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Novel	outline	format

How	to	write	a	novel	without	an	outline.		Novel	outline	example.	
	Should	you	write	an	outline	for	a	novel.		What	is	a	novel	outline.		

Starting	out	simple	and	layering	up	Good	novels	start	with	decent	plots.	So	start	with	a	simple	sketch	outline,	then	make	it	progressively	more	detailed.	We	show	you	exactly	how	to	do	it.		The	simplest	way	to	write	a	terrible	book	is	to	start	out	having	no	idea	what	your	story	is,	or	where	it’s	going	to	lead.	
The	easiest	way	to	avoid	that	outcome	is	to	prepare	a	simple	outline	of	your	plot	before	you	even	write	the	first	sentence.		The	downside	of	this	approach:	you	actually	have	to	do	some	thinking	before	you	can	start	writing.		The	upside:	you	won’t	end	up	writing	a	terrible	book.	Which	is	a	plus	point,	no?		Understand	the	purpose	of	your	outline.	Start
with	a	barebones	outline.	Add	a	midpoint.	Have	a	firm	sense	of	purpose.	Integrate	your	characters.	Complete	your	outline.	Work	in	circles.	
At	its	simplest,	a	plot	outline	can	be	defined	as	a	very	simple,	barebones	summary	of	your	story.	It	could	be	as	short	as	a	single	page	outline.	Or	it	might	run	to	as	many	as	ten	or	twenty	pages.		Either	way,	it’s	important	to	realise	that	you’re	not	telling	the	story,	you’re	summarising	it.	So	if	your	outline	feels	flat	and	unengaging,	that’s	fine.	Your	story
itself	can’t	be	either	of	those	things,	but	your	outline	just	needs	to	be	functional,	clear	–	and	brief.	The	outline	is	for	you,	and	for	you	only.	It’s	not	for	a	reader	either	now	or	in	the	future.		The	approach	we’re	going	to	recommend	in	this	post	is	to	start	really	simple,	then	start	to	build	as	you	get	more	insight	into	detail.	Here	goes.		It’s	commonly	said
that	there	are	only	seven	plots	in	the	world.	We’re	not	totally	sure	about	that,	in	fact,	but	it’s	certainly	true	that	pretty	much	every	novel	will	adopt	the	same	rough	shape.	That	shape,	at	its	simplest,	is	as	follows:	Status	quo:	This	is	the	situation	at	the	start	of	the	book.	So,	for	example,	if	we	were	dealing	with	a	Lee	Child	/	Jack	Reacher	novel,	the	status
quo	might	be	“Jack	Reacher	is	travelling	through	rural	Montana,	wanting	to	heal	after	a	particularly	bruising	recent	adventure.”	At	this	point,	nothing	has	happened.	The	situation	is	stable.	Inciting	incident:	The	inciting	incident	is	whatever	happens	to	disturb	that	status	quo.	It	could	be	an	apparently	small	thing,	or	an	obviously	big
one.	So	in	Twilight,	for	example,	the	inciting	incident	is	simply	that	Bella	Swan’s	attention	is	caught	by	an	attractive	–	but	odd	–	boy	at	school.	In	our	Reacher	story,	it	could	be	that	an	unseen	sniper	kills	the	bus	driver	dead	and	seems	intent	on	killing	everyone	else	on	the	bus	too.	Either	way,	the	important	issue	is	that	the	status	quo	has	been
disrupted.	The	reader	already	feels	that	a	story	has	been	set	in	motion.	Developments:	This	is	the	big	middle	chunk	of	your	book.	This	is	the	part	that	probably	occupies	you	from	(say)	15,000	words	into	your	book	right	up	to	10	or	15,000	words	before	the	end.	It’s	the	scariest	part	of	your	outline,	whether	you’re	a	new	novelist,	or	a	seasoned
scriptwriter,	or	anything	in	between.	We’ll	talk	more	about	this	element	of	your	plot	later	in	the	post,	but	for	now	just	bear	in	mind	that	your	character	will	encounter	obstacles,	victories	and	reversals	–	but	the	victories	won’t	be	permanent	and	the	reversals	won’t	be	lethal.	Everything	is	still	in	play	…	but	the	stakes	will	gradually	rise.	Climax:	We	said
that	the	stakes	gradually	rise	and,	by	the	end	of	the	book,	the	stakes	feel	like	life	and	death.	In	a	romance	story,	your	protagonist	will	feel	that	she	has	to	get	this	guy,	because	he	is	going	to	be	her	forever	one.	In	a	thriller,	it’s	not	just	that	your	protagonist’s	life	is	in	danger,	it’s	that	some	vast	other	risks	are	in	play	as	well	(a	bomb	in	New	York,	a	high
