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       DEDICATION       

To every writer who struggles toward a goal 
and hopes tomorrow will bring something great. 
You are not alone. This book is for you.
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Introduction

As a teacher of writing and publishing, I speak at a dozen writers conferences a year. At those conferences, if I had to pick the question I’m asked most frequently, it would probably be: “How do all the drastic changes to the publishing industry affect aspiring writers?”

Before I answer, let’s examine the question itself. Writers are essentially asking, “Because the marketplace is changing, and I’ve been told it’s more difficult to be an author today than it was ten or twenty years ago, how can I best be prepared as a writer?” All kinds of things are at play in this question: How can we work smarter? How can we deal with industry evolution? How can we make our writing dreams come true?

You’re starting to see that this is a huge question—but, in my opinion, a very necessary one. It’s necessary because the fears behind it are absolutely justified: It is more difficult to be a successful writer now than in decades past. The ease of publishing e-books online means that more books are created now than ever before. That means more competition for you—not to mention fewer brick-and-mortar bookstores, where buyers can see your work. And sure, people are reading a lot these days, as many news articles have pointed out—but that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re buying books, which is what matters most to authors.

In years past, my stock answer to this question was always, “Just create the best book you can.” In other words, I would encourage writers to simply write, and let a publishing house worry about how best to distribute their work and maximize e-book potential in a changing industry. But now my answer has changed. Today, when presented with this huge question, my reply is, “First, just write the best book you can. Second, take steps to build your writer platform.”

How did a strange term like platform find its way into my answer? Let’s rewind for a moment.

Because of the gravitation toward free content online, industry layoffs (hitting editors and publicists the hardest) and a slew of other factors, publishers are taking fewer chances with new writers because, simply put, their budgets can’t support it. To combat dwindling sales numbers, publishers have turned to defensive tactics, such as printing fewer copies of books. But the other thing they’ve begun to do to protect themselves—and the reason you’re holding this book—is that they’ve also started to take a close look at each writer’s platform. With so many books in the marketplace and few publicists to help promote, the burden now lies upon the author to make sure copies of his or her book fly off bookshelves. In other words, the pressure is on for writers to act as their own publicists and chief marketers—though few can do this successfully.


“Now, authors need more than good book ideas; they must be perceived by publishers as being entrepreneurial, promotion-minded, and willing to aggressively market their books. To make those determinations, publishers look to an author’s platform.”

—RICK FRISHMAN AND ROBYN FREEDMAN SPIZMAN, from their book, Author 101: Bestselling Book Proposals



Having an effective writer platform has never been more important than it is right now. It’s because a writer platform is one of the best tools (if not the only tool) a writer can use to personally combat publishing challenges. Yes, it’s hard to get a book published and make sure it sells once it’s out there—so what’s a writer to do? The first thing you can do is simply get back to basics. If you write a damn good book, people will pay it mind, sure. But if that book is nonfiction, a damn good book won’t cut it. You need to prove that people will buy it by showing a comprehensive ability to market yourself through different channels such as social networking sites and traditional media. If you can’t do that, a traditional publisher won’t even consider your idea. I’ll repeat that for emphasis: If you don’t have a proven ability to promote your work and sell books, editors won’t even consider your idea, no matter how clever or timely it may be.

If you want to write a nonfiction book, you must have a platform in order to get editors to consider your work. If you’re writing fiction or memoir, a platform isn’t mandatory, but it will certainly help your chances (especially with memoir)—and it translates to more book sales and money for you once your title is released. And with the way things are trending, who knows? In five or ten years, a writer platform may be mandatory for any book. That’s why it’s so vital to start thinking about platform now, and that’s the reason why I sat down to write this book. I wanted to create a guide for all the hardworking writers out there who want a say in their own destinies. This book is for scribes who want to do everything they can to invest in their work and guarantee themselves success. It is not for a writer who puts his first chapter on a brand new website and sits back, wondering why editors aren’t banging down the door with a six-figure offer.

