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			For all the patient, generous, insightful people whose feedback makes me a better writer, book by book.
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			PART 1: The power of feedback in writing and publishing

			The value of writing feedback, some basic definitions, traits of an ideal “beta reader,” and where to find the right people to give you the feedback you need.

			Chapter 1. Why writing feedback matters

			When I was wrestling with my debut murder mystery, Poison Bay, I had been writing in a vacuum, and needed an outside perspective on whether the manuscript was working. I was hesitant to seek feedback at first, but became more committed to the process as I saw the power of it. 

			I now seek feedback for all my own publishing projects, and recommend it to my editing clients. It’s become about much more than just problem-solving a particular manuscript. Wrestling with feedback has changed not just my books, but me. The process has made me a better writer, and a better editor. If you are willing to open your mind and experiment, I believe effective feedback can make a powerful difference to your writing career, too.

			In this chapter…

			
					The meaning of “beta reader”.

					The results of my survey about writing feedback.

					How my experiences shaped my feedback strategy, and how my discoveries might help you.

					Tips for getting what you need from this book, as fast as possible.

					The three pillars of my 3H Feedback strategy: Humility, Honesty and Heart.

					What I think about rules. 

			

			The term “beta reader”

			Many authors have pre-publication “first readers” for their manuscripts, and they call them various things. For convenience, in this book we’ll use the term “beta reader.” I’d never heard this term till about ten years ago, but the concept is not new. Even Jane Austen apparently read her manuscripts aloud to her sister. 

			A beta reader is simply someone who gives a writer useful feedback on their manuscript.

			The beta version of anything is the test version. The term seems to have been borrowed from the software industry, where “beta testers” help iron out bugs before new software is released.

			When I refer to a “beta reader” in this book, I mean:

			
					an amateur, rather than a trained professional

					a volunteer, rather than someone who is paid.

			

			Others may use the term differently, which is fine. I don’t own the words! However, keeping these distinctions in mind will help you get the most out of this particular book. 

			Beta is the second letter of the Greek alphabet (alpha-beta), pronounced bee-ta, bay-ta or bet-ta in different parts of the world. I’m in Australia and I say bee-ta. (A friend who says bay-ta told me that when she hears me say “bee-ta reader” she thinks of people with sticks beating that manuscript into shape, which made me laugh, but is not a process endorsed by this book.)

			My survey

			While I was writing this book, I conducted a survey about beta reading through my website smallbluedog.com. I received a rush of responses—50 in the first two hours alone. Feedback is clearly an issue that matters to people and with which they’ve struggled at times. Clear themes emerged:* 

			
				* My survey used what statisticians would call a self-selected sample, so I make no claims that the results are unbiased or can be said, statistically, to represent all writers everywhere. However, the survey did reveal the experiences and thoughts of a sizable group of people who have a strong interest in writing feedback. The results mentioned here were responses to the open-ended first question: “What is the biggest problem you face with beta readers?” The answers to this question represent the issues that were top of mind for 146 writers. 

			

			
					31% had trouble finding the right beta readers—skilled, familiar with their genre, and who understood what was expected of them.

					30% said feedback often arrived too late to be useful, or not at all.

					16% said their beta readers were too nice and avoided giving honest feedback for fear of hurting the writer’s feelings.

					8% couldn’t get enough detail from feedback.

					5% were frustrated that beta readers insisted on correcting typos when they’d been asked to look at big-picture issues.

			

			Clearly, all is not rosy in the feedback garden. The purpose of this book is to address these problems and find effective solutions.

			My story

			My long and quirky journey through the publishing industry has shaped my approach to beta readers and manuscript feedback. Back in the 80s, I put on my leg warmers and went to university to study Communication, which included editing for mass media and the psychology of language. I became a radio and television journalist. Having my work critiqued as part of the news collection process was expected and normal. 

			I want to encourage you to see critique as natural, too. Seeking feedback doesn’t mark you as a novice; it says you’re professional.

			In the mid-90s, I followed a personal passion into Theology studies. It was meant to be one year, but four years later I had an honors degree, and a job as book editor with a specialist publisher in Sydney, Australia. My boss mentored me, trusted me and empowered me. She let me make my own mistakes and discover my own strengths. 

			She’s part of the reason I want to empower you to learn to trust yourself and find your unique strengths as both a writer and a beta reader for other writers.

			At that publishing house I first encountered beta readers—although we didn’t call them that. Each manuscript went out to specialists, or sometimes to a general reader. We evaluated their feedback and discussed it with the author.

			That’s why I want to encourage you to think of your beta readers’ feedback as something you weigh carefully and think about creatively, not something you just obey.

			I grew into an editor of content and structure, not just a typo corrector—seeing potential miscommunication and suggesting solutions. I discovered I could give useful feedback to people who knew more about their field than I did. 

			I hope you can be open to receiving useful ideas from beta readers less knowledgeable or experienced than yourself. When you provide feedback for other writers, even if you feel intimidated you can provide useful insights to experienced writers. 

			Fast forward a couple of decades. I’ve been in publishing for twenty years, and have worked on some exceptional books by authors in various fields. I’ve also become an author myself, with multiple books in various genres that have been traditionally published or indie published. I never stop learning. As an editor and writing coach, each time I recommend beta feedback for my clients I experiment, observe and customize the process. As an author, my beta readers continue to open my eyes to new possibilities. As a beta reader exchanging unpaid feedback with other authors, I wrestle with new ways to make my feedback more useful. 

			Whether you are a new writer or are experienced and successful, please let me encourage you not to get locked into one “right” way. Great results come when we experiment, observe, and continually refine the feedback process as both writer and beta reader. 

			Tips for getting the most out of this book in the shortest possible time

			You’re busy, so I’ve deliberately constructed this book for easy access. Dive deep if you prefer, or dip in and out to grab useful ideas as you need them. These are some features I hope will make it more useful:

			
					I’ve included a comprehensive Table of Contents at the start and an alphabetical Index at the end, to help you find the answer to the question you have right now, or to locate cross references to extra information. 

					Each chapter ends with a quick recap—for skimming or later reminders. 

					To make this book more useful for those who are just starting to use beta readers, or have found their past efforts frustrating and ineffective, I will explain the recommended steps simply but fully.

					Occasionally, information is included in several places where it’s useful and applicable, to save you hunting.

					Don’t expect to see “whom” very often. I’ve written in conversational English to make the book a fast and easy read. 

					If you’re not sure of the meaning of a word, consult the glossary on p. 180. Note that some of these words can be used different ways. The glossary will show you how I’ve used that word in this book.

					My strategy for beta readers is unique to me. If something in a later section puzzles you, please refer back to Part 1, which lays the foundation.

			

			Let me tell you a story…
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			I get useful ideas when I “reverse engineer” case studies about other people’s experiences, by unpacking what they did and looking for principles or techniques that I could adapt to my situation. That’s why I will tell a lot of my own and other people’s stories in this book. Some are brief; some are detailed case studies. Look for them where you see this speech bubble icon. 

			Many of the stories emerged from the survey of writers I conducted in early 2017. Authors who are mentioned by only a first name are survey respondents who gave permission for their comments to be used in this book anonymously. Their names have been changed for privacy purposes. 

			Other comments from personal interviews are also used by permission.

			Power tips
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			Look for the rocket icon to find industry secrets, surprising insights and the occasional wild idea.

			3H Feedback:  Humility + Honesty + Heart

			There are three pillars to my strategy for feedback: Humility, Honesty and Heart. I call this 3H Feedback.