school	massacre,	or	whatever.)	It’s	not	too	much	to	say	that	the	success	of	your	book	really	stands	and	falls	by	how	profound	and	engaging	this	climax	moment	feels.	Resolution:	Then	your	story	needs	to	resolve.	It	could	be	a	triumphant	resolution:	Jack	Reacher	wrestles	the	bad	guy	on	the	lip	of	a	gigantic	dam	and	ends	up	hurling	him	over	the	edge	to
his	destruction.	Or	it	could	be	a	bitter	failure:	The	guy	your	romantic	protagonist	really,	really	wanted	rejects	her,	or	dies,	or	otherwise	becomes	unavailable.	Or	you	could	have	some	bittersweet	ending.	So	in	The	Fault	In	Our	Stars,	the	two	romantic	protagonists	are	truly	in	love	(yay!),	but	their	sickness	takes	its	inevitable	and	tragic	course.		I
strongly	recommend	that,	for	the	first	draft	of	your	plot	outline,	you	simply	use	those	five	headings.	Quite	likely,	you	have	a	pretty	clear	idea	in	your	head	of	the	first	two	of	those	stages,	and	a	fairly	clear	idea	of	the	last	two	as	well.	So	just	write	down	whatever	you	know	under	those	headings.	If	you	don’t	have	a	clear	idea,	just	leave	a	blank	or	a	write
question	to	yourself.	
(For	example:	“Jack	Reacher	has	to	find	a	way	to	escape	the	prison.	But	how?”)		Most	likely,	the	area	where	you’ll	struggle	most	is	the	Developments	section	–	but	don’t	worry.	Just	write	what	you	know.	We’re	about	to	move	to	the	next	stage.	Before	that	though,	let	me	offer	one	more	heading,	which	is	kind	of	optional	…	and	kind	of	doesn’t	fit	into	a
post	on	plot	outline	…	except	that	it	really,	really	does	as	well.	So	especially	if	you	are	writing	a	book	with	an	interesting	or	complicated	character,	I	suggest	you	make	notes	on:	Main	character(s).	A	paragraph	or	two	of	notes	on	each	of	the	main	characters	in	your	novel	will	help	inform	the	work	you	do	on	plot	–	and	vice	versa.	Your	plotting	insights
will	also	enrich	your	main	character.	And	because	you	want	to	think	of	character	as	fluid	rather	than	static,	you	should	also	consider	making	some	short	notes	on	…	Character	arc	or	character	development.	You	want	to	sketch	–	in	broad,	simple	terms	only	–	how	your	main	character	changes	or	develops	through	the	course	of	the	book.	More	help	on
that	here.	Got	that?	Good.	OK:	Onwards.	We	just	said	that	the	developments	section	is	the	one	you’re	going	to	struggle	with	the	most	–	and	that’s	fine.	That’s	just	part	of	the	joy	of	writing.	But	we	can	make	your	job	a	bit	easier.		The	single	hardest	thing	about	that	developments	part	of	your	book	is	that	it	feels	very	long	and	unstructured.	So	the
simplest	way	to	navigate	it	is	to	give	yourself	a	solid	anchor	in	the	middle.		That	anchor	is	typically	a	piece	of	major	drama	in	a	particular	scene	(read	more	about	how	to	perfect	that	dramatic	scene,	here).	Sometimes	it’ll	look	as	though	the	protagonist	has	‘won’.	Sometimes	it’ll	look	like	he/she	has	‘lost’.	But	either	way,	because	we’re	not	yet	at	the
true	climax	of	the	book	the	defeat	or	victory	will	be	a	false	or	temporary	one.		The	actual	type	of	drama	involved	will	depend	on	your	book.	In	a	crime	thriller	(like	the	ones	I	write,	for	example)	there	will	typically	be	an	episode	of	action/adventure	that	also	does	something	to	change	the	complexion	of	the	case	being	investigated.	So	I’ve	had	my
protagonist	get	involved	in	hostage	situations.	I’ve	had	her	be	abducted.	I’ve	had	her	investigate	a	major	unexplored	cave	system.	And	so	on.	They’re	the	sort	of	extended,	memorable	sequences	that	should	echo	long	after	the	reader	has	finished	the	book.		A	romantic	story	needs	the	same	kind	of	major	twists.	So	it	could	be	that	your	happy	couple	go
