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Introduction


Congratulations. If you’re reading this ebook, you are ready to take a critical next step in your publishing journey. You may be wondering what all the fuss about the nonfiction proposal is, or you may just be looking for a few good tips on making yours better. This book is going to cover that ground and more. 


I started working in book publishing in 2000, and over my twelve-year career as an acquiring editor at two different publishing houses, I’d estimate that I reviewed somewhere in the range of 10,000 nonfiction book proposals. Now, as the publisher of She Writes Press and the founder of my coaching and consulting company, Warner Coaching Inc., I continue to review, edit, consult on—and sometimes ghostwrite—proposals on a weekly basis. 


I decided to write this ebook at the prompting of some of my clients. I get requests all the time for proposal tips and best practices, and I regularly post suggestions to my Facebook page. Many of the sample materials I’m sharing in this book come from authors I’ve worked with over the years, most of them Seal Press authors. My goal is to help you to create the best memoir proposal you can possibly create, and to understand its value in securing a book deal. 


Here are several important points to understand about your book proposal: 




	

It will make or break your chances of getting an agent or an editor.




	

Writing one requires you to engage two parts of your brain—the creative part you’ve used to write your memoir, and the sales part, which has possibly never been activated if you don’t have a background in sales and marketing. 




	

It needs to be robust, covering each of the twelve steps this ebook outlines, in order to wow the agent or editor you’re hoping to woo. 




	

Writing a proposal is an opportunity and a responsibility to represent yourself well and to equip your future agent or editor with the ammunition they need to sell your book (agents to editors and editors to their editorial boards).  




	

Even agents and editors who take on books without proposals (because many do) will never say that the book proposal isn’t a helpful tool. Please don’t skip or skimp just because this feels like hard work. (I have suggestions peppered throughout this book to make the whole process fun and easy.)
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As you work on your book proposal, keep focused on its function. A book proposal is like CliffsNotes for agents and editors. They will skim your proposal looking for key points, so you want to make it easy to read. The proposal, above all else, is a selling tool. You get to brag (without being obnoxious), tout your accomplishments, and talk about why your book should be published. The proposal is necessarily repetitive—and that’s okay. Remember, agents and editors are skimming it. 


In this ebook, I am your partner in executing the best possible proposal. If you have any specific questions for me, please contact me directly. I encourage you to sign up for my newsletter on my website, www.warnercoaching.com, and to follow me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/warnercoaching. Also, I invite anyone reading this book to take advantage of a special offer I have to review your proposal at a discounted rate. Check out the details. By the time you’re finished with this short and easy read, you will be excited and ready to tackle your own proposal, or to put some finishing touches on one you’ve already started. 


Ready? Let’s do this!


Brooke Warner


www.warnercoaching.com


www.shewritespress.com


www.facebook.com/warnercoaching


@brooke_warner





Get Oriented 


The twelve simple steps laid out in this book will help you to execute one component of your proposal at a time. I highly recommend not taking on more than one step in a given sitting. And some sections—like Chapter-by-Chapter Summaries and Marketing/Publicity—will require a little more time and effort than others. I also recommend creating each proposal element in its own Word document for the sake of easy access and simplicity. It’s a good practice to name and number your working Word documents (1_frontmatter.docx; 2_Overview.docx; 3_AuthorBio.docx) and place them in a folder on your computer called “PROPOSAL IN PROGRESS.” Once all the components are complete and edited, then you can conflate all of them into one long Word document ready to shop to an agent or editor.


Though there are twelve steps to follow, there are only six key components you need to write to finish your proposal (assuming you already have the necessary Sample Chapters completed):




	

Overview




	

Chapter-by-Chapter Summaries




	

Author Biography




	

Marketing/Publicity




	

Target Audience




	

Competitive Titles
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Review the six proposal components you are about to create and you’ll see that they can be divided into two identifiable categories: editorial and marketing. The first three are the editorial elements: Overview, Chapter-by-Chapter Summaries, and Author Biography. The second three are the marketing elements: Marketing/Publicity, Target Audience, and Competitive Titles. 


If you know you love marketing, consider starting with the marketing components. If you’re in the thick of your memoir and engrossed in your narrative and voice, start with the editorial components. I’ll repeat this throughout this book: the editorial and marketing sides of a proposal require you to engage completely different parts of the brain. So don’t think you have to go in order. Start with the part that feels most exciting and most accessible. 
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Book Proposal FAQ


Q: How important is a nonfiction book proposal to your success in landing an agent or a publishing house? 


A: According to Paige Wheeler at FolioLit, it’s critical, though she expressly states that she wants to help authors shape the proposal before shopping it to editors at publishing houses. 


According to Maria Gagliano, Senior Editor at Portfolio/Penguin, “I would not consider a full-length work without a proposal. The quality of the proposal is crucial when trying to get my ed board to sign on a project. It shows that the author is able to write well, and with authority, about their subject. A great proposal also ensures that an editor will pitch a project to their ed board in the way the author wants it to be represented. If the proposal is too short, or it’s a mess, the editor is left to make a case for the book despite the proposal, which is a major strike against the project already. If the proposal is thorough and offers a clear idea of the book’s message, it arms editors with the information they need to make a solid case for it. When deciding what to include in a pitch letter or proposal, just picture the editor in a boardroom, pitching the book to his/her company. What do you want them to say? Give them the talking points so they represent the book in the way you want it to be seen.”


Q: It feels like a lot of work, and I know people who’ve gotten agents without a book proposal. Do I really have to do a proposal?


