. The evidence is clear—the more you reveal honest emotions, the more readers relate, and the more readers relate, the more books are sold. In her New York Times article, “How Crying on TikTok Sells Books,” Elizabeth A. Harris highlights the effect of readers’ “displays of raw emotion” on reader engagement, reporting that booksellers, including Barnes & Noble, say they’ve “never seen anything like it.” An analysis of reader comments on Goodreads reinforces this finding—books that are laden with emotional candor receive the highest acclaim. To help you capitalize on this phenomenon, you’ll find brief videos about each creativity tactic at

			•BookTok: https://www.tiktok.com/
@beatthebotsbook

			•AuthorTok: https://www.tiktok.com/
@janekclelandauthor

			In addition, each writing prompt comes with easy-to-follow instructions on how to participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community.

			I’m excited to watch your videos and celebrate your success! Please know that you’re more than welcomed to my writing community—you’re valued.

			Here’s what I know about you: you’re committed to your craft and eager to become a stronger writer. You wouldn’t be reading this book if you weren’t! In these pages, you’ll find an affirming and supportive environment as you work to manage the duality of the writing process: innovation and assessment. Two caveats before we jump in:

			•Customize your approach. All of the creativity tactics discussed in this book may work for you, or you may find that one isn’t a good fit. That’s okay! Experiment. Play around with the techniques. Combine them. Tweak them. They’re intended as a guide, not a straitjacket.

			•Separate the creative process from the evaluation process. Quieting your internal critic and welcoming your internal editor ensures you’ll be able to use the tactics and processes discussed in this book to best advantage.

			Your story. Your ingenuity. Your humanity. Your judgment. You’re irreplaceable in the world of storytelling. Ready? Let’s get started!

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Part One

			Find Your Inner Muse

			“The most difficult and complicated part of the writing process is the beginning.”

			A. B. Yehoshu

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Creativity Tactic #1

			Idea Fishing: Find Viable Ideas

			“Before you can write a novel, you have to have a number of ideas that come together. One idea is not enough.”

			Joyce Carol Oates

			Embrace Your Humanity

			With all the talk about AI wizardry, it’s easy to assume you’re about to be replaced, but I take a different view. Because AI is, by definition, merely derivative, those writers who bring true innovation to their work will always be in demand. Chatbots don’t have their own stories to tell or inner lives to share, and no matter how many stories and emotional truths they study, they never will. Chatbots can write only what they’ve been programmed to produce, approximating the human experience, not reflecting or revealing it. The answer isn’t to surrender to the doom-and-gloom predictions. On the contrary, it’s time to lean into our humanity, to do what artificial intelligence can’t. AI can’t possibly understand what you want to express. If you bring your creativity, your individuality, and your judgment to your work, you’ll outwrite a chatbot all day long. Compelling, viable ideas are everywhere, and this chapter will help you find them and identify the winners.

			The most effective ideas come from the sentient experience, which means that creative writing is an inimitably human endeavor. Chatbots don’t have rich inner lives, so they can’t have stories to share. And even if they did, we couldn’t follow them. As Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said, “If a lion could speak, we would not understand him.”

			FAQ

			Q: I was at a book event and a famous author was asked where she got her ideas. She laughed and said she didn’t have a clue. That’s so discouraging. How can I hope to find an effective writing process if there’s no reliable method for coming up with ideas?

			A: Many authors rely on their subconscious to come up with ideas, and that may be what that famous author was referring to.

			I have discovered, for instance, that if I pose a question just before I drift off to sleep, be it about how to unravel a plot tangle or enhance a character’s motivation, invariably I wake up with the answer. The old adage to “sleep on it” works for me. Another example of subconscious creativity is Lawrence Block’s reliance on serendipity. He puts it this way: “Look for something, find something else, and realize that what you’ve found is more suited to your needs than what you thought you were looking for.”

			The trick is to experiment with different techniques, to try different strategies until you find the one that works best for you. Maybe subconscious creativity isn’t a good fit for the way you think or work. That’s okay! The Idea Fishing creativity tactic discussed in this chapter uses a methodical approach to the task, and I’m confident you’ll find it easy and effective.