The instruction of Create Your Writer Platform is three-fold. The first thing you will learn, in detail, is what platform means, why it’s important, and how utilizing broad principles will help you succeed no matter what specific path you choose. The second section of this book illuminates the nuts-and-bolts steps of how you can build up your own platform through any number of means, be that public speaking or social media or creating a blog. In the final portion, you can read case studies of those who have built their platforms from the ground up—to hear expertise from a variety of sources and journeys.

The third section of this book—author interviews—will be key. I quickly realized that although I’ve had success in platform building, my knowledge is still limited, and I could only share examples about my journey in my field of writing/publishing. I collected a lot of outside opinions and stories so you can get a sense of the many possible paths that lead to platform. I reached out to literary agents and successful writers with questions, and most of them responded, because they understand as well as I do how incredibly crucial this subject is in today’s writing world.

This is not a book about advertising, nor a guide explaining how to get a review in the New York Times for your book that’s already out. (That’s publicity, not platform. You will soon learn how they are connected yet quite different.) This is not a book for those who want to work as little as possible and who complain about how no one is buying their stuff. This is a serious guide for serious writers who want to grow their visibility and explore new ways to become a successful author. This is a resource for those who realize that selling a book is not about blatant self-promotion. It’s about building relationships one channel and one plank at a time through platform—be those channels and planks online or personal. Platform is the future … so let’s get started.


“Platform is your multifaceted effort to put yourself ‘out there’ in a variety of ways as a blogger, speaker, self-promoter, teacher, impresario, host, critic, media schmoozer, networker. If you have a traditional publisher, they will give you and your book some attention for a limited amount of time. Then, more than ever, it’s up to you to get the word out on your book and to come up with new, fresh ideas that keep you and your book, or your future book, in the minds of editors, readers, reviewers, audience members, and opinion leaders.”

—ETHAN GILSDORF, freelancer for national magazines/blogs and author of the memoir Fantasy Freaks and Gaming Geeks
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THE PRINCIPLES OF
 PLATFORM





CHAPTER 1

What Is Platform?

Platform, simply put, is your visibility as an author.

It’s your personal ability to sell books right this instant. It is not “what you would be willing to do,” but rather “what you can do and what you bring to the table right now.” Better yet, I’ve always thought of platform like this: When you speak, who’s listening? In other words, when you have something to say, what legitimate channels exist for you to release your message to audiences who will consider buying your books/services?

If you found yourself staring off into space just now, realizing that you have virtually no platform, fear not. Having no platform is expected. It’s normal. To get one requires a concerted effort to reach out to groups and individuals with the goal of building a following. If you haven’t done that yet, you’re starting from zero—but that’s quite all right. Everyone does.

The definition of platform, broken down, is your personal ability to sell books through:


	Who you are

	The personal and professional connections you have

	Any media outlets (including blogs and social networks) that you can utilize to sell books



The best platform is, of course, fame. That’s why it seems like every celebrity is writing a memoir or children’s picture book these days. Sure, the books may not be that good, but because of the celebrity’s public reach and notoriety, the books are guaranteed to sell well—and that’s why publishers are interested. Celebrities have platform, plain and simple, and that reach translates to money and success.

To understand platform, let’s imagine a “Platform Scale” that goes from zero to one hundred, the former being absolutely no platform and the latter being the best platform imaginable. Who would be at one hundred? For my money, it’s Oprah. Think of all the ways she is visible—huge magazine, top-ranking TV show (reruns now), popular radio programs, a brand of authority and expertise, high-profile charity endeavors, and much more. Everyone knows who she is, and most everyone trusts her for advice on products to buy. Not only is she plugged into so many outlets where people can see and hear her, but these outlets are extremely big, and she has developed a trustworthy brand. She has a perfect platform, and that’s why inclusion in her book club has generated success for authors.

Now let’s imagine someone whose platform is at zero. This, in my mind, would be a writer who never leaves the house, doesn’t like meeting new people (even on the phone), and still works on a Word Processor because he doesn’t own a computer. This person possesses absolutely no ability to do any self-marketing. Hopefully this is not you, and you have at least some reach into various communities and are willing to work hard to build more.


