
HOW TO USE YOUR STORY CONCEPT WORK SHEET

SERIES TITLE

If your novel is one in a series of books, enter the name of the series here. 

A series is a collection of two or more books that are connected in some way (often setting or location and/
or the main characters) but do not need to be read in any particular order.

A serial, on the other hand, is a collection of two or more books that tells one story. Each new novel follows 
on from the last, which means the books need to be read in sequential order.

Books in certain genres, such as fantasy, romance, thriller and mystery, as well as junior fiction, are often 
written as series or serials. The names of genre series and serials often follow particular conventions or specific 
rhythms. For example, A Game of Thrones, The Wheel of Time and A Throne of Glass are all epic fantasy books. 
Cozy mysteries are recognisable thanks to titles that include puns or plays on words, such as Joanne Fluke’s 
“Murder She Baked” series, which includes Triple Chocolate Cheesecake Murder, Blueberry Muffin Murder and 
Cinnmon Roll Murder. Thrillers tend to put the protagonist front and centre, such as the Jack Reacher series 
by Lee Child. Before naming your series, research the genre you want to write (see Item 4) and choose a 
name that readers will recognise as representative of that type of fiction.

Writing a series or serial can also be considered a marketing and sales strategy. If readers like your first book, 
they might be more likely to buy your next novel if it’s set in the same world and/or based on characters they 
already know and love. Your advertising dollar may go further if readers respond to promotional materials 
for your first book and continue to read through to the end of the series.

If a book is not part of a series or serial, it’s called a stand-alone.

BOOK TITLE

Enter the name of your book here. 

You don’t need to have a title for your book straightaway, but putting a name to your novel can help you 
stay focussed on the purpose of your story. The title is a representation of your book’s heart and soul, and, 
though the name may change many times over many drafts, having it there in black and white to return to 
while writing is a powerful way to keep the structure of your plot and the direction of your writing on track. 

BOOK NUMBER

Enter the number of your book here. 

If this book is one of a series, enter the sequential order of it here. It may be a prequel, in which case you can 
label it as such or, as has become popular with online review and sales sites, such as Goodreads.com and 
Amazon.com, you can number it as 0.5, or even 0.75, if you have more than one book preceding the books 
assigned to the main series (from 1 to many).

GENRE

Enter the genre of your book here. 

Before you put pen to paper, or fingertips to keyboard, you need to know the genre (style and/or category) 
of your story. If you’re already a reader of the type of story you’re writing, you might instinctively understand 
the expectations of your readers. If you’re not familiar with your chosen genre, start reading widely now to 
get a feel for what’s popular among your target audience.

As an author, you need to understand the common tropes of your genre, and meet the expectations readers will 
have when they take a chance on your book. They are trusting you with their time and money. Don’t let them 
down! For example, readers expect suspense and tension in a book labelled a psychological thriller, and a 
happily ever after for one marketed as a romance. Genres can be narrowed down into specific niches, so your 
book may more broadly fit into fantasy, but also meet the defintions of paranormal romance or steampunk. 

A Google search of keywords, including book categories and bestselling titles, will set you on the right 
path—and down the rabbit hole! Find books similar to yours and compare sales categories to be sure you’ve 
classified your book correctly. Search “tropes” to make sure your story honours the core touchstones of the 
genre. Read the blogs of similar authors to better understand writing processes. And analyse the reviews of 
comparable books to evaluate what readers love and hate about books like yours.
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READER / MARKET

Enter the definition of your target reader and/or market here.

Think about who you are writing for. What age is your target reader? Are they an adult (aged 18 years or 
older), a young adult (aged between 13 and 18 years), a middle-grade reader (aged 8 to 12 years), a junior 
reader (aged 4 to 8 years), or a child who has picture books read to them by a caregiver? What type of books 
does your ideal reader like, and how do they consume those books? For example, do they prefer paperbacks 
or ebooks? Does your ideal reader prefer stand-alone stories or engrossing series? Does your reader make 
their own buying decisions, or do you need to satisfy a gatekeeper, such as a parent, teacher or librarian?

The answers to these questions will help you make important decisions about the word count and structure 
of your book, as well as appropriate themes, language and content, and how you will publish and market it.

WHO? + WHAT? + WHEN? + WHERE? + WHY? = SHORT SUMMARY

Enter your answers here to create a short story summary. 

Keep the heart of your story front and centre during the writing process with a one or two-line summary that 
reminds you of the key elements of the plot. Ask yourself: 

Who is the protagonist (the “hero”)? Who is the antagonist (the “villain”)? What happens in the story? What 
is the beginning, the middle and the end? When (in time) does the story take place? Where (geographically) 
is the story set? Why does the protagonist want/need something? Why does the antagonist block the way?

To help you get started, here’s an example of a short summary for Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen: 

In Derbyshire, England, in 1812, Elizabeth Bennet is determined to marry for love, but when she learns the truth 
about her suitors—proud gentleman Fitzwilliam Darcy and charismatic soldier George Wickham—she must 
overcome society’s expectations and conquer her own prejudice if she is to find happiness with the man who truly 
deserves her heart.

This process can be more difficult than you anticipate. There’s no right or wrong answer, and more than 
one way to sum up your story. Give yourself permission to revise your summary until you are happy with it. 

PROTAGONIST + OBJECTIVE + OBSTACLES = YOUR STORY

Enter your answers here to get to the heart of your story. 

This item is another way to remind yourself about the core premise of your novel, but the result is even 
more concise, and what you come up with will help you formulate the final item on this worksheet: the 
elevator pitch. This exercise highlights the simple foundation of any great story: someone wants something 
that’s difficult to get.

Using the example of Pride and Prejudice again, let’s see what the heart of the story might look like:

Young woman + marry for love + pride and prejudice = Elizabeth Bennet wants to marry for love but societal  
expectations stand in her way.

ELEVATOR PITCH

Create a one-line summary that sells your story.

It may not happen in an actual elevator, but there will come a time when you need to convice someone very 
quickly to take a chance on your book. It could be a literary agent, an editor, a publisher, a potential reader 
or a friend. Your pitch needs to be concise and to the point, but it won’t include the specific detail of a story 
summary. Also, it requires a more little sparkle and should leave your audience wanting more.

Arming yourself with a short, sharp elevator pitch is a great writing motivator, and when the time comes that 
you’re ready to talk about your book, you’ll be happy to have an elevator pitch in your back pocket.

Again, let’s use Pride and Prejudice as an example of what an elevator pitch might look like:

A strong, spirited young woman must overcome the societal demands of 19th-century England if she is to marry 
the man she loves.