			Adopt a Flexible Mindset

			One of the greatest limitations we put on ourselves as writers is thinking of ideas as good or bad. Instead, we need to assess whether they’re effective or ineffective, how appropriate or inappropriate they are. Shifting your mindset from one of judgment to one of assessment changes everything. Let’s think about this: judgment versus assessment. Judgment is critical. Assessment is encouraging. Judgment tells you what’s wrong. Assessment guides you forward. Judgment is demoralizing. Assessment is affirming. We’ll talk about this distinction at more length in Chapter Nine when we look at raising the stakes on ourselves as authors—and why we shy away from doing so—and again in Chapter Twelve, as we work to develop a viable action plan. For now, be alert for any inclination you notice in yourself to avoid taking risks when trying to come up with new ideas. Remember, all the creativity tactics detailed in this book are private, just between you and you, until you’re ready to share your ideas with the world.

			Prompt #1: Building Blocks of Life

			It’s important to think about your journey to becoming a writer. NASA is studying an asteroid sample that contains carbon and water, which may explain how these vital elements, what they call the “building blocks of life” reached Earth. What were the building blocks that led you to this place at this tune? When I asked myself this question, I remembered my dad’s cigar boxes. I haven’t thought about them in years. When I was a kid, we couldn’t afford to buy blocks, so my inventive and loving dad haunted smoke shops, carting away their empty cigar boxes. He covered them in brightly colored and boldly patterned contact paper, and voilà! I had a supply of building blocks. I spent hours up in the attic building towers and bridges and castles. My favorite accomplishment was tossing an old sheet over four towers to create a cozy tent. I brought in a battery-operated hurricane lamp and read for hours at a time. Those building blocks represented far more than simply materials to create structures. They represented my father’s love and support. If not for his nurturing, I wonder if I’d have found my way to become a writer.

			 

			Now it’s your turn! Complete this sentence: When I consider the “building blocks” of life, I think of ___________________________.

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			•Record a video of your answer and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			Join the conversation!

			 

			If you’re in a creativity slump, constrained by embarrassment, shame, anxiety, or fear, acknowledge it and move on. While you feel as you feel, you don’t have to act based on those emotions. The goal isn’t to try to change your feelings—the goal is to change your reaction to those feelings, to not let negativity inhibit your ability to fire up your creative engine. Consider the definition of “creativity”: According to Dictionary.com, creativity means, “the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships, or the like, and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods, interpretations, etc.; originality, progressiveness, or imagination.” Inherent in the definition of creativity is the word “transcend.” You need to transcend those emotions that hold you back. Give yourself permission to try new things. If an idea you come up with isn’t effective, so what? Move on to the next one!

			Part of the trick, of course, is keeping track of your ideas. We don’t want a fleeting thought containing a gem of an idea to disappear. It’s easy to lose track since ideas often come to us when we’re doing something else. The legendary novelist, Agatha Christie, said the best time to plot was while washing dishes. For you, it may be mowing the lawn. Or making your kids lunch. Or brushing your teeth. Because you’re busy engaging in a hands-on activity, it’s painfully easy to forget the idea if you don’t memorialize it in some way. Keep a notebook handy at all times (or have your phone readily available for recording), and be sure to include enough detail so you remember the substance. George Bernard Shaw, the great playwright, reportedly felt exasperated with himself because he kept waking up with faint tendrils of memory alerting him that he’d come up with a great idea for a new play, but by the time he was fully awake, the idea had evaporated. Determined to prevent losing a good idea again, he placed a pad of paper and a pen on his nightstand. Sure enough, the next morning, he woke up with that same sense of having had an interesting idea. He eagerly reached for the paper, relieved and happy—until he saw his note: “Write play.” Learn from Shaw’s experience and don’t let your ideas disappear into the ether.

			Generate Fresh Ideas

			A reliable approach to coming up with novel-worthy ideas is to mine external and internal sources. Ideas can come from anywhere and everywhere, from news reports, overheard conversations, and observed incidents to those unspoken desires that fuel ambition, the unanswered questions that linger in your mind, and the unresolved issues that drive your actions.

			The Idea Fishing creativity tactic helps you link disparate ideas to come up with new ones. Here’s how it works.

			1.Choose something to think about. It could be tangible (a person, place, or thing) or intangible (an emotion, concept, or memory).

			2.Fish for ideas using “what if” and “so what” questions and follow the trail of answers until you can’t go further.

			For example, in 2005, I read an article reporting that the movie star, Elizabeth Taylor, had won a lawsuit involving a painting she’d put up for sale, a Van Gogh. She’d been sued by a woman who’d alleged that she, not Taylor, was the rightful owner of the painting, that it had been stolen from her family in 1939 by the Nazis. The court found that the painting had been sold fair and square, but the seed had been planted. All I could think of was the horror of government-sanctioned art theft. The ignominy of it. I found myself asking questions to probe the consequences, the implications, the danger. Note my questions started with “what if.”