			3H•Humility

			As authors, humility helps us to accept that we need help, reach out to ask for it in a way that beta readers find attractive, and listen carefully to the feedback when it comes—even if it’s hard to hear.

			When we become beta readers for other authors, humility reminds us that we don’t know everything about this book, this author, the publishing industry, or readers worldwide, and helps us give feedback without any taint of superiority that could intimidate or alienate the person receiving it.

			3H•Honesty

			As authors, honesty helps us see our writing more clearly, and speak to our beta readers with a transparency that actually helps them get past any inadequacy they may feel about being a beta reader. It helps remove inhibitions that can cramp the feedback process.

			When we become beta readers for other authors, honesty helps us to avoid empty flattery but also to look diligently for the good in a manuscript. The resulting feedback is more likely to genuinely empower the writer.

			3H•Heart

			As authors, heart gives us the courage to confront the flaws in our manuscript, the purity of purpose to know which suggestions to adopt and which to reject or adapt, and the tenacity to wade in and do those rewrites.

			When we become beta readers for other authors, heart helps us handle writers’ dreams with kindness and gentleness, avoid sarcasm, and make our feedback so much easier to hear and act upon.

			What are your goals?

			If you are seeking a traditional publisher, an effective beta feedback process can help you bring out your unique voice more strongly, get your manuscript off the slush pile, and capture the attention of an agent.

			If you plan to self-publish, beta readers can help you produce an industry-standard book. I still believe editors are necessary, and always hire one on my own indie projects. However, I find that beta readers can complement the editing process and expand its scope, and will include some tips about these possibilities. 

			The number of beta readers you have, how you recruit them, what you ask them to do, and how you use their feedback might change over your writing career and vary from project to project.

			Rule 1: There are no rules

			I share my observations, experiences, tips and suggestions in this book, but I don’t make rules. I don’t believe there is a right and wrong way to do it. We each must develop our own strategies and techniques.

			How I ended up writing a book about feedback

			This book grew out of a blog post I wrote at smallbluedog.com which got much more attention than I was expecting, and generated a series of blog posts. Journal articles, workshops and webinars followed. It became clear to me that a lot of writers struggled to get effective feedback, and yet it was something they really wanted. I was surprised by how many were frustrated by bad results when I’d found the beta feedback process strengthening for my own writing. I accidentally became a passionate advocate for beta readers and harnessing the power of effective feedback.

			My approach was not learned in any school. I’m a developmental/structural editor and author who has experimented with my own beta feedback process over many years, continually evaluating, rethinking and refining my methods and my expectations.

			This book goes far beyond the content of those original blog posts, not only because it covers a wider scope, but also because I’ve learned so much more through continuous development since that first article way back in 2012.

			I’ve made plenty of mistakes on both sides of the feedback process—as both writer and beta reader—but may I say to you: don’t fear the mistakes. On the other side of them lies the best literary-feedback adventures yet to come. Mistakes are not a sign of failure, but a possibility to investigate.

			A fruitful, well-managed beta feedback process can be the difference between an ordinary book and an exceptional one—not because it changes the book, but because it changes the writer.

			I’m a much better writer today than I was five years ago, and my beta readers have a lot to do with that. I will be an even better writer in five years’ time, and again my beta readers will play a central part in that.

			A quick recap

			
					When I refer to a beta reader, I mean an amateur who gives feedback for free. Others may use the term differently, which is fine.

					My background has helped me to see feedback as normal and valuable, and empowered me to develop new strengths as a writer. I want to encourage you to find similar value in it.

					The pillars of my 3H Feedback strategy­—Humility, Honesty and Heart—help us as writers and when we are beta reading for someone else.

					There are no rules about beta feedback. We must each develop our own methods.

					An effective beta feedback process changes not just the manuscript but the writer.

			

			Chapter 2. The basics

			What you read here may differ from the way some other people use beta readers. That’s okay; there’s room for all of us. As I’ve

			
			
			
					Definitions and descriptions—what a beta reader is and is not.

					Types of books beta readers can help with.

					Why beta readers don’t replace professional editors.

			

			
			
					A beta reader is like a test pilot for your manuscript. They take it for a spin, see how it handles for them, and give you a subjective response which you must then interpret. 

					A beta reader is like a mirror in a department store change room—the type that fold to let you see yourself from the side and behind. Beta readers open your eyes to things you didn’t know about your writing and your manuscript. They reflect back to you how your writing technique and your manuscript affects them as a reader.

					The beta feedback process is like resistance training at a gym. As you push back against the pressure created by the feedback, you grow your writing muscle and your commitment to what you really believe about your manuscript.

					When I talk about a beta reader in this book, I mean someone who critiques for free. When I’m talking about a paid professional I’ll call them an editor, proofreader or writing coach. (Others may use the terms differently.)

					Often, a beta reader is a fellow writer. They tend to be more willing because they understand how much you value feedback, and their knowledge of the writing process can be handy.

					Sometimes, a beta reader will not be a writer but just someone who enjoys books, or a target reader for a particular book. With children’s books, for example, you will want some children and other readers who understand children in the right age range—teachers, parents or babysitters. In some forms of non-fiction, you might choose an expert in that field, or a likely consumer of your type of information. And sometimes it’s good to have a couple of beta readers who haven’t read all the blog posts forbidding adverbs and prologues, who can respond to your manuscript with an open heart and mind. Some people also have success with beta readers who are new to the genre—they see it quite differently and can be the catalyst for a brilliant idea. 

					Ideally, a beta reader has never seen the manuscript before and is given the complete manuscript, rather than being drip-fed chapters. This helps them experience it in a similar way to a member of the public reading the book.

					Some writers have arrangements with a beta buddy or critique partner who gives earlier feedback on segments of a manuscript. This is also useful, but in a different way to someone who reads the whole book in context.

			

			
			
					A beta reader is not a guide, a leader, a fixer, or the captain of your manuscript. You must always be in charge. Manage the feedback process so that they help you clarify your own vision and voice, rather than imposing their vision and voice on your book.

					A beta reader is not an editor. I don’t recommend letting your beta reader change your manuscript—although some might make notes in it for convenience and clarity. If they do so, ask them to make sure they flag anything they’ve changed.

					A beta reader is not a herding dog, nipping at your heels and telling you which way you are allowed to go. A beta reader is more like a watch dog, alerting you to a danger in your manuscript that your senses hadn’t detected, so you can choose how you’ll deal with the situation. You might do nothing; maybe when you investigate further you’ll realize it’s not a problem you’re concerned about.

					Writers’ groups that have group feedback sessions are not the same thing as beta readers, although some people do find their beta readers at writers’ groups. A beta reader ideally reads a manuscript by themselves, and responds as an individual, unswayed by the groupthink that can occur in a crowd. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Fiction—stories that are “made up.” A novel is a fictional story. Genres include fantasy, crime, romance, adventure, horror, children’s, young adult, new adult, humor, sci-fi, dystopian, historical, western, paranormal, and many more.

					Memoir—based on the author’s memories. This means it is a type of fact (non-fiction). However, as creative non-fiction, a surprising number of the principles of fiction writing also apply. It’s a story based on themes, rather than a blow-by-blow history of people or events. It’s not always easy to draw a clear line between memoir and the other life-story genres (biography and autobiography). However, memoir tends to deliberately engage the imagination and emotions of both writer and reader more than biography or autobiography do. Memoir’s focus goes beyond the facts and historical impact of a life. 

					Non-fiction—based on fact or information. Includes how-to, self-help, textbooks, recipe books, Bible commentaries, literary commentaries, history, formal biography/autobiography, reference books, and more.