“The two highest levels of influence are achieved when 1) people follow you because of what you’ve done for them, and 2) people follow you because of who you are. In other words, the highest levels of influence are reached when generosity and trustworthiness surround your behavior.”

—DALE CARNEGIE and the authors of How to Win Friends & Influence People in the Digital Age



In this guide, we will discuss the nitty-gritty building blocks of a platform. I want to delve into all the channels a writer has to reach his audience and establish connections. In my opinion, the most common building blocks of a platform include the following:


	A website and/or blog with a large readership

	An e-newsletter and/or mailing list with a large number of subscribers/recipients

	Article/column writing (or correspondent involvement) for the media—preferably for larger outlets and outlets within the writer’s specialty

	Guest contributions to successful websites, blogs, and periodicals

	A track record of strong past book sales1

	Individuals of influence that you know—personal contacts (organizational, media, celebrity, relatives) who can help you market at no cost to yourself, whether through blurbs, promotion, or other means

	Public speaking appearances—the bigger, the better

	An impressive social media presence (Twitter, Facebook, and the like)

	Membership in organizations that support the successes of their own

	Recurring media appearances and interviews—in print, on the radio, on TV, or online



Not all of these methods will be of interest/relevance to you. As you learn more about how to find success in each one, some will jump out as practical and feasible, while others will not. My advice is to choose a few and dive in deep—and don’t be afraid to concede failure in one area, then shift gears and plunge into something else. It’s better to show impressive success in some areas than minimal success in all.

Lastly, know that building a platform takes time. Strive for something real—strong channels that will help you sell. Simply being on Twitter and having a website does not mean you have a platform. Those are just the first steps.


LITERARY AGENT ROUNDUP

“WHAT IS PLATFORM?”

“I have a simple formula for platform: Authority + Network = Platform. Authority to speak on a subject (self-help, spirituality, business, economics, etc.) is basically why you are the best person to write this book. And Network is whom you know that will buy the book. These two main elements play into each other, and having one helps the other. Platform is literally what you can stand on—what supports you as an author.”

—ROSEANNE WELLS (Marianne Strong Literary Agency)

“A platform is the people who know and love you and your writing now, as opposed to all those hypothetical people that will know you once your book is bought and you get motivated to do all of that social media stuff. They’re the built-in audience that you bring to the table along with your book idea—because the publisher will be buying both.”

—MEREDITH BARNES (formerly of Lowenstein Associates, Inc.)

“A platform showcases the experiences you’ve had that qualify you as an expert in your field, which advocate your successes and serve as a vehicle for your publicity.”

—BERNADETTE BAKER-BAUGHMAN (Victoria Sanders & Associates)

“I find that the three questions I get asked about a writer’s platform from a potential publisher are: What is their website traffic? How many Twitter followers do they have? And how many Facebook fans do they have? Of course, any big publicity hits (e.g., an appearance on a morning show, an article in a prominent magazine), or speaking engagements help—but those three components (Facebook, Twitter, personal blog/website), are key indicators of a person’s platform and should be built up as much as possible.”

—ALYSSA REUBEN (Paradigm Literary)

“Writer platform is comparable to the listenership of a specific radio station or the viewership of a particular television program.”

—SHAWNA MOREY (Folio Literary Management)

“I define a writer’s platform as all the methods the author has of reaching the buyer, whether it’s the end consumer book buyer or the bookstore owner or chain buyer. Consider your platform your tool to discoverability for your book, so that potential readers can find you.”

—GINA PANETTIERI (Talcott Notch Literary Services)

“The term platform describes the ways you reach out to people—such as a campus radio show, lecture tour, or popular blog. The term also refers to people interested in what you write, as if they allowed you to stand on their shoulders, elevating you as you raise your literary voice. Those people include others you’ve drawn into your orbit by networking. A strong platform describes the ways in which a writer is visible or connected to a community of potential or actual readers.”