away	on	what	should	be	the	holiday	of	their	dreams,	only	for	things	to	go	terribly	wrong.	Or	an	ex-boyfriend/girlfriend	comes	along	to	mess	things	up.	Or	something	else.		If	you	can	determine	what	your	midpoint	is,	you’ll	find	your	whole	plot	feels	more	manageable.	Imagine	your	plot	as	a	bridge.	In	the	first	‘barebones’	version	of	your	plot	outline,	we
just	had	a	major	support	at	the	Initiating	Incident	point	and	then	again	at	the	Climax/Resolution	one.	The	rest	of	your	plot	was	just	a	long	stretch	over	the	void.		By	introducing	a	midpoint,	you	give	yourself	another	major	support	element.	So	it’s	like	you	only	have	to	manage	the	span	from	the	Initiating	Incident	to	the	Midpoint	,	then	from	the	Midpoint
to	the	Climax.	
By	breaking	that	developments	section	into	two,	you’ll	find	it	much,	much	easier	to	navigate.		It	probably	goes	without	saying,	but	we’re	going	to	say	it	anyway	…		No	plot	will	cohere	or	feel	compelling	unless	your	protagonist	has	a	really	clear	sense	of	purpose.	That	purpose	can	morph	a	little	through	the	book,	but	it	can’t	change	its	essential	nature.	
So	a	Jack	Reacher	novel,	for	example,	might	start	with	Reacher	trying	to	protect	the	bus	passengers	from	the	sniper	…	but	as	the	narrative	evolves,	he	might	end	battling	a	plot	to	–	I	don’t	know	–	swamp	Great	Falls	in	drugs,	or	plant	a	bomb	under	the	state	Capitol,	or	whatever	it	is.	But	there	has	to	be	a	solid	continuity	in	what	drives	him	throughout
the	book.	He	can’t	start	off	chasing	bad	guys	in	Montana,	then	zoom	off	somewhere	else	and	start	some	totally	different	story.		The	way	to	be	sure	that	your	outline	is	staying	on	track	is	to	define,	upfront,	what	your	character’s	motivation	is.	

You	may	also	want	to	explicitly	state	who	their	antagonist	is	and	what	the	obstacles	in	the	way	of	their	success	are.	(That	approach	works	better	for	some	books	than	others,	so	if	it	doesn’t	quite	make	sense	to	you,	you	can	just	ignore	it.	Who’s	the	antagonist	in	Twilight,	for	example?	There	isn’t	really	a	great	answer	to	that	question.)		So	far,	we’ve
spoken	of	a	plot	outline	as	something	almost	mechanical	–	like	a	piece	of	clockwork	you	just	have	to	wind	up	and	set	in	motion.		But	of	course	your	plot	is	propelled	by	its	characters	and	the	best	stories	aren’t	character-led	or	plot-led,	but	led	equally	and	powerfully	by	both.	You	can	read	more	about	plotting	here.	
To	take	an	example,	think	of	John	Le	Carre’s	The	Spy	Who	Came	In	From	The	Cold.	The	twisty,	double-crossing	plot	needed	a	suspicious	and	experienced	spy	at	its	heart.	And	if	that	sounds	cold,	then	the	spy,	Alec	Leamas,	also	had	a	desperate	desire	to	find	love,	to	be	able	to	trust	again	after	his	years	of	secret	service.	That	character	–	cynical,	but
with	that	hopeless	dab	of	longing	–	turned	an	efficient	spy	story	into	a	twentieth	century	masterpiece.		The	best	way	to	bring	your	characters	and	plot	into	perfect	synchrony	is	to	develop	them	both	together.	So	you	probably	want	to	work	on	your	character	worksheets	(more	here)	at	the	same	time	as	you’re	developing	your	story	outline.		So	you	might
fill	out	your	developments	section	with	a	new	idea	you	had	for	a	scene	there.	That	might	trigger	an	insight	into	your	character,	so	you’d	go	and	add	something	to	your	character	worksheet.	Then	back	again.		You’ll	find	you	don’t	even	need	to	work	too	hard	on	the	integration.	If	you	develop	your	story	and	your	characters	alongside	each	other,	each
element	will	bleed	into	and	influence	the	next.	The	process	will	happen	automatically	and	in	a	beautifully	seamless	way.		How	far	you	take	your	outline	is	very	much	up	to	you.	Some	writers	like	to	plan	very	intensively.	Some	like	to	use	the	Snowflake	method.	I	know	writers	who	will	write	a	detailed	30	page	synopsis	of	their	novel	before	they	proceed.	