			

			
			
			
					Fiction and creative non-fiction such as memoir: the purpose of the manuscript is to entertain and possibly inspire—goals that are highly subjective. The beta feedback process is about seeing your creative vision reflected back to you through other eyes, so that you can imagine ways to make it more powerful.

					Non-fiction: the purpose of the manuscript is to inform, enable, educate and/or inspire. Beta readers help you see what others will find useful. Clarity and usefulness are key. The outcomes tend to be more measurable; for example, if the book is How to Build a Rabbit Hutch, a reader can tell you whether or not they would be able to build a rabbit hutch after reading your book. Therefore, even though there will be times you still make a careful choice to disregard beta feedback, you might tend to look more diligently for solutions when a beta reader tells you the book didn’t serve the stated purpose in their case. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Beta readers might be like fellow members of a sporting team or exercise class. They encourage and motivate you, and they might even show you how to correct your technique with a certain movement. Compared to home renovation, beta readers might be like the friends who give you feedback on your color and design choices, and even pitch in to help you lift something heavy. Beta readers help you get more muscle or beauty in your manuscript to become a stronger writer overall, but it’s still you that has to do the work. You are limited by the extent of your own ability, schedule constraints and level of commitment, as well as the ability of your beta reader to give useful feedback.

					A writing coach might be like a personal fitness trainer or a teacher of renovation techniques who has seen the state of your house. They help you target your specific weaknesses, goals and opportunities with customized techniques, and help you further develop your writing strengths.

					Editors and proofreaders might be like surgeons or professional makeup artists, or in the case of home renovation, like skilled tradesmen who make your plans a reality. They will do the work for you; the depth of their work depends on your requirements and budget. Someone who’s had good cosmetic surgery looks fresher but is still recognizable, and a good professional renovation on your home still feels like home. In a similar way, your professionally-edited manuscript should still sound like you, only better. 

			

			
			
			
			
					Beta readers might identify problems that you have no idea how to solve, but an editor will either give you suggested ways to solve it, or sometimes even do it for you if you are paying for a full developmental edit.

					The editor might be better able than the beta reader to diagnose the underlying causes of a particular problem, and be wiser and more subtle regarding potential solutions. 

					The editor might notice more flaws, be less likely to miss important flaws, and be less inclined to fixate on minor issues.

					The editor might be better at generalizing to a larger readership rather than simply focusing on their own preferences.

					The editor might be less inclined to be swayed by spurious “rules” that do the rounds of the writing community, such as “no adverbs,” “no prologues,” and so on.

			

			
			
			
					engage multiple beta readers so you get a cross-section of opinions

					look carefully when a beta reader identifies a flaw, in case there might be other possible causes for their reaction

					give yourself plenty of time to weigh up your reactions to feedback

					do some research to figure out how to fix things that might initially perplex you.
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					At least two or three (and up to seven or eight) beta readers, some of whom might be specialists in a particular field. Developmental editing is my superpower, but it’s still hard to see all the possibilities in my own work. I find that beta feedback helps me see past my self-blindness in that regard.

					I hire a professional copy editor to edit my final draft before typesetting.

					Immediately before publication, I engage a proofreader to make the final check.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				[image: ]
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					The beta version of your manuscript is the test version.

					A beta reader is like a test pilot, or a mirror that helps you see yourself and your writing differently.

					A beta reader is not an editor, leader, guide or fixer, and you must retain control of your manuscript, vision and voice.

					A successful beta feedback process centers on you: who you choose, how you brief them, and how you respond to their feedback.

			

			Chapter 3. The ideal beta reader

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Demographics of the ideal beta reader.

					Personality traits and relevant experience.

					Reading and writing characteristics to look for.

					How much publishing knowledge should a beta reader have?
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					Writing a children’s book? Make sure you have at least some child beta readers in the right age group. (They will tend to be brutally honest, so brace yourself!) Parents, grandparents, school teachers and babysitters also read children’s books, and are often the ones who buy the books. Their feedback will be useful.

					Writing a book on nuclear fission for university students? You need some university students among your beta readers—preferably several of varying academic ability, so that the A-grade students know whether you’ve got it right, and the ones who struggle can tell you whether the explanations helped them.

			

			
			
			
					Are you deliberately writing the kind of book you like to read? Your target reader is you. List your own characteristics such as age, gender, occupation and interests as if you were a stranger, then look for some beta readers who match.

					Do you have anyone in mind as you write? This is often particularly relevant for types of non-fiction, but can apply to any genre. For example, I met a man who wrote a business book hoping it would help his teenage son. If you do have a person in mind, imagine them and develop a list of demographics. Do some research if necessary.

					Do you have readers who are already especially interested in your work? If there’s lots of them, do a survey via your website or email list, using a tool like Google forms. They might be happy to answer questions about their interests that help you develop a sense of what they have in common as a group. If there’s only a few, maybe you can ask them directly—even in person if appropriate.

			

			
			
			
					Can they put themselves in a hypothetical reader’s shoes? Can they see the strengths of something that may not appeal to them personally?

					Ideally, they know what they think and aren’t afraid to say so, but can express their opinions without killing your dreams. They can criticize in a way that makes you hopeful about what you could do to fix it rather than sinking you into despair. However, if you have to choose between “too brutal” and “too kind,” you’re probably better to go for the more painful option because you really do need to hear the truth. (Consider fortifying yourself with chocolate or comfort food of choice before reading their report. Then give yourself a day or two to recover before you start taking action.)

					They are not so close to you that they will find it hard to say things you don’t want to hear. Some friends are able to speak honestly from the heart, but others will hold back—they value the relationship more than your book. This was a key problem identified in my survey (see Chapter 1). Does the connection you have with them allow honesty without damaging the relationship?

					Usually, they are not your mother or life partner. Yes, this is a bother, because that was someone you could have asked! Some people find it creates friction at home if they ask their partner. Others find loved ones can’t read with fresh eyes because they are putting it through the filter of all the things they’ve ever heard you say, and comparing even a fictional manuscript to events or relationships they know about from your past. There are always exceptions to this; some close relatives can stand back and give you an objective perspective. 
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					Ideally, they read broadly—neither a book snob who only reads impenetrable “literature,” nor someone who never reads anything other than short mass-market novels. A good mix of popular and literary reading, as well as an interest in both fiction and non-fiction, will give them a broad perspective which enriches their beta feedback.

					If the target audience for your book is people who don’t read much, you might deliberately seek one or two beta readers with that characteristic, just to check if the book is working for them. 
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					They are often (but not always) writers themselves, because fellow writers understand the challenges of creating a book-length manuscript in a way that no one else can. They are also less likely to get fixated on that dangling modifier on page 214, because they know that’s only a tiny part of what makes a writer. Fellow writers are also motivated to help you with your book, because they know they’re going to need a beta reader soon. They comprehend the value of useful beta feedback.

					Some authors prefer to avoid asking fellow writers. They want someone whose reaction is uninfluenced by various writerly presuppositions and agonizing over writing craft. If you’re not sure yet what you prefer, I suggest trialling a mix of writers and non-writers.
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					Ideally, they have never read your manuscript before. Fresh eyes will give you the best value from beta feedback, giving you the kind of untainted response that you’d get from a person picking up your book in a store. Try to have at least one beta reader who knows nothing about the book beforehand.

