In November, we posted an 8-question quiz to help you assess where you are in your
author journey. The publishing landscape is complex and ever-changing, and it's easy to
get overwhelmed. Once you've got your list of answers from the quiz, analyze them with
the suggestions in this document to determine your primary focus for where you
are right here, right now.

Forward momentum + right direction = Win
As we analyze our results, we're going to take some inspiration from Miles Vorkosigan,
the protagonist of Lois McMaster Bujold's space opera book series. What this means is
that I don't have the usual nostalgic speculative fiction movie photos to share with you,
so I'm going to use book covers and quotes. Miles is a master strategist, but too
impulsive for his own good. His most brilliant strategies tend to arise out of the need to
escape some ridiculous trouble he thrust himself into. Whenever I think about forward
momentum, I think of Miles.
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1. Publication status
Unpublished - Your number one goal is to WRITE. This may seem obvious, but
as you probably know by now, it's easy to get distracted. Depending on how much time
you have available, you may add 1) developing your author brand and 2) networking
with other authors and influencers in your genre(s) to your plate. But do not
add anything else unless you are actually writing on a consistent basis. And when I say
"write", I mean:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

write a novel
write short stories, flash fiction, screenplays, graphic novel scripts, etc
read books in your genre and analyze them (notice your favorite parts, think
about how the plot works and why you enjoy the characters)
copy your favorite passages of books in your genre (your brain will absorb the
writing differently when you type it out than when you read it)
read books on the writing craft; actually DO the exercises in them
attend writing classes, workshops, conferences
participate in a writing group, online or offline; critique others and be critiqued
if your goal is traditional or indie publishing, learn and practice writing queries
and proposals and such
submit your work: to agents, to publishers, to beta readers, to contests, to
magazines, to anthologies, etc
in other words, grow your skills by both study and practice

Self-published / Indie press published / Traditionally published/ Magazine
published - Once you are published, it's very important that whomever reads your
work can connect with you and that you (ideally) collect their email addresses for future
marketing efforts. The number one thing: get a website of your own. Even if it's
only one page, that's enough to share your author brand and connect with your reader.
Choose your social media account(s) and maintain at least a nominal presence. This is
the same across all forms of publishing. I'm always disappointed when I read a great
piece of flash fiction in a magazine and the author doesn't have a website or social
media account. There's no way for me to read more of their work.
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2. Number of published works
This is, perhaps, the most influential factor when
an author is deciding where to spend his or her
time. The recommendations below are based on the
shared experiences of many, many veteran writers
who are navigating the unexplored regions of the
modern publishing 'verse. Names who have come
from all walks of publishing: Bob Mayer, Dean
Wesley Smith, Seth Godin, Joanna Penn, Sean
Platt, JA Konrath, Michael Hyatt, CJ Lyons, Chris
Brogan, Guy Kawasaki and many, many more. Feel
free to do your own reading and develop your own
plan. But if we sat down to coffee, you and I, this is
what I'd tell you.
1-2 published works - KEEP WRITING (see
"Unpublished" above). You have something out,
and that's great. But you need more momentum.
Develop your author brand, but stay focused on
getting more work published. Finish your trilogy.
Put out a novella, some short stories. Build your
resume. The goal is that when a reader finds you
and likes your work, they will have enough to read
that they can transition from reader to fan.
3-5 published works - SHIFT SOME FOCUS TOWARDS YOUR AUTHOR
BRAND. Spend at least 20% of your "writing career time" figuring out your brand,
getting some copy written about yourself and your books, developing visual materials
that reflect your brand, interacting on social media with the intention of building that
brand and gathering followers. Network with other authors, especially those whose
audiences are compatible with yours. KEEP WRITING. You still need more published
before you look like an established author with a body of work, so don't stop writing.
Spend 80% of your time continuing to produce your work.
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6-10 published works - GET SERIOUS ABOUT YOUR AUTHOR BRAND. Get
that brand/platform thing figured out. If you've been putting it off, stop procrastinating.
You need a brand, you need an online presence that reflects it across multiple social
media outposts, and you need to identify and put into play some strategies for 1)
bringing in traffic likely to be your target audience and 2) converting that traffic into
loyal followers and 3) moving those followers to buy your books and become raving fans
that do your marketing for you.
10+ published works - REST ON YOUR LAURELS. You heard me, your work
here is done. OF COURSE I'M KIDDING, SILLY! Did you know, there are authors who
published over 500 books in their career? Isaac Asimov, for one! If you are enjoying
what you're doing, keep doing it. However, I would recommend thinking hard about
where you want to go from here. Do you love the writing process best? Or do you want to
spend more time getting to know your readership and enjoying relationships with
people who love your work? Look at your body of work so far and decide what you would
like to add to the collection. More of the same? Or shifting gears towards something
you've always wanted to write but hesitated to try? Decide some career goals (measured
financially, by number of books sold, or by numbers of books written, or some other
factor -- you pick!) and go for them. If you are going to continue to write, then all of the
above items mentioned for people with fewer published works applies to you, too. If you
don't already have an author brand, online presence, etc, get that done.
BONUS TIP: 3+ published works & overwhelmed by marketing - If you don't
understand online marketing and feel overwhelmed and confused when you try to
research it on your own, MAKE FRIENDS with some people who "get it" and who have
the ability to point you in the right direction. When I say "make friends", I mean
anything from reading their blog and commenting with your questions to actually
inviting them out to coffee if you live nearby. Don't be a pest, but step out boldly and ask
some questions. Then DO something they recommend. Thinking about marketing never
does a thing. DOING it -- trying something, seeing how it goes, trying something else (or
more likely, doing the same thing consistently for a year or two) -- is what gets results.
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3. Type of work
Mostly short stories - If your finished works are mostly short stories, but you'd like to
write novels, put some effort towards finishing that first novel. However, there's a
new opportunity available to authors who love the short story form: today's publishing
landscape is wide open for those who want to make (or supplement) a career with
short fiction. Today's mobile readers want stories-to-go, so you could publish
with flash fiction magazines, and/or sell your own anthologies of short fiction. In other
words, if you like the short story form, don't feel like a second-class citizen. You
don't have to write a novel. There's a global shortage (in my opinion) of truly great short
fiction authors. This could be your time to shine.
Mostly novellas - The novella is a sweet spot in today's publishing landscape. Readers
love it because it's a quick injection of entertainment, perfect for their busy lives. Most
readers are content to pay the same amount for a good novella as they do for a cheaplypriced novel. There are opportunities available for wider recognition if you target a wellknown contest (although contests aren't always your best bet) or partner with some
other authors to create a collection of works that would please readers in your genre (a
boxed set, a bundle, an anthology, etc). That said, you might consider taking the leap
and writing a full-fledged novel.
Mostly novels - If you have focused primarily on novels, consider supplementing this
work with some short stories or novellas. Novels take longer to put together, even if you
are quick and prolific. Putting out shorter works (whether as a reward for joining your
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mailing list, for sale, or as freebies to your loyal followers) in between releases of your
novels will keep your name in front of your audience. They also provide entry points for
new readers. A proven strategy is to use free short stories to introduce readers to the
characters and setting of your novels; the reader that gets hooked on your hero in a
short story is likely to click "buy" on the novel. Especially if you link to the novel at the
end of the story.