I	know	others	(like	me!)	who	do	the	absolute	bare	minimum.	Who	just	trust	their	instincts	to	be	able	to	create	on	the	run,	if	you	like.		So	I’m	not	going	to	tell	you	how	far	you	need	to	take	your	outline.	What	I	will	say	is	that	if	you	want	a	detailed	plot	outline	template	to	follow,	then	you	may	well	want	to	use	Blake	Snyder’s	famous	beat	sheet	from	his
‘Save	the	Cat’	book.	

That	book	was	written	for	screenwriters	and	doesn’t	have	universal	applicability	to	novelists,	but	a	lot	of	people	find	it	helpful	all	the	same.	So	if	you	are	Mr/Ms/Mx	Detailed	and	you	want	a	roadmap,	then	here	it	is:		Opening	image.	This	is	like	a	touchstone	for	where	your	protagonist	is	at	the	very	opening	of	the	book.		Theme	stated.	All	decent	books
(or	films)	should	have	some	underlying	theme	or	debate.	You	want	some	statement	of	that	theme	–	possibly	playful;	you	don’t	have	to	be	too	heavy	–	in	the	opening	couple	of	chapters	of	the	book.		Set-up.	This	corresponds	roughly	to	our	Status	Quo	section		Catalyst.	This	corresponds	roughly	to	our	Initiating	Incident	section.		Debate.	Is	the	hero	going
to	rise	to	the	challenge	posed	by	the	Initiating	Incident?	Quite	often	there’s	a	refusal	or	reluctance,	before	something	tips	the	hero	into	changing	their	mind.		Break	into	two.	That’s	the	moment	that	launches	the	story	from	the	opening	set-up	into	the	excitement	of	the	Developments	section.	It’s	where	your	character	decides	to	accept	the	adventure
being	offered	and	launches	off	into	the	guts	of	your	story	itself.		B	story.	A	really	good	tip	this.	Very	often,	there’ll	be	some	secondary	story	to	accompany	your	main	one.	So	if	you	are	writing	a	broadly	action-themed	novel,	the	secondary	story	might	be	a	romantic	one.	Introducing	that	that	secondary	tale	right	after	the	opening	section	is	done	and
dusted	feels	just	about	right	in	terms	of	timing.		Fun	and	Games.	This	is	Snyder-speak	for	the	opening	round	of	action,	where	your	premise	really	starts	to	make	itself	felt.	So	if	you	were	writing	(let’s	say)	an	‘action’	film	set	in	an	old	folks	home,	this	is	where	you’d	really	start	to	have	fun	with	the	premise.	