					Someone who only ever reads sports biographies won’t be the best judge of a paranormal-romance-thriller and vice versa. Someone who reads your genre—often and by choice—will be familiar with the way such books tend to be structured, without even having to think about it. They will have an instinct for what works and doesn’t work. They will recognize where you have broken established rules, and be more likely to evaluate wisely whether or not you’ve gotten away with it.

					On the other hand, sometimes a reader of other genres can give you ideas that deepen your book. You will need to weigh their feedback, being wary of suggestions that might lead you away from important genre expectations, but balancing this against other ideas that trigger a spark of brilliance.
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					Ideal beta readers understand what makes a good book in terms of things like plot development and characterization, structure and purpose. They understand what creates suspense, and what draws a reader to keep on reading till the end. They recognize what creates a good resolution and what falls flat. 

					In a non-fiction book, they comprehend the value of theme and a cohesive structure. They can recognize whether your central message builds logically or not.

					They recognize the difference between what your school teachers told you was Proper Writing, and what represents a writer’s “voice.” They are not afraid to deviate from “technically correct” if there is something that actually works better, and communicates more effectively. They can weigh up your eccentricities as a writer, and give you an opinion on which ones are making your book come alive versus the ones that you probably should ditch because they’re clunky or obstructive.

					They understand what is relatively unimportant in a first beta read. I’ve seen manuscripts and writers receive devastating feedback because of a few typos, because the beta reader had never seen a book-in-progress before. I’m not suggesting we don’t try to be accurate as writers, just that a good beta reader understands that a few typos will happen, no matter how good a writer is, and there are bigger issues to look at in deciding whether or not a book “works.”

					If your book is in a specialist field, they have knowledge and experience in that field, or at least a strong interest in it. For example, if your book is about nuclear medicine, you probably want a beta reader who knows something about nuclear medicine. If on the other hand, your book is Nuclear Medicine for Newbies, you’ll want at least one beta reader who knows nuclear medicine (to make sure you’ve got the science right) and another beta reader who doesn’t know nuclear medicine (to make sure you have adequately explained it for a non-expert).
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					If your book is set in a particular location, it can be handy to have a beta reader who knows the location well, so they can tell you what doesn’t ring true. A reader who knows nothing about the location can tell you if the location came alive in their minds. If you can’t have both, weigh up which matters more for your book. For example, in non-fiction, accuracy might be more important, whereas in a novel it might be more important to have built a believable world.

					Ideally, they are savvy about the publishing world and have good instincts about what it takes to get a book noticed by a literary agent or a book buyer. They are familiar enough with the state of publishing to know that self-publishing is no longer the poor cousin, and traditional publishing is in a state of flux. They understand at some level what makes a person buy a book in a store versus on the internet. They often know the latest books that have been successful, but they don’t think aping those books is the only way for you to succeed, or even the best way for you to succeed.
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					To give me a greater cross-section of opinions on the controversial topics. This helps even out bias.

					So that I had backup in case they couldn’t all respond within the tight timeframe.

			

			
			
			
					All were pet lovers. Anyone who doesn’t like animals is likely to find Dogged Optimism puzzling or irritating.

					All were interested in personal growth, and could evaluate whether or not the manuscript was encouraging.

					All were interested in reading, writing and publishing.

			

			
			
					They were of diverse nationalities—two Aussies, two Americans, one Canadian and one Brit.

					They were from different walks of life. Three were people I met on Twitter and then got to know over time as we commented on each other’s blogs. The other three were friends from my work, my travels and my public speaking club.

					They had been in my life for various amounts of time—from two to twenty years.
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					If you’re a detail person, look for someone who’s better at big-picture thinking. 

					If you’re not good at grammar or you don’t think it’s very important, include a beta reader who loves it. 

					If you spend your work life writing formal reports, balance your feedback by including a beta reader skilled in much more informal types of writing. 

			

			
			
			
			
					Look for at least some beta readers who match the demographics of your target audience.

					Ideal beta readers:	Know what they think and can articulate this, without being cruel or disheartening.
	Read often and widely, and at least some of them are fans of the genre you are writing.
	Understand the current world of publishing well enough to know what makes a good book for today’s readers.
	Can look beyond errors that are not important at this phase of your process to see what really matters to your book.



					If you are in a rush and need to ensure you get at least some feedback in time, or if you have a particularly vexing issue and need multiple perspectives to sort it out, consider inviting a bigger team.

					Look for people who can fill the gaps of your knowledge or personality, and don’t necessarily avoid getting opinions from beta readers who irritate you—it might be a sign that they can supply what you lack.

			

			Chapter 4. Where to find the right beta readers for you

			
			
			
			
			
					How to network with other writers to find people who are a good match for your writing style and might enjoy helping you.

					How to find specialists in a particular topic.

					Where to look for beta readers who are not writers.

					When to start looking.
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					Sports, fitness, endurance, extreme sports: try asking members of a local team or club, yoga or aerobics instructors, nutritionists, sports fans, running group participants, gym members and attendees, people who sell fitness or nutrition products to these people and might be expected to know their market, tourism operators who service the market.

					Business, investing, entrepreneurship, public speaking: try local business associations, speaking clubs, service clubs such as Rotary, recruitment consultants, teachers of adult education in relevant fields, business mentoring groups, government departments set up to assist business planning, fellow writers who own businesses.

					Cookbooks, food, wine: look for people who attend or present cookery classes, school teachers who teach about food preparation, nutritionists, caterers, people who work in specialist homewares stores, owners or staff of cafes and restaurants, vintners, home brewers.

					Arts, music, theatre, photography: consider asking university lecturers in particular specialties, adult educators, interest clubs, art gallery owners or curators, professional artists or photographers, musicians, music teachers, music store owners or staff, drama teachers, actors, producers, directors, bloggers or Instagrammers who have an obvious interest in the area, researchers, school teachers.

					Remote or rural life: approach writers’ groups located in the relevant region, tourism authorities for the relevant region, bloggers and Instagrammers who live in and post about life in the places you write about, tourism operators who go into your destination and know it well.

					History: you might find help from museum staff with relevant qualifications, university lecturers, school teachers with a specialty, local history clubs and committees.

					Sciences, engineering, space travel, information technology, sci-fi: try university lecturers and students in the particular field, researchers who post their findings online and in a form that general readers can understand (because they might be more likely to want to help, and to have the ability to help), writers who happen to work in a relevant field regardless of what they write about—find them on social networks.

					Religion, spirituality: consider asking ministers or leaders in the relevant religion, people who blog or post on social media about similar topics, lecturers or students at religious colleges, people who run applicable events or conferences.

					Teen and young adult: potential teen beta readers might include members of youth groups, children of friends, young adults who were recently teens. Adult “youth specialists” might include community or church youth leaders, social workers, librarians, school teachers, parents of teens, government or private youth workers, fellow writers who have children in the right age group.

					Children’s books: child beta readers might include your own children or their friends or classmates, children of friends, the children of writers you know. Adult beta readers might include school teachers, Sunday School teachers, parents of children in the age group, babysitters, fitness and dance instructors, friends who love to read to their children, fellow writers with children.
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					On Twitter, I met a writer who was also a nurse. I asked her if she knew anyone who could help me, and she offered to Skype with me herself. She discussed key considerations and over the video connection showed me how a blood glucose monitor worked.

					Via Twitter and blogs, I encountered a journalist and author who had family members with Type 1 diabetes. I didn’t know her very well, but because she was an outspoken advocate for research I decided to be bold and contact her via her website. I asked if she would consider checking purely the diabetes elements of the plot. I also tried to make it as easy as possible for her to say no. She said yes! And oh my, did I need that check. She gave me what the textbooks couldn’t tell me. The diabetes storyline is now dramatically different as a result of her detailed feedback. We have since become beta buddies, exchanging beta reads on multiple manuscripts.
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					I’ve found that a specialist or sensitivity reader who is somehow connected to writing or publishing is often more open to helping, because they understand why we need it. Sometimes they will even think it sounds like a fun thing to do.