			•What if a Nazi official kept some of the stolen paintings instead of turning them over to the government—where would they be now? Did the official feel proud of himself? Did he feel guilty? Did he think he’d been clever? Did he justify his actions with a craven, “It’s no big deal. Everyone does it”?

			•What if the grandson of the thief is now in America? Without clear title, he can’t sell the paintings for top dollar. Would he display them? Keep them hidden? Turn them over to the FBI or some other law enforcement agency? Would he feel ashamed of his grandfather? Embarrassed? Proud?

			Over the course of a few hours, the basic story arc of Consigned to Death, the first Josie Prescott Antiques Mystery, came to me. Not the full plot or all the characters, of course, but the overarching story. That one question—what if a Nazi official kept some of the stolen paintings—opened up story possibilities I hadn’t even known existed.

			Prompt #2: An Important Decision

			What’s your best writing decision? Why?

			New York Times bestselling author Louise Penny says, “After suffering five years of writer’s block, I realized I was trying to write a book to impress everyone. For validation. Finally I realized I needed to simply write a book I would read. And that’s what I did, and am still doing.”

			What’s your best writing decision? Why?

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			•Record a video of your answer, and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			Join the conversation!

			Note that I concentrated on the underlying emotional truth of the situation—not the facts. This is an important point. Those of us who love research tend to feel bound by the facts. I often remind myself to step away from the truth. When you’re writing fiction, aim for plausible, not actual. You need accurate details to add verisimilitude, but you don’t need to limit your imagination. Think of your job as using facts to write fiction, and remember, readers’ favorite books are those that resonate with emotional truth, not factual accuracy.

			Pro Tip: Step Away from the Truth

			News reports and other fact-based sources can be a useful tool for jump-starting the idea generation process. Authors have been using this technique for as long as novels have been written, and not only historical novels.

			Here are a few examples to help you envision the potential:

			•Rosemary Harris got the idea for Pushing Up Daisies after reading an article about an infant’s skeleton that had been dug up in a suburban backyard in Connecticut.

			•Yomi Adegoke’s skepticism of #metoo spreadsheets that anonymously outed men alleged to be sexual abusers or predators led to The List.

			•Rachel Beanland turned a family tragedy (Beanland’s own great-aunt Florence’s death) into a gripping novel in Florence Adler Swims Forever. Florence’s mother kept the news of Florence’s drowning from her other daughter, Fannie, who was in precarious health.

			•A documentary about the Taliban reporting they’d banned kite flying led to Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner.

			When you take this approach, remember that you’re not writing nonfiction, so give yourself permission to veer off the literal truth, to take a thread of the story and weave it into a tapestry of your own creation. Only you, an actual person, can determine which threads to keep and which to discard. Likewise, asking “what if” and “so what” questions to hone your ideas is a singularly human endeavor, and a proven tactic to help you come up with new ideas, a surefire way to beat the bots.

			Find Ideas from Inside Yourself

			Asking “what if” and “so what” questions also works with intangible or abstract concepts. Elaine Viets did this in her Dead End Jobs mystery series. What if—there’s that question again—what if a woman who was being abused by her husband couldn’t escape? He’d always be able to track her down because he was a cop. To stay safe, she’d need to stay under the radar, only taking work where they paid her in cash. Those positions were, inevitably, dead end jobs.

			New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman wrote a book called Thank You for Being Late. He realized that he didn’t mind a whit if his breakfast guest was late. It gave him time to eavesdrop ( “fascinating”) and people watch (“outrageous”), and most significantly, it gave him time to think. He wrote, “…I connected a couple of ideas I’d been struggling with for days.”

			Have you overheard any conversations lately? Observed any interactions that piqued your interest? Witnessed anything, no matter how fleeting, that inspired curiosity? These happenstance interludes are ripe with possibility, but only if we pay attention. Dr. Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth-century British man of letters, wrote, “The true art of memory is the art of attention.”

			Prompt #3: Pride in Your Writing

			Think of a writing accomplishment you’re proud of. It could be something big and public, a story or book sale, or it also could be something small and private. For me it’s nailing a sentence—I love it when I write unambiguously, where there’s only one way to understand what I’m trying to express. I find that level of clarity thrilling!

			How about you? What’s a writing accomplishment you’re proud of?

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			___________________________________________

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			•Record a video of your answer, and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			Join the conversation!