—REGINA BROOKS (Serendipity Literary Agency)




1 Simply having books to your name does not give you a platform. The titles in question must have performed well in the marketplace. Most self-published books do not constitute sizeable platform avenues, as most do not sell thousands of copies. A book would have to take off in sales and/or downloads (even if it’s free) in order to help your visibility and get your brand moving forward.







CHAPTER 2

THE NECESSITY OF PLATFORM


“Here’s the secret: You have to be more than a writer. You have to be an expert on a topic or a creator or an entrepreneur or a salesman—or maybe a combination of several of those. Too many could-be authors shun the idea of self-promotion, saying they just want to write. Which is fine—if you’re not hoping to make any money off your books (in which case no publisher would buy them). If you want this to be your job, if you want writing to support you, you have to be more than a writer.”

—ALEXIS GRANT, social media and platform coach



You picked up this book because of one simple fact: More books are getting published now than before and fewer publicists are around to get the word out. It’s a crowded marketplace—and competition for attention will only get tougher. The shift toward e-books and ease in digital publishing means that anybody can publish anything and increase market competition even further.

When I sit down with self-published authors and ask them what infrastructure they have in place to market their work, if their first response is, “The book is available on Amazon,” I know they’re in trouble. Do you know how many books are available on Amazon? More than five million, last I checked. Even within a specific category such as psychology, you’re still up against at least five thousand titles. That’s a lot of competition, and more competition makes it hard for people to locate your work and buy it.

We’ve just touched upon the key—having readers find your book. Even if your book provides dynamite information and has a great design with good reviews, if readers can’t find it and don’t know it exists, then you’re stuck at square one. If you want a major publisher to pay you and then release your book, you must be your own marketing department—and you must be effective.

The necessity and value of a platform is a somewhat touchy subject. I’ve met hundreds of writers who are wonderful, intelligent people with excellent book ideas. Then I ask them about their platform, and they go blank. When I explain that their book idea is of little to no value without an accompanying platform, their expression goes from blank to angry. “I don’t understand,” they’ll say. “I’ve taken the time to conceive and compose a very worthwhile, helpful book. This has taken years of my time. Why can’t the publisher distribute, market, and publicize the work? Isn’t that what they’re there for?”

Well, not exactly. But, to be clear, there are certainly things that a publisher will do for you in today’s marketplace:


	PUBLISHERS WILL EDIT THE WORK. Their job is to transform your text or manuscript from good to great, and/or from great to amazing.

	PUBLISHERS WILL DESIGN THE BOOK AND ITS COVER. This is very important. Despite what the old adage says, books are absolutely judged by their front and back covers.

	PUBLISHERS WILL DISTRIBUTE THE BOOK. They should at least have it available in major bookstores (Barnes & Noble, Books-A-Million) as well as on the most highly-trafficked book- buying websites, such as Amazon and bn.com. If possible, they will also get it into specialty shops, such as Michaels, Lowes, or Babies “R” Us.

	PUBLISHERS WILL PAY YOU. Traditional publishers pay authors—either a flat fee or an advance against royalties. If you inked the deal thanks to an agent, she is entitled to roughly 15 percent of your earnings for her efforts.




“We may love a project, but it’s always going to come down to who will buy it. A lot of blood, sweat, moolah, and tears go into publishing and selling a book—so it’s no surprise that publishers would want to hedge their bets, as we would if the shoe were on the other foot. An author might find it useful to put themselves in the publisher’s place and address the question, ‘If I were going to publish this myself (as virtually anyone can do now), how would I reach readers who will pull out their wallets for this book?’ It’s a good exercise. Then they’d begin to see that unless they build it, and raise a flag on it, very few would even know it’s there, let alone come.”

—STEPHANY EVANS, co-founding literary agent, FinePrint Literary Management



Publishers definitely bring important aspects to the table. That’s the good news. The bad news is that the old perceived method of books solely being marketed by publicists is no longer the case. The best you can hope for now is that a publicist will assist you in marketing a book. If you get that much, consider it a victory. But many books—including an overwhelming majority of low-print-run titles in the marketplace released by smaller publishing houses—will rely on the marketing of the author alone. Sure, word of mouth can help; people in the media may read it and write about it—but neither of those is guaranteed.