A: You will hear a lot of different opinions about proposals once you start poking around and inquiring into other people’s experiences. I encourage you to think about writing a book proposal not as something that you have to do, but rather as something that you want to do. Shopping to agents or editors with a book proposal is like showing up to an interview with a portfolio. It makes a good impression. It shows that you’re conscientious and that you’re taking this process seriously. There’s a certain degree of sweat equity that goes into a proposal that helps agents and editors see that you’re someone worth betting on. If you take this process seriously, chances are you’re a good bet. Also, in today’s competitive publishing climate, agents and editors expect authors to do a lot of the legwork in making a book publish-ready. Having a smashing proposal is a lot like applying to a team or group you want to be a part of and making a case for why they should pick you or take you on. You do, in fact, have something to prove. So even if you’ve heard that it’s not really necessary or important to do a book proposal, I recommend you do it anyway. 


Q: When is the best time to start thinking about writing my book proposal?


A: This depends on the type of writer you are. In my book What’s Your Book?, I write about the different mindset challenges authors face when they’re writing and how writing a book proposal and starting to shop your work out in the world can and will distract you from your writing goals. For many memoirists, it makes sense to finish your book before you start shopping around for an agent or editor. Remember to stay connected to your reasons for writing the book in the first place. They’re first to finish it and then to get it published. So why not complete at least a first draft before securing an agent? A primary reason authors look to get representation is for the validation it gives them. If someone takes you on, it means your book is worthwhile. However, securing an agent does not guarantee a book deal. So keep your eyes on the big picture and do what’s right for you. If you know that shopping your book will be a distraction, consider waiting. If you know you need the external validation of an agent or an editor who’s in your corner, then you can start working on your proposal as soon as you’ve completed two (polished, publish-ready) chapters of your memoir. 


Q: Is it okay to shop my book to the industry if my book isn’t finished?


A: Yes, and as I wrote in the previous response, check your reasons for wanting to do so. It’s standard, however, to shop your proposal with only two to three sample chapters completed. 


Q: Why do book proposals matter?


A: Your book proposal is a sales tool that’s selling you, the author, as well as your book. Your book is a product, and you’re the promoter that the publishing house is looking to partner with, hopefully for the long haul. Your proposal helps agents and editors wrap their minds around certain sales points that can in fact help your book get sold. Agents have to pitch book concepts to editors and editors, in turn, have to pitch these concepts to their editorial boards. This means there are generally three gatekeepers who are ready to block your entry to traditional publishing: the agent, the editor, and the editorial board. Keeping in mind that you are trying to wow these various people, and that your book proposal is actually an asset—something you want to spend a lot of dedicated time and attention on honing and perfecting. 


Q: I don’t have much of an author platform. Will that count against me?


A: The truth is, yes, it will. If you are reading this book and you don’t have an author platform at all, then it’s time to start thinking about that while you work on your book proposal. If you don't know what an author platform is, click through to the Glossary. 


Q: What are the biggest blunders authors make in their book proposals?


A: I will point out best practices throughout this book and let you know through the tips where some authors tend to go wrong. There are missteps you can make in each section, but on a big-picture level I see two fundamental tendencies in authors. The first is not giving the proposal enough of the attention it deserves, either out of apprehension or resistance to the process. The other misstep I see authors make is going on too long, especially in the editorial components. You want to be thorough but concise. Respect the fact that agents read (skim) hundreds of these babies a month, and think about how to best capture their attention with that in mind. 





Your Platform 


Author platform is an obsession in the publishing industry, especially as more and more books are being published every year, and the competition for shelf space is getting tighter and tighter. Platform involves anything you do to increase your visibility on and offline. It includes your social media presence, your website and blog, speaking engagements, and any and all other efforts to drive more people to what you’re doing and to your message. A platform is something that most people actively build, by cultivating their own following, adding email addresses to their database, and being active online. Platform matters because it showcases something very tangible: the more of a following you have, the more books you are likely to sell. 


A lot of writers, especially of memoir, can be a little resistant to the idea that they need to have a platform, and so I’ve made it my mission of late to try to reframe the platform conversation to help writers understand that your platform is not for publishers—as much as it’s true that they care a lot about it. It’s for you. 


Somewhere between 600,000 and 1,000,000 books are published each year. No small number. By some accounts, there are more writers than readers out there. If this is true, you have to be willing and able to make some noise around your message and your book.  This is not Field of Dreams. If you build it, they will not come. The way to make your readers come is by setting your sights on some very basic tenets of platform-building and buckling down for the long haul. Customers don’t come just because your writing is good. Customers come because of things like advance praise; advance publicity; and advance reviews. Customers come when an author has a strong online presence (blog with followers; Facebook page with fans; Twitter followers; etc.). Customers come because you are able to create a compelling message. You are able to address the question: Why am I the person to write this book? You need to dissect this question and let it serve as the foundation for the platform you build out in the larger world.


To me, authors who think they shouldn’t have to build a platform are missing a critical point. By asking, Why should I have to do this? instead of the much more important question, Why am I the person to do this?, you are wasting valuable emotional energy. 


As my colleague Deborah Siegel says, “Platform is a marathon, not a sprint.”


Platform-building is not for the faint-hearted. It’s an exercise in discipline and self-validation. There will be lots of days when no one pays attention to what you’re doing, even when you’ve put your own blood, sweat, and tears into prepping a post, or making sure you attended to your social media, or hosting an event (online or in person) where only a handful of people showed up. 


Because you’re writing a memoir, a lot of what you want to be focusing on is you—building yourself as a brand. But you can and should also be thinking about the primary themes and messages in your memoir, and how to mold those messages and themes into Facebook and blog posts. You can set up Google Alerts for yourself to comb through the interwebs and have delivered into your inbox information about your specific area of interest (and therefore expertise). Establishing yourself as a go-to person on your topic is key to building your platform. And where getting published is concerned, getting out in front of your idea and finding a way to build interest and buzz before your book is published, is a sure way to generate interest for you, your ideas, and your book. 
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