					Always remember that every specialist is also a human being with relationships and interests. You might know a specialist already and not realize it. Maybe there’s a rocket scientist among the other parents you chat to every week while you wait outside your child’s art class. If you include your writing in the conversation, sometimes helpful connections emerge.

					Specialists can be passionate about their topic. Sometimes, our errors raise strong emotions for them. If you stand back and evaluate the feedback carefully—even when it’s hard to hear—it can bless your manuscript and your writing career.

					Children can be brutal in their feedback, and will often simply refuse to finish a book they don’t like. This doesn’t necessarily mean no one will like it. Try to invite at least five or six to beta read, so that you have a more balanced outcome—and consider allowing time for a second round of beta readers if necessary.
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					Be real. Try to avoid “casing” people to see if they might make a good beta reader before you bother getting to know them. Make friends with people you actually like! It’s much better in the long run.

					Be patient. I knew some Twitter friends for a year before we asked each other for beta feedback. 

					Be generous. Help people if you have the skill and the time, even if they may never be able to help you. 

					Be relaxed. Some people won’t want to get to know you better, and that’s okay. Some people do want to know you, but don’t want to be your beta reader. It doesn’t mean the next person won’t want to do so. 
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					Your requests will often meet with more success if you invite people who are at a similar stage in their writing career.  

					Sometimes, insight comes from an unexpected quarter. I’m selective about who I choose as beta readers, but I’ve also taken a risk sometimes on a person who didn’t seem particularly skilled or qualified. Their ideas have sparked great improvements. 
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					Use social media platforms and blogs to get to know and like people who share similar interests. 

					Attend writers’ events and talk to people during the coffee breaks.

					Think ahead. It takes time to get to know and trust people.

					Try to build genuine two-way connections, rather than just approaching people out of the blue to ask for a favor. You might feel like you know them, but do they know you?

					When people show genuine interest in your book project, pay attention.

					Pay it forward—if you have time, offer to beta read for others, even if they’re not going to return the favor any time soon.

					You don’t know if you don’t ask.

			

			
			
			Chapter 5. When to use beta readers

			
			
			
			
					Where beta readers can add value in each phase of creating a book, complementing tasks a professional editor might do.

					When to use or avoid beta readers, depending on your goals and level of experience.

					Whether to engage your beta team all at once, or spread them out over the project timeline.
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					I’m incredibly wary about beta feedback at this sensitive stage, especially for new writers. I’ve seen great ideas abandoned because a writer got early feedback from the wrong person and lost confidence. 

					If you really do want concept feedback, choose a highly-trusted and preferably experienced person. Prepare yourself to untangle confusing and often dispiriting feedback. It’s a rare beta reader who can foresee what an unformed idea can become.

					Consider getting incidental feedback instead of a formal beta report. Prepare an “elevator pitch” which sums up your story in one to three sentences. Practice telling it to people, and see how they react. If they’re not interested, is it the wrong idea, or just the wrong reader? Yes, it’s a labyrinth of possibilities, but writers grow when they learn to interpret reactions. Test and tweak the pitch, to see how the reactions change.

			

			
			
					As you tell your life stories to people, see what clicks with them. We all have “scripts” we use for those stories we tell all the time. Tweak them each time, and see how reactions change. 

					Pay attention to the follow-up questions people ask, and think about how you could answer those questions in the manuscript, and which you might leave hanging. This early “market testing” is telling you what to include in your memoir and how to frame it.

			

			
			
					Consider showing your outline to a specialist in the field you are writing about. What do they think of what you’re including, what you’re leaving out, and the order you’ve proposed?

					I’ve seen non-fiction writers ask their blog readership for feedback on aspects of their upcoming book. This has the added benefit of alerting their online communities that a book they might like is coming soon.
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					Consider developing a partnership with a “beta buddy” you trust, especially if you’re trying something new. I’d lean towards discussing ideas rather than giving them anything to read. Everyone works differently, however, so develop a process that suits you.

					Be careful who you choose. First, I would want to be confident that their feedback will be useful and sensitive. Second, I’d want to know them well enough to trust their honesty. I don’t want someone else writing my book before I can.

					Look for someone who can see the big picture and discipline themselves not to fixate on detail. Correcting commas is a waste of time at this point.

					The value of seeking feedback this early is that it can help reduce the amount of time you need to spend rewriting.

					The danger of seeking feedback this early is that it can shift you off-course if you are not confident enough in your vision.
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					Ask for big-picture feedback, not detail corrections. You’re going to rearrange all your pieces, probably delete whole sections, and add a lot more typos before you’re finished.

					Inexperienced beta readers might obsess over typos even though you ask them not to. Be prepared for the fact that sometimes they make judgments as a result. Authors have been told that a book full of light and magic is no good because they didn’t punctuate dialogue correctly. Grammar and typos can be fixed; grammar can also be learned. Storytelling DNA is a whole other precious thing that should be nurtured.
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					Shift to another space—work in a library, a cafe, the beach or even just a different room.

					Focus your mind on other topics—go for a walk, read something completely different, watch a movie, meet a friend for coffee. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Don’t be afraid to pull your manuscript to pieces and put it back together again. It will survive and so will you.

					Try to allow at least a few weeks for responding to any beta feedback before submitting to your editor if you possibly can. The more time you allow, the more value you’ll get from the process.

					Consider making big-picture changes to the manuscript first, and then making another pass to sort out the detail.  (More on this in Chapter 9.)

					It’s ideal to incorporate both structural changes and detail editing into the first rewrite. However, if you can only do one, perhaps because time is short, choose the big-picture option and do the detail in a later phase. If beta readers subsequently criticize the typos you haven’t fixed yet, thank them, bolt some temporary ear muffs onto your writerly Viking helmet, and concentrate on the big-picture aspects of their feedback. Check their detail feedback again later to make sure you’ve dealt with any issues they raised.
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					If you are seeking a publisher but nervous about your writing technique, a quick once-over from a beta reader who is good at grammar and detail might increase your confidence. It can also be a good time to hire a copy editor if you want to make your manuscript as competitive as possible.

					If you already have a publisher, it’s likely they will ask you for further changes. These may be minor—at a sentence and paragraph level. Or they might ask for something more comprehensive. You might interact with a trusted beta reader while making changes, but the publisher may prefer you avoid anyone else’s input at this stage. Communicate with them and be careful to follow their guidance. Experienced publishers will generally be keen to protect your voice and creative vision from outside interference.

					If you are self-publishing and can only afford to hire a professional for one phase, this would be the phase to do it. I recommend getting the deepest copy or line edit you can possibly afford.
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					The optimum time to engage a beta reading team is at the second draft, after your rewrite. Because you have already addressed a lot of larger issues, there are less distractions for the reader, so they are able to give you more of the feedback that empowers your book.

					If you choose to engage beta readers at the first draft, be prepared that it might make your task—or theirs—harder.

					Get as much distance as you can from your manuscript between drafts—it helps you to see it with fresh eyes.

					Be careful about beta feedback in the very early stages of your manuscript, especially if you are inexperienced. It can draw you away from your own vision or even make you give up.

			

			Chapter 6. Issuing the initial invitation

			
			
			
					Attitudes that create an effective beta reading process, and ones that work against us.