			 

			Let’s put the Idea Fisher creativity tactic to work. Remember that your goal is to come up with as many ideas as possible. Later, we’ll assess their merit, but for now, separate out the idea-generation phase from the idea-assessment phase of the creative process.

			Exercise Part One

			Idea Fishing: Finding Ideas

			In Part One of this exercise, we’ll work to generate ideas, the more the merrier. Part Two (see below) offers a metric for evaluating their usefulness. Note that this exercise uses a news article as a prompt. You can adapt it to other source material, such as interactions you witness, conversations you overhear, your own unresolved conflicts, and so on. The process is the same, regardless of the source.

			1.Scan today’s news headlines from a national or local source. Find an article that arouses your interest. The article: __________________________________________________________

			2.To help you home in on what captured your attention, write a one- to two-sentence summary that completes this sentence: The most interesting aspect of this article is 

			__________________________________.

			3.Ask yourself the following questions, jotting notes about your answers.

			•What if this event took place a hundred years ago?

			•What if this event took place a hundred years from now?

			•So what if it doesn’t work out?

			•So what if it’s backward?

			4.Ask yourself how this process makes you feel right now: ____________________________.

			5.Write down a premise for a novel based on your observations and notes: 

			________________________________________.

			Here’s an example to help you see how the process works. After I develop this idea, I’d go back to the article I’m using as a prompt and ask more “What if” and “So what” questions to help me generate additional ideas.

			1.Scan today’s news headlines from a national or local source. Find an article that piques your interest. The article: “At NY Dog and Cat Film Festivals, Love, Licks and Looniness” (New York Times).

			2.To help you home in on what captured your attention, write a one- to two-sentence summary that completes this sentence: The most interesting aspect of this article is that there’s an audience for short films about dogs and cats.

			3.Ask yourself the following questions, jotting notes about your answers.

			•What if this event took place a hundred years ago? There would be a lot of sepia tones. Maybe the stories would be told using stereographs. Or—and this is funny—via a silent movie.

			•What if this event took place a hundred years from now? Cats might run the world, with dogs as the worker class. Cats might become fluent in English. Dogs would still have limited vocabularies, expressed by barking and growling. Cats and dogs might form a cooperative government.

			•So what if it doesn’t work out? Cats will still have staff. Dogs will still have owners.

			•So what if it’s backward? It makes me wonder about the role of perception in assigning roles.

			4.Ask yourself how this process makes you feel right now. Amused. I kind of love the idea of assigning human qualities to cats and dogs. I’ve always enjoyed allegory.

			5.Write down a premise for a novel based on your observations and notes: I could create a world where cats and dogs are at each other’s throats, each determined to become the supreme leader. By the end, they establish a power-sharing relationship, with cats stealthily working behind the scenes and dogs working the crowds, the public face of the government.

			Now it’s your turn! Pick your article or other prompt, go through the Idea Fishing steps, and see how many ideas you discover. Remember, during this phase of the process, go for quantity! Don’t worry about quality. When you’re done, I’d love to hear about your experience!

			Complete this sentence: I tried Jane’s Idea Fishing creativity tactic to coming up with ideas and 

			___________________________________________.

			 

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			•Record a video of your answer and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			Join the conversation!

			Consider Genre Expectations

			Now that you’ve come up with a bunch of ideas, it’s time to assess their viability. Doing so requires an understanding of reader expectations within your genre. For instance, romance readers expect happy endings. Readers of noir do not. Think of it this way: publishers tend to be risk averse, which explains why they want to acquire manuscripts that are simultaneously fresh and familiar. This duality sounds like an oxymoron, but it’s not. If your story isn’t fresh, it will read as derivative, and who wants to publish that? But if it’s not familiar, publishers will worry they won’t know how to market it effectively. If publishers can’t identify the book’s genre (and maybe its subgenre), how can they help a bookseller know where to shelve it? How can they identify appropriate keywords for online searches? To satisfy these imperatives, you need to know the parameters of your chosen genre and understand where your manuscript fits.