Only the absolute top-tier authors, such as James Patterson and Stephenie Meyer, have no need to market their work because a professional takes care of all their marketing needs. For everyone else— especially nonfiction, memoir, and all self-published scribes—platform and marketing are of the utmost importance. And here’s an extremely vital thing to note: The necessity of platform is not going away. If you’re sitting around waiting for the book industry to hire more staff to do work for you while also waiting for eight-track tapes to become popular again, you will get left behind. “Platform will only become more and more important,” says Beth Gissinger, digital marketing director for F+W Media. “As the industry continues to move digitally, online platform will become the biggest driver.”

If you haven’t noticed, publishing companies have laid off an alarming percentage of staff in the past five years. The most heavily affected groups are editors and publicists. Those who remain are overworked. Publicists just don’t have time to market all their books to the fullest. Not only that, but the success of publicists relies on connections and the people they know. So even if a publicist has the time and energy to put behind your campaign, she must also have the appropriate knowledge and connections for your book’s genre—say, woodworking markets, for example—in order to be as effective as you would hope.


“Getting a book published does not equate to readership. You must cultivate a readership every day of your life, and start today. Audience development doesn’t happen overnight (or even in six months or a year)—and it’s a process that continues for as long as you want to have a readership. It shouldn’t be delayed, postponed, or discounted for one minute.”

—JANE FRIEDMAN, e-media professor and former publisher of Writer’s Digest, writing for WriterUnboxed.com



These two big reasons are why, over the past ten years, there has been a huge and monumental shift toward only signing nonfiction authors who have built-in readerships. An author with a platform not only has the ability to communicate with her target audience immediately (and sell books), but also has an expertise regarding the target market itself and understands/knows the most logical media outlets that would be interested in her book. It’s a win on all levels for a publisher if the author is a smart and connected marketer.

If you’re writing nonfiction—and therefore composing a book proposal as your major selling tool—there are three major questions to answer in your proposal:


	What is your book and why is it unique?

	What is your book’s place in the market?

	Why are you the best person to write this book?



Now, out of those three main questions, which would you consider to be the most important? The logical choice would be #1, but the correct answer is actually #3—because within that third question is the inspection of your platform. If you don’t have a platform and you lack the ability to successfully self-market your work to audiences who potentially will buy it, then, as Metallica once said, “nothing else matters.” It’s that simple. Think about what platform is—it’s visibility. So a book without a platform is just the opposite: invisible. And why would a publisher spend tens of thousands of dollars on a book that no one can find just to lose money? They won’t!


BOOK PROPOSALS

A book proposal is a business plan that explains all the details of a nonfiction book. If you’re writing a work of fiction (novel, screenplay, picture book) or memoir, the first all-important step is to simply finish the work, because agents and editors will consider it for publication based primarily on how good the writing is.

On the other hand, when you have a nonfiction project of any kind, you do not need to finish the book to sell it. In fact, even if you’re feeling ambitious and knock out the entire text, finishing the book will not help you sell it because all an editor really needs to see are several sample chapters that adequately portray what the rest of the book will be like.

A book proposal is made up of several key elements, including an overview of the book project, an analysis of prospective audiences, a list of comparative book titles and blogs, an explanation of your credentials, a list of marketing ideas, a few sample chapters, a detailed explanation of your writer platform, and more. Think of it as a business document for your book. Better yet, think about it like this: If you wanted to open a new restaurant and needed a bank loan, you would have to make a case to the bank as to why your business will succeed and generate revenue. A book proposal acts in much the same way. You must prove to a publisher that your book idea is a means to generate revenue—you must show that customers will buy your worthwhile and unique product, and that you have the means to reach prospective customers.