					Tips for making the initial request.

					How many to ask.

					Content warnings.

			

			
			
			
					Spell their name correctly. (Seems obvious, but this gets overlooked more often than you might think.)

					Briefly remind them where they know you from. Make it easy for them. 

					If you’ve met someone personally and kicked around the idea of beta reading, you already have an opening—but don’t assume that offer from three years ago still holds today, as their situation may have changed.

					Describe your book briefly: working title, genre, word count, which draft it is (e.g. first, second, 37th, final). This could be one short sentence, or a list of dot points. Everyone’s busy—make it easy for them to grasp your book concept at a glance.

					Briefly—one or two sentences at most—describe the type of feedback you are hoping for. (You will give them a more detailed briefing later, when you send the manuscript.) Do you want big-picture feedback about themes and characterization? Do you want a specialist opinion on the technical description in Chapter 22? 

					Offer various formats if you can. Do they prefer a Word document, a PDF, or an e-reader file? Within your budget and abilities, try to give them what will make the task easiest and most enjoyable for them.

					Ask in a way that they feel free to say no. If they feel pressured, they might still say no, but also have a bad taste in their mouth about you for any future interactions.

					Act like a human. Add a few honest personal notes of friendship, warmth or humor, if appropriate to the level of connection you have with this person.

					Mention your schedule. Be aware that while some beta readers will only spend a couple of hours, others might devote up to twenty hours to the job. You might need to negotiate on timeframes. Don’t say you need it tomorrow if that’s just your impatience talking. But if you need it back in time to submit to a contest or a publisher, say so. If your schedule is tight, apologize for it upfront.
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					Don’t assume that everyone you approach will want to be a beta reader for you. They might have a hundred reasons for not wanting to do it or not being able to do it. 

					Don’t assume that you are doing someone a favor by giving them a sneak peek at your book. There is a chance they will be delighted, especially if they’re already a fan or a friend. But it’s safer to assume you are asking for a favor.

					Don’t assume they know what a beta reader is, or how to do a beta report. Be ready to give them guidance. 
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					Don’t assume they will want to read for you. Don’t act as though you are doing them a favor.

					Honor them, and be honest about what you want, and your own inexperience if relevant.

					Approach them with a reminder about where they know you from, a brief description of your project, the type of feedback you are hoping for, and your schedule.

					Ask in a way that they will feel free to say no if they need to.

			

			Chapter 7. Building a beta feedback relationship

			
			
			
			
					Setting the tone.

					Fine-tuning the schedule.

					Formats to offer, and formats to ask for.

					Asking for testimonials.

			

			
			
			
			
			
					Be clear about why you need feedback and what it will help you achieve. A brief explanation is usually enough to help a beta reader see that “I loved it” is not going to be sufficient. For example: “I’m learning how to improve my plot, structure and characterization, and your honest feedback on different aspects of my book will help me see the possibilities more clearly.”

					Ask them to mention any strengths they find, so that you can be sure to retain and develop them in the next draft. Say that honest positive feedback will encourage you and help you persevere through the rewrite.

					Encourage them to suggest solutions if they wish to. Some won’t be able to think of solutions, which is fine. Some will suggest great solutions. Some will suggest solutions that don’t seem quite right to you—but often in the process of realizing what makes that solution a bad fit, you gain a bright idea for a solution that does fit.

					If beta feedback seems harsh, often it’s because the beta reader thinks of their task as problem-seeking, and it hasn’t occurred to them that their comments might sting. If you think that might discourage you, adjusting your request can help. For example: “Please be gentle about the negatives if possible, but also be honest with me, as I can’t improve it if no one tells me the truth.” 

					When I need a response faster than usual because of a deadline, I give my beta readers express permission to be brutal in their feedback, because it’s faster than being tactful, and I’d rather have feedback that hurts a little than no feedback at all. I find my beta readers still tend to be diplomatic, but at least they are hopefully not wasting time agonizing over their choice of words.
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					Microsoft Word document? If you don’t have Word, you can usually create a readable file from Open Office, plus you can compile to Word format from Scrivener.

					PDF document? You can create a PDF from Word or Scrivener.

					A printout? Some people still prefer this, so if that’s what they want, provide it if you can, but don’t be afraid to negotiate if printing and postage is too expensive for you. 

					I’ve heard of people setting up a print-on-demand book purely so they can provide a paperback to their beta readers. It’s not a route I’ve chosen, but it might even be cheaper than photocopying or printing at home.

					A format for their e-reader? This is how I prefer to beta read, and several of my beta readers favor it too.

			

			
			
					Amazon Kindle uses mobi format.

					All other e-readers, including Apple, Kobo and Nook, use epub format.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					During the feedback, you might be trying so hard to look nonchalant (while secretly dying inside) that you can’t take in what they’re saying.

					Several in my survey reported that all they could remember afterwards were the negatives.

					It can be horribly tempting to start defending yourself.

					Some beta readers also find it confronting to tell you to your face what they didn’t like, and they might not realize how stressful that is going to be until they start.

					It can be harder to action verbal feedback. With written feedback, you can look over it and think about it more deeply.

			

			
			
			
					A separate text document, written in Microsoft Word or some other word processor.

					In the body of an email.

					Within a Microsoft Word manuscript, using the “Track Changes” feature to insert comments in the margin.

					As notations on an ebook file if you’ve produced a mobi or epub for them. (There are often difficulties transferring these from one person to another, so do test this method thoroughly before you use it.)

					As written notes on a printout of your manuscript. Don’t forget to provide the hard copy, or at least reimburse their printing costs, and pay for return postage. If your beta readers are in other countries this can get incredibly expensive—paper is heavy. They might be able to scan their comments and email or, if the resulting PDF is too large for email, transfer via a service like Dropbox.

			

			
			
			
			
					Beta readers give the most valuable feedback if they are given the right amount of time—not too much, not too little.

					Writers create their best work if the rewriting timeline allows breathing space. For many people, the creative-brain which makes major changes to a manuscript seems to move more slowly than the typo-correcting correction-brain. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Most writers and beta readers are juggling family and community commitments and/or day jobs. They might only be able to spare an hour here or there.

					At average reading speed, it takes six hours or more to read a 90,000 word manuscript. A beta reader must then mentally process their reactions—a task that will require breathing space for the creative-brain. Then they might need more hours to write a report that’s both tactful and useful. 

					Some people like to read fast and form a quick opinion, but others prefer to immerse themselves in a manuscript and let their mind roam around the possibilities. Neither is better than the other, and your beta reader team might include both types.

			

			
			
			
					How long will it take you to get the manuscript ready to send to beta readers? Consider the time you’ll need to format and deliver to beta readers as well as the writing and self-editing tasks.

					How long will your beta readers need? If you’re not sure and they’re not sure, try to allow a minimum of three weeks if possible.

					How long will you need to rewrite the manuscript after receiving feedback? If you’re not sure, try to allow six weeks if possible. Remember that you might also need to allow time for formatting and other tasks such as writing a synopsis or query letter.

					What is the submission date for your completed manuscript (to a contest, editor, agent or publisher)?

			

			
			
			
					If you have a firm submission date, start with Question 4 above and work backwards through the calendar.

					If you don’t have a firm submission date, start with Question 1, and from there work forward through the calendar to find your completion date.
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					Are you failing to provide a deadline for return? Some people will return it anyway, but for many people, a “forever” deadline keeps getting shunted aside in favor of life’s little emergencies, to the point where they don’t even realize how long has passed. Consider giving them a suggested deadline at the start, and then keep gently in touch with them about how it’s going.