4. Upcoming releases
If you did the 8-question quiz, you have a list of your works-in-progress (WIPs). Now
look at each one and consider the following:
•

•
•

What is unique about the setting of the story? When writing speculative fiction,
the story world is half (or more) of the appeal of any given story. Think about the
futurescape of The Fifth Element and Bladerunner. Remember the fantasyscape
of Labyrinth and Alice in Wonderland. The wonder of Niven's Ringworld and
Pratchett's Discworld.
What are the engaging aspects of your character's personalities? What are their
day jobs? What is the trouble they become embroiled in?
What themes or premise does your story explore?

Take each of the above, and think about ways to intrigue people with glimpses of your
upcoming release(s). People joke about movie trailers that start with "In a world
where..." but it's an effective way to intrigue people. If you have art skills, you
could draw things related to your story (characters, places, creatures, etc). If you don't,
you could browse Deviantart or Pinterest and find things similar to your world or
characters.
People relate to others with similar jobs and are intrigued by others with exotic jobs. If
your hero is a coffee shop barista, talk about the drink he invented; if she's an aspiring
actress, start casting her in upcoming movies; if he's a hunter of monsters that stalk the
night, tell us his favorite monster-free vacation spots or pet peeves about night-stalking.
If she struggles with PTSD or nightmares or back trouble, share articles on the topic.
Tip: Sometimes we get story-blindness and don't see the cool things about our own
characters and stories. Find a creative friend (they don't even have to be a writer, just
someone with great ideas who enjoys movies or stories) and brainstorm with them. Tell
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them about your story and show them the above ideas and get their feedback; two
brains are better than one! If you have a writer's group, do this together. 5-10
minutes for each author, around the room, and you'll have a ton of ideas!
Bonus fun: Check out this compilation of trailer voice-overs by the late Don LaFontaine,
often credited with being the voice of modern American movie trailers.