As you address why you are the best person to write your book, you’ll also lay out the credentials and accomplishments that define you as an expert. Let’s take a simple look at where a bio divides between accomplishments and true platform. Perhaps you write short fiction stories and frequently submit them to high-profile contests. After several submissions, you receive good news. Huzzah!—you won two impressive short story contests this year. You received a little money, some nice recognition, and a few admirable accolade notes to put in your query/proposal when describing yourself. My question is: How much will these awards help you reach readers when you have a book or e-book available? Very little.


“As we move into the digital age, platform will be even more important. How and where authors connect with their readers will affect how and when readers buy. This has always been true, but there are seemingly more opportunities to influence readers now than ever before.”

—BERNADETTE BAKER-BAUGHMAN, literary agent, Victoria Sanders & Associates



“Wait,” you say. “These credentials matter. If I get a novel published and someone picks it up in a bookstore or sees it on my author website, they could very well read my author bio. And if my bio says that I’ve won prestigious literary contests it might persuade potential buyers to pull the trigger and buy the book. That’s real sales and real money. Isn’t that platform?”

No.

Platform is the ability to get people to follow and find you for information and guidance. If someone comes across your website or book in a store by chance, that is not platform. Your literary credits will no doubt help you and translate to real money, but they are not platform, in a true sense. Here’s what I would do if I were this writer. I would, naturally, use the short story publications as a form of proving my literary cred and hope this translates to book sales. But what I would also do is contact the publications that published my short stories and ask them if they would post news of my forthcoming novel’s release online or in their e-newsletter or both.

I’m asking something of the publication, so, as always, I must consider incentives. What’s the benefit to them in this arrangement? The announcement of my success is a chance for them to brag about how a former contest winner is now a successful published novelist. (Would that make an average random writer take a closer look at entering their contest? It would certainly get my attention.) Said bragging will draw more submissions to their contest/journal, so that means more entry fees (money), subscriptions (money), and submissions (increased quality to choose from). As you can see, it’s to their benefit to promote your good news, so they’re almost guaranteed to say yes and help you. You, in turn, get your book flaunted to their entire newsletter mailing list or all their website visitors—or hopefully, both.

Bam. You just manufactured platform. Well done.

GOOD NEWS: PLATFORM IS WITHIN YOUR CONTROL

I understand why people don’t get enthusiastic about platform building. Writers want to—shocker—write, and then (maybe) spend time talking about their writing journey. But building a blog? Tweeting? Volunteering to be a guest contributor to local radio stations? “If I did that, I wouldn’t have time to write!” is something I hear writers often say.

But building a platform is the way of the publishing world now. The bad news is there is no secret path to overnight platform success (besides perhaps fame). The good news is that there are some definite bright spots to working on your writer visibility.

Gathering followers and a readership actually gives you a certain degree of control. In the publishing world, many things lie outside your power, such as timing, trends, luck, and the decisions of publishing professionals beyond your sphere of influence. Let me illustrate this point by taking you through different scenarios that follow two possible lives of the same book. Let’s say you write a humorous faux memoir written from the perspective of a great white shark. You even have a title for it: A Shark’s Tale: A Memoir, by Frank Jaws. A publisher has purchased the book (hooray!), and it’s set for release six months from now.


SCENARIO 1: An enthusiastic editor buys your book. The bad news is the publishing house lays her off two months later. She leaves the company right in the middle of your editing process. Your shark memoir is then taken over by a different editor, who doesn’t get your humor or click with you, causing her to opt out on singing the book’s praises during meetings and sales calls. The book is released to little fanfare, sells fewer than four thousand copies in its first six months (a disappointment), and the title is quickly forgotten, forever. Expecting this title to fail, the publisher uses your book as nothing more than a tax write-off. That’s it. Your book came and went, and its life is over.

SCENARIO 2: Your enthusiastic editor continues to praise your book in meetings over time—to the point that in-house marketing staffers debate giving it top-tier attention. Two months before your book’s release, a completely different publisher releases The Last Testament, A Memoir, by God (a real book, published in fall 2011). Guess what? That book sells well and—all of a sudden, by the grace of God (ha)—faux memoirs are in. Your book is in the right place at the right time. Now, when people search The Last Testament on Amazon, your book
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