					Are you giving a deadline that is too rushed? Maybe it suits the speed you work at, but not your beta reader’s busy schedule, or even their personality. Maybe they are a person who doesn’t know what they think straight away, and needs time to ponder. Could you give them three to six weeks instead?

					Are you hesitant to ask where the report is? There are polite, non-pressured ways to ask. Sometimes, an email has gone astray. Sometimes they’re embarrassed and keeping a low profile, or feel sure they are too late and you don’t need it anymore. Consider asking them—gently—whether they’ve had any chance to look at it yet, and whether they might still be able to do it.

			

			
			
					Protect yourself from cruel criticism or useless fluff by setting the tone. Outline the type of feedback you need, and ask them to give you positives as well as negatives.

					Check what format they would prefer to receive: ebook, Word document, PDF, printout?

					Ask them to provide their response in your preferred format, but if possible let them supply it in the format that they find easiest. 

					Set some type of clear deadline rather than leaving it open-ended, but be reasonable to allow for their busy lives and the way their minds work. If possible, see if you can allow beta readers three to six weeks.

					If you do have a very tight deadline, be sure to communicate the reasons, and keep them informed if your schedule slips.

			

			Chapter 8. Creating a productive briefing document

			
			
			
			
					Choosing the discussion issues that will be most valuable for your manuscript—big picture versus fine detail.

					Wording your questions in a way that helps your beta readers.

					Organizing questions to help simplify your revision process.
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					Work on the big issues first. Remember the “design your own valley” example in Chapter 5? Don’t wash those windows till you’ve finished the earthworks. And the “body” example in this chapter? Don’t shave off leg hairs until the broken bone has been set. Consider having separate beta reading rounds for the two purposes. Start big and wide and deep on the first round, then zoom in to surface details on the later round.

					If you do ask anyone to go through your manuscript in detail on a computer, don’t forget to ask them to use Track Changes, the function in Microsoft Word that highlights changes in a different color. The old faithful red pen on paper can be even better, if possible, when detail feedback is coming from a beta reader rather than a professional editor, because you are likely to weigh it up more thoroughly before adding it to your master file. Either way, it’s essential that you are able to see everything that has been changed. 

					If you do ask a beta reader to make a detail pass through your manuscript, please be aware that you’re asking them to do a lot of work. Done properly, a detail pass of a full manuscript is many, many hours of work.

					Don’t underestimate the value of having a professional copy editor involved. You will be surprised by the types of issues they pick up that you and your beta readers missed or never even thought of, such as misleading or ineffective sentence constructions, factual errors, inconsistencies, or potential copyright violations. Copy editors are much, much more than just typo correctors.

			

			
			
			
					It tends to prioritize creativity over conformity.

					It helps sidestep assumptions that there is a right and wrong way to write a book.

					Long lists can sometimes—even accidentally—focus a beta reader’s attention on detail instead of big-picture issues.

					The process of choosing areas for discussion, including working out how to word the questions for beta readers, functions as an early phase of developmental self-editing. It forces a writer to analyze their own manuscript as though seeing it through someone else’s eyes. As you explain your concerns to your beta readers, you’ll be surprised by what becomes clearer in your own mind. 

			

			
			
			
			
					It helps avoid a feeling of overwhelm for both reader and writer. Multiple pages of questions can seem intimidating, and look like they’re going to be hard to answer even if they aren’t. 

					Limiting the scope makes it more likely you’ll get deeper, higher-quality feedback on the issues that really will make a difference to the development of your book. Beta readers can spend more of their available time on each question.

					Asking your questions in five to seven sets will make it easier for you to process the feedback later. You will be able to more naturally organize the responses into sets, and compare the responses of different beta readers.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					What sections of your manuscript are you least confident about? 

					What writing techniques do you struggle with? 

					There might have been a difficult decision you had to make about what to include or exclude, or where to take the story. Beta feedback is your opportunity to check whether or not you have found an effective solution.

					Did you write with a clear purpose in mind? For example, a memoir about domestic violence might be written to encourage others going through the same thing. A non-fiction book might seek to teach a particular skill. A novel might aim, through story, to challenge people to protect the environment. Whatever your underlying purpose, seek feedback on whether or not you’ve achieved it.

			

			
			
			
			
					Fiction: characters, setting, plot, structure, dialogue, description, point of view, first or third person, past or present tense, fast or slow pace. There will also be common issues in each sub-genre—for example, effective world-building for fantasy or subtle clue-dropping for crime.

					Memoir: everything that applies to fiction, plus whether you’ve revealed too much or too little of yourself, and issues related to how it might affect your relationships with real people you’ve mentioned.

					Non-fiction: structure, purpose, clarity, length, uniqueness.

			

			
			
			
					Internal issues could be characteristics of yourself as a writer or within your manuscript.

					External issues might include deadline constraints or market forces affecting publishers or the book-buying public.
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					Your beta reader might not understand it, if they haven’t read the blogs or been to the workshops. They might feel confused or alienated. They might give answers that you find confusing—because they’re responding to what they thought you meant.

					If they do understand the jargon, their thoughts might immediately start running on rails like a train, instead of generating unique creative insights.  

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Train-track question: “Did I show enough, or was there too much telling?” The jargon might be confusing, and the question invites your beta readers to make a judgment they might not be comfortable to make. Some readers might rush to reassure you the book is fine (even if you really are over-telling) and others might assume there’s a problem and start seeing it everywhere.

			

			
					Wide-open cluster-question: “Did you feel like you could see and hear and feel the events as they unfolded? Were there any places where you’d have liked to know more? Any places where I gave too much information?” This type of question gives you less control over the responses, but increases the likelihood of insightful reactions. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Closed question: “Was the book too short?” This asks the beta reader to make a value judgment, and hints that someone already thinks it’s too short, potentially coloring their answer. 

			

			
					Combination cluster-question: “Did you like the length of the book? If so, what did you like about it? Were there places you’d have liked to know more, or less?”  

			

			
			
			
			
					“What did you like about it?” As discussed previously, beta readers often think of their job as “looking for problems” which can sometimes accidentally tilt their opinions and also lead to discouragement for you. Their positive comments will help you develop a useful understanding of your strengths, lift your spirits in the hard work that lies ahead, and help you avoid accidentally getting rid of things that readers actually liked.

					“Anything else?” I add this question at the end, after my other customized questions. Beta readers will talk about issues that never occurred to me. I’ve had absolute gold emerge from these answers.

					“Would you be willing to write a testimonial that I can use in marketing?” But I try to make it easy for them to say no if they’d prefer not to write a testimonial. 
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					Provide enough background to help my beta readers give useful responses, without overwhelming them with too much extra reading.

					Make it as simple as possible for them to answer, so it doesn’t waste their time.

					Make it as straightforward as possible for me to process the responses. The questions have the effect of pre-organizing their responses according to theme.

			

			
			
			
			
					A brief outline of the purpose of the book.

					A description of the manuscript’s current state, and what I don’t expect my beta readers to do about it. For example, I might say: “There are still a lot of typos, but please ignore them for now.”

					The freedom to answer as many or as few of the questions as they want.

					A clear deadline, stating a second fallback deadline so they know the outer boundaries, and a clear reason as to why I need it at that time—for example, a launch date or deadline with my editor.
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					There is no prescribed list of questions you must ask, nor any “right” way of managing the feedback process.

					Try to ask your questions in an open way that frees your beta readers to tell you what they really think and to provide their own perspective.