5. Completed work next steps
If you took the quiz, you know what you need to do with your finished piece. What are
you waiting for? If you have something finished, take the next step. Hint: Usually,
that means showing it to someone. Whether you need a critique partner, a beta reader,
an editor, an agent, publisher, book cover, etc, get it. If there's a decision that must be
made (where to submit it, whether or not to self-publish, etc), make it. Move forward.

6. Overall career next steps
The strategies listed above may have given you some insight to where you are and what
to focus on next. Also check your answer from the quiz: what did you think you most
needed to do next? Put it into context by framing it in a timeline. What do you want to
accomplish by the end of the coming year? What about the next three years? Five?
Research proves that writing down and scheduling goals makes them more likely to be
achieved. Having a written plan can be as simple as:
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This coming year: Finish my novel. Write three short stories. Submit something to
at least six places for publication (or if self-publishing, publish at least one item
somewhere).
3 years: Have at least 5 published works out. Have a solid author brand. All my tools
in place to build my platform. Have 2-3 authors friends who are committed to sharing
the journey together and encouraging each other. Have 3-5 influencers that
I'm building relationships with.
Don't over-complicate it. But do write it down. And as you come across articles
that give you insight about next steps or specific strategies and tactics to use, jot them
down. Keep it all in a folder, and review it at least quarterly, if not monthly. [Star Wars
voice:] Stay on target, stay on target...

7. Greatest obstacles
We all have things that get in the way of where we want to go. Remember, you are the
hero of your story. What do heroes do? Sit around and let obstacles stop them? Nope! I
guarantee there is an answer out there.
Tackle your top three problems head-on (lack of time? feeling overwhelmed?
don't know what to do next? etc). Schedule time every week (even if it's just 10 minutes)
to explore solutions. There are great blogs out there dealing with any topic you can
imagine. Even if your obstacle isn't something you can change (you might have a chronic
illness or limited time, etc), there are things you can do to move forward. Find
solutions. Do them. It might not be easy -- but it is that simple.
Stay encouraged: even if your progress is slow, celebrate each step forward. I've said
it before and I'll never stop: Find friends that will encourage you, inform you, support
you. Sometimes it takes years to find the right friends: so start now and never give up
searching. Which leads us to the final piece:
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8. Greatest assets
Besides your work itself, your greatest assets are
people. There are three types of relationships we
focus on here:
•

•
•

Fellow writers (both those who are in a
similar place on the author journey and
those who are ahead of you)
Mentors (teachers, editors, agents, other
voices of wisdom in your life)
Influencers (readers and those who
influence readers)

The quiz asked you to list three people or groups
that you have in your corner. Cultivate those
relationships. If you don't have three, go out
and find them. Ideally, build relationships with
people in each group listed above.
A writer's group, a Facebook group, and fellow
writer friends will provide mutual
encouragement, ideas and accountability.
Mentors can be people you know, but may also be voices of wisdom and insight that you
find online or in writing how-to books. Gurus like James Scott Bell, Seth Godin, Kristen
Lamb, Steven Pressfield -- anybody whose teaching on how to write and market your
books resonates with you. Read their work and do it. Repost their articles and ask them
questions on social media. They may not be close, personal friends but your writing
journey can be propelled by their insights if you pro-actively apply their advice.
In today's highly connected world, publishing involves relationships above all. This is
true of nearly all kinds of business and marketing now. You don't have to be an extrovert
to have good relationships. But remember that any good relationship does need
attention to stay healthy. Seeing your writing tasks through the lens of relationship can
be enlightening. Writing drafts = a relationship with the characters, with your beta
readers, with your critique partners. Marketing = a relationship with fellow authors and
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your readers and their influencers. Your body of work = a relationship with the world
and the generations to come. Food for thought, eh?
The traditional ways people practice relationships are being challenged and reshaped by
the technology we have today. How does one have a relationship with 10,000 of
one's greatest fans (Twitter) or 500 of one's closest friends (Facebook)? Find what works
for you, but most of all: Never underestimate the power of relationship.

Conclusion
This 3-part series (originally drafted as a monster 2,800+ word post) has turned into a
master resource that you can use and re-use over time. Bookmark it, pin it, print it
out -- share it with your spec fic writer friends. Review these eight areas of your
author business regularly. Point yourself in the right direction, and gun it.
Or walk it.
Just move forward. That's the thing.
And now my brain is echoing with that gem from
Firefly's "The Message" episode: "When you can't run,
you crawl, and when you can't crawl - when you can't do
that... you find someone to carry you..." Here's to the
#SpecFicCollective community, and our commitment to
running, crawling... and carrying each other.
To which I might add: Don't make me shoot you to
finally get you where you're trying to go.
Stay shiny. ~ Teddi Deppner
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