			A sensible place to start is to compare the two broad categories of fiction, literary and genre. This chart highlights some of the key differences between them.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Literary

							•Character-driven

							•Focuses on a transformational event or important passage of life (e.g., coming of age, surviving a tragedy)

							•Readers expect elegant, evocative prose

						
							
							Genre

							•Plot-driven

							•Satisfies reader expectations by following genre conventions (e.g., in fantasy, world-building is crucial)

							•Readers expect solid storytelling

						
					

				
			

			 

			Pay attention to subgenre, too. Analyze half a dozen or more exemplars—enduring favorites or current bestsellers. For instance, traditional mysteries and thrillers are both subgenres of crime fiction, but they differ in important ways. Traditional mysteries include limited onstage violence or sex and the solution to the murder depends on the deductive abilities of the sleuth, not forensics. Thrillers typically include graphic violence, onstage sex, and the solution derives from brawn as much as brains. Now consider how sub-subgenres further affect your decision-making. For instance, under the broad category of traditional mysteries, you’ll find the subgenre of cozies. While some traditional mysteries include a working detective (like Hercule Poirot, for example), readers of cozies expect an amateur sleuth. Cozy readers also expect a quaint small-town setting and an overall wholesome feel. Likewise, there are subgenres of thrillers, from legal and medical to domestic and political, among others. Whatever genre you’re working in, assessing your ideas through that particular lens will help you choose winners.

			Prompt #4: Favorite Aspects

			While I read widely, and enjoy both literary and genre fiction, one of my favorite genres is espionage, a subgenre of crime fiction. I like the righteousness of protecting your nation’s secrets. I like the high stakes. I like the intrigue.

			How about you? What’s one of your favorite genres—why?

			____________________________________________

			____________________________________________

			____________________________________________

			 

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			•Record a video of your answer and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			Join the conversation!

			 

			When considering your genre, here are some factors to assess:

			•What is the central conflict? What does the protagonist long for, and what will the antagonist do to stop them from getting it?

			•What is the pace? Is there a slow build to the inciting incident or is the reader catapulted into action? How often do you find unexpected twists and turns?

			•How do the characters change over the course of the story? Is there a major transformation or is order restored after chaos has ensued?

			•Where and when does the story take place? Is it urban? Rural? Is there a single setting or globe-trotting? How does the protagonist feel about the setting(s)?

			•What is the overall feeling? Is it dark and gritty? Safe and friendly?

			•What unifies the story or gives it deeper meaning? How does this theme weave through the plot? Does the author include symbols or allegory?

			•How long is the story? Do the chapters tend to be short?

			Now that you have an understanding of what you’re trying to achieve, it’s time to evaluate your own ideas using this information as a framework.

			NIA: A Trifecta of Success

			Before proceeding, it’s important to evaluate your ideas using the following three-step NIA decision-making model: We’re going to look at the idea’s Novelty, Impact, and Alignment. When an idea satisfies all three parameters, you can be confident you’re onto something. Note that the NIA process requires human judgment—no algorithm can replace this complex, multifaceted decision-making imperative. Only you can determine whether your plans are innovative, meaningful, and appropriate for your genre.

			AI Weighs In

			I asked a chatbot: Can you give me a new idea for a novel about a divorcing couple?

			AI said: Certainly! How about a novel where a couple decides to get a divorce but must continue living together due to financial constraints? Here’s a brief synopsis:

			Title: “Uncommon Grounds”

			Synopsis: Sheila and Max have reached a crossroads in their marriage. After years of growing apart, they decide that divorce is the only way to find happiness again. However, there’s a significant twist to their story—they simply cannot afford to move out or maintain separate households in their expensive city.

			With an impending mortgage, shared debt, and the high cost of living, they are trapped in their co-owned home, forced to navigate the emotional minefield of divorce while still sharing a life under the same roof. As they embark on this unconventional journey, they each discover a new sense of independence, rekindle lost passions, and form unexpected friendships.

			“Uncommon Grounds” explores the complexities of modern relationships, financial struggles, and the quest for personal growth and happiness amid adversity. As they face the challenges of cohabitating during a divorce, Sheila and Max find themselves confronting their past mistakes, reevaluating their priorities, and perhaps, rediscovering the love that initially brought them together.

			This novel could delve into themes of resilience, personal growth, and the unexpected opportunities that arise from difficult circumstances, providing a fresh take on the classic divorce narrative.

			Say what? This isn’t a new idea. It may be a good one, but it’s not new. New York Magazine published an article titled “Live-in Divorce” in 1990. The author, Francine Russo, referenced Warren Adler’s novel (later made into a movie), The War of the Roses, a story of a divorcing couple. Neither person is willing to leave the family home due to financial and emotional constraints, so they have to live together. She described it an “absurdist take on a modern reality.” Adler wrote The War of the Roses in 1981. How can AI’s idea be “new” if someone else wrote a novel based on the premise decades earlier?