					If you have trouble deciding which questions you want to ask, try assessing your book’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) to see if it gives you further clarity.

					Try to put your questions together in a way that provides sufficient background, while also making it as simple as possible for them to answer and for you to process later.

			

			
			
			Chapter 9. How to apply the feedback you receive

			
			
			
			
			
					Different instinctive reactions to beta feedback, and attitudes that can help.

					The importance of time and space.

					Several techniques for weighing the results.
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					Read all the feedback. If possible, wait for every report to come in before beginning your response.

					Give yourself as much distance as possible. Time is the best form of distance, if you have the luxury. I also recommend getting away to do other things—go to a movie, or out for coffee, or for a walk with the dog. At the very least, wait overnight. The brain is busy while we sleep; take advantage of sleep’s power if you can. I find that when I reread beta feedback the next day, the items that made me either despairing or even angry yesterday now read quite differently. I find myself thinking: “Oh, is that what they said? Why was I so worried about it?” I can see beyond the internal noise of my initial knee-jerk reaction to the useful gems contained in the feedback.

					Now, read it all again. What ideas are coming through now? Can you see how Reader A and Reader B actually have some things in common, even though yesterday they seemed to be polar opposites? These are things that take time to develop in the back cupboards of our brains.
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					Make a spreadsheet collating all the responses to a particular question. 

					You might want to spreadsheet all the questions, or only the most contentious questions, or only the ones you find the hardest to resolve in your mind.

					Look for both agreement and contradiction. Compare it against the experiences and personalities of each beta reader. 

					What might have influenced the answer they gave, and how is it likely to apply to your target readership? 

					If useful, try scoring the different responses, weighted according to each beta reader’s background, their similarity to or ability to understand your target reader, and how well they get you and your book. 

					While you’re at it, what can you learn for next time about the usefulness of the questions you asked and how you will manage the beta feedback process?

			

			
			
			
					Rule up a sheet of paper, a whiteboard, or a Microsoft Word document with two columns: mark one “For” and the other “Against,” or whatever headings work best with the particular issue you’re trying to resolve. For example, for Dogged Optimism I could have headed them “Dead” and “Alive.” 

					How your brain works will influence whether you’d rather do it onscreen or by writing manually—maybe try both!

					A whiteboard is useful for some. There’s something about big elbow movements that activates the brains of kinesthetic learners (people who learn through movement). 

					Enter a summary comment from each beta reader below the appropriate heading. See if you can condense it to just a few words, as that will make it easier for you to gain a quick grasp of the issues once they are all placed on the page, screen, or board. While choosing those summary words, your mind is also working on developing your manuscript.

					Don’t forget your own opinion. Enter your own thoughts for and against that particular issue.

					If you find it useful, give a rating from 1–10 to each comment, to help you add up the cumulative value of the various thoughts.

			

			
			
			
					Print out all the feedback—yes, on actual paper! The texture and movement of rearranging the pieces is part of the technique.

					Get yourself a set of highlighters in various colors. I have a set of eight, and they are all different colors. (Hands up, who else likes stationery?)

					On a separate sheet, create a key that shows what each color means. For example, character issues might be blue, yellow for setting, pink for dialogue, orange for theme. I’ve discovered that it’s best not to expect yourself to remember the meaning of each color.

					Go through each report and highlight different kinds of issues by color.

					Create a list or mind map of the connections created.

					This is another technique where a whiteboard might help you access a different part of your brain.

			

			
			
			
					Read all the reports, quietly and carefully. 

					Put them away and let it all marinate. 

					Then come back to a clean sheet of paper, your whiteboard or a computer program like Scapple, and make a list or a mind map of all the points that have stayed with you.

					Be aware that a drawing pad might be better for you than lined paper. Lined paper sometimes feels restrictive.

			

			
			
			
			
			
					Be free. You don’t have to agree. Your vision, your book. 

					Be gracious. They thought it was part of their task, and they are trying to help you. You don’t need to get into a debate (unless you have the type of relationship where both of you might enjoy that).

					Be creative. There might be some aspect of the feedback that helps you, if you adapt it.
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					“The book is fun, easy to read, and heart-warming. And it does NOT end with the death of her beloved dog.”

					“Plot spoiler alert: it was a good decision to end the book before Killarney dies, so that the tone remains upbeat and optimistic—and it’s good news too that just when Killarney is entering old age, [Belinda] acquires another dog, and so the premise for a sequel to this book, which I look forward to reading.”

					“Dogged Optimism is an accomplished, inspiring piece of writing that had me completely hooked from the first page to the unexpected and gratifying end.”

			

			
			
			
			
			
					Organize your thoughts and reactions in a way that makes sense to you: by manuscript location, by theme, by type of problem.

					Some people find it useful to develop a checklist of required changes and work through them one by one. 

					Some like to stick with a mind map, and follow one branch of the mind map at a time.

					Some like to write all the important thoughts on a whiteboard or on sticky notes on the wall, and erase or remove them one by one as they’re dealt with.

			

			
			
			
					Write it in large letters on a piece of paper, and stick it to the wall near your desk or even to the side of your computer screen (I have a surprising number of things stuck to the edges of my computer screen).

					Set yourself a reminder on your phone or computer that pops up each day.

					If you are in an intensive rewriting weekend, for example, you might even set a reminder every hour. 

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Fiction: Number of characters, first or third person voice, overall movement of the plot, whether the theme or metanarrative develops well throughout, other large issues. 

					Memoir: Clarity of theme or purpose, number of characters and how deep they go, your rationale for including or excluding events, other large issues.

					Non-fiction: Clarity of theme, effectiveness of structure, whether the argument builds as the book develops, whether some material needs to be added, or some removed.

			

			
			
			
			
			
					Fiction: you changed the weapon to a dagger in Chapter 37 but foreshadowed bow and arrow in Chapter 10.

					Memoir: your amusing scene with Aunt Beatrice in Chapter 3 now needs to be deleted because she no longer appears in the rest of the book.

					Non-fiction: you rearranged chapters so that the how-to in Chapter 16 now comes before the explanation of why the reader needs to do it in Chapter 18.
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					I mention their work if appropriate and relevant. 

					For those who are authors, I give credit to their books or writing career. 

					For specialist beta readers, I give more detail about what they did, and sometimes a mention for a relevant charity. 

			

			
			
			
			
					It’s normal to feel some type of stress or psychological pressure when you receive your beta reports. It’s not a sign that the process isn’t working.

					The less experienced you are as an author, the more important it is not to rush your response to beta feedback.

					Look for patterns in the feedback, weigh the results, and trust yourself and your purposes for your own book.

					A spreadsheet, a table of pros and cons, printouts marked with different colored highlighters, and mind maps can all help untangle confusing feedback. The method that works best for you may depend on your personality and experience.

					Once you have evaluated the feedback, create an action plan for your rewrite.

					When you begin self-editing, it can be helpful to make big-picture changes, then correct detail, then do another pass to see if any problems have been introduced at the big-picture level.

					Look for ways to honor your beta readers by thanking them, including in the acknowledgments section of your book.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Download your free copy of the Seven Phases of Feedback flowchart (Chapter 5).

					Download a free sample briefing document (Chapter 8).

					Get information, resources and an expanding list of useful books to help you continue growing as a writer.
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					Writing and publishing tips: smallbluedog.com

					Author blog: belindapollard.com

					Christians who write for mainstream readers: gracewriters.com

			

			
			
			
					mugs

					book bags

					pencil cases

					notebooks

					t-shirts

					even a clock!
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