			We need to come up with truly new ideas, and that’s a singular human activity.

			 

			As you think about your ideas, use these factors to help you take an objective, 360-degree view.

			1.Novelty

			Is the idea new? Are you taking a new spin on a familiar idea? If so, is your take innovative enough to surprise people?

			2.Impact

			Is your idea big enough? Does it address thematically significant issues such as good versus evil, life or death, or belonging versus feeling like an outcast? Does your protagonist have a personal reason to act?

			3.Alignment

			Does my idea match my target readers’ expectations? Is it appropriate for my genre and subgenre?

			Note that to proceed with confidence, your ideas must satisfy the parameters of all three factors. Let’s say I come up with a way to update Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple mysteries. Instead of an elderly spinster who lives in a small English village (an amateur sleuth), I might create an elderly bachelor who lives in a city (an amateur sleuth). While it’s not a wholly new approach, it’s a fresh take on a much-loved concept, and appropriate for a traditional mystery. I think it’s a novel slant. The murder will involve sex trafficking, clearly a big idea, impactful to the detective, the women and children being trafficked, and the reader. So far, so good. But here’s the problem: readers of traditional mysteries don’t want to read about sex trafficking. That’s a topic appropriate for literary fiction, or if I want to stay within genre fiction, it might work in certain subgenres of crime fiction, such as thrillers, police procedurals, or noir. It might also work in romantic suspense, fantasy, or horror, depending on how I position the topic. But it’s out of alignment for readers of traditional mysteries.

			[image: ]

			Exercise Part Two

			Idea Fishing: Evaluating Ideas with NIA

			You’ll recall that my article-based idea centered on a power-sharing arrangement between cats and dogs (see Part One above). I got to that premise by answering five questions. The sixth question will help me determine its likely effectiveness.

			6.Does the premise meet the parameters of NIA? Is it novel, impactful, and aligned with my reader expectations?

			It’s not totally innovative. George Orwell’s Animal Farm, is, on one level, a fable where farm animals run a society that divides into factions.

			 

			On another level, however, the book tells the story of the Russian Revolution and expresses Orwell’s rebuke of Stalinism. It also reveals the power of propaganda, showing how a gifted orator can spin even the most damning facts to his advantage. The phrase, “Four legs good, two legs bad,” for instance, becomes a mantra designed to fire up antihuman sentiment, a metaphor for Orwell’s underlying theme that in the wrong hands, language can be used to oppress people. This makes me realize I need to add thematic heft to my allegory about cats and dogs to differentiate it from what might seem to be nothing more than a silly fairy tale.

			Yes, I think it’s impactful, dealing as it does with issues of cooperation among foes, goodness, and identifying your strengths.

			I think a literary novel using cats’ and dogs’ innate antipathy toward one another can show how even the most determined enemies can work together for the greater good.

			This might be worth pursuing. That it’s not a completely new idea isn’t a knock-out factor since so much of the story is, in fact, innovative and timely.

			Now it’s your turn! For each idea you came up with in Part One that you might want to pursue, answer this sixth question:

			•Does the premise meet the parameters of NIA? Is it novel, impactful, and aligned with my reader expectations?

			What did you learn about evaluating ideas using the NIA model? Here’s how I might reply: I learned that new spins on old ideas can, in fact, be transformative. I also learned that if you can get people laughing, you can slip in serious observations without coming across as sanctimonious or pedantic.

			How about you? I’d love to hear about your experience!

			Complete this sentence: I tried evaluating ideas using the NIA model and ____________.

			To participate in the Beat the Bots TikTok community:

			 

			•Record a video of your answer and post it, including the hashtag #beatthebots and tag me at @beatthebotsbook

			•You can also tag #authortok and #booktok to connect with other writer and reader communities!

			•Watch other writers’ videos by visiting the TikTok hashtag #beatthebots

			•Join the conversation!

			 

			The NIA assessment process helps you sift through the ideas you’ve come up with, and, using your wise judgment, decide which ones to pursue. Your discernment, based on your knowledge, your experience, and your understanding of your genre (and thus your reader expectations) can’t be replaced by a chatbot.

			Now that you have identified worthy ideas, it’s time to transform an idea into a story. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how to ensure your characters are acting in ways that align with your plot by delving into what makes them tick. Jane’s Character Transformation Roadmap will help you do just that. Your story will resonate with real-life readers because you’re satisfying their longings—and these are the stories publishers want and readers adore.

			[image: ]
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