Yes,	things	are	at	stake	here,	but	this	is	still	the	lower	stakes	portion	of	the	book.	Things	seem	to	matter,	but	they’re	not	that	consequential	compared	with	what	follows.		Midpoint.	As	discussed	above.	The	quivering	dagger	at	the	dead	centre	of	your	book.		Bad	guys	close	in.	After	the	midpoint,	things	feel	more	consequential.	Yes,	your	character	may
notch	up	some	‘wins’,	but	the	mood,	broadly,	will	be	one	of	increasing	seriousness	as	you	move	towards	the	climax	of	your	story.		All	is	Lost.	It	looks	like	everything	is	lost.	Bond	is	captured	and	the	villain	is	going	to	detonate	his	bomb.	Or	Lizzy’s	Bennett’s	silly	sister	has	gone	and	destroyed	her	hopes	of	happiness	with	Darcy.		Dark	Night	of	the
Soul.	This	is	the	interior	/	emotional	counterpart	of	the	‘all	is	lost’	moment.	It’s	how	the	character	reflects	to	themselves	after	the	disaster	that’s	just	happened.		Break	into	three.	This	is	the	moment	where	the	character	bursts	out	of	their	despair.	Where	they	come	up	with	one	last	desperate	stratagem,	or	some	last	effort	of	will.		Finale.	This	is	the
climax	and	resolution	elements	we’ve	already	spoken	of.		Closing	image.	This	is	the	image	that	shows	where	we	are	now	–	and	is	often	a	mirror	image,	in	some	way,	of	where	we	were.		As	I	say,	there’ll	be	elements	of	that	template	that	may	seem	very	helpful,	and	others	that	may	not	especially	speak	to	you.	So	grab	what	you	want.	Discard	what	you
don’t.		And	when	you	come	to	thinking	about	adding	in	more	details,	read	this	article	on	chapter	lengths	–	it’s	really	helpful!	In	most	things	we	do,	we	want	to	work	in	a	logical,	disciplined	way.	Start	at	the	beginning.	Follow	a	plan.	Complete	the	task.	Done.		Outlining	a	novel	is	not	like	that.	It’s	the	opposite.		I’ve	already	mentioned	that	you’ll	probably
be	developing	plot	as	you	develop	character.	So	you’ll	dive	from	one	thing	to	another	and	back	again.		Good.	That’s	not	indiscipline	at	work.	That’s	creativity.		But	also	–			You’ll	make	mistakes.	You’ll	screw	up.	You’ll	have	ideas,	you’ll	write	them	down	–	then	you’ll	figure	out	they’re	bad	and	you’ll	delete	them	again.		Good.	That’s	not	incompetence	at
work,	it’s	creativity.		A	cyclical,	repetitive,	trial-and-error	type	process	is	exactly	what	you’re	after.	That	also	means	you’re	not	going	to	be	able	to	sit	down	and	develop	a	decent	plot	in	a	weekend.	That’s	not	how	it	works	(or	almost	never	anyway.)		So	give	yourself	time.	Forgive	yourself	errors.	And	have	fun.		Happy	plotting.	Happy	outlining.
And	happy	writing	…		Jericho	Writers	is	a	global	membership	group	for	writers,	providing	everything	you	need	to	get	published.	Keep	up	with	our	news,	membership	offers,	and	updates	by	signing	up	to	our	newsletter.	For	more	writing	articles,	take	a	look	at	our	blog	page.	Book	outlines	are	crucial	when	writing	a	book,	so	it's	important	to	learn	how
to	outline	a	book	in	the	most	effective	way	for	your	readers.	A	book	outline	is	the	foundation	for	an	organized	writing	process,	and	it	can	be	used	as	a	roadmap	for	your	book.	No	matter	how	skilled	you	are	as	a	writer,	you've	no	doubt	experienced	the	dreaded	blank	page	syndrome,	or	writer's	block	as	it's	commonly	referred	to.	From	aspiring	authors
to	professional	novelists,	writing	a	book	is	challenging.	You	know	how	daunting	of	a	task	it	can	be	to	string	together	a	fluid	sequence	of	words	that	accurately	conveys	a	thought	or	concept.		But	you	don't	know	how	to	outline	a	book	or	novel	the	right	way.	In	this	post,	you'll	discover	how	to	create	a	book	outline	that	will	help	you	start,	and	finish,
writing	your	book.	Get	A	Nonfiction	Book	Outline	To	Write	Your	Book!	Includes	Acknowledgement	page,	Table	of	Contents,	Author	Bio,	and	More!	I'M	WRITING	MY	BOOK	TO...I'm	writing	a	book	to	grow	my	businessI'm	not	interested	in	building	a	business.	I'm	writing	a	book	to	make	an	impact.I	want	to	write	a	quality	fiction	book	that	entertains
people.	
By	submitting	this	form,	you	consent	to	receive	marketing	text	messages	from	selfpublishing.com	at	the	phone	number	provided	A	book	outline	is	a	structured	document	that	plans	out	and	sequences	the	information	that	your	story	will	include.	It	is	a	wireframe	or	skeleton	of	your	book,	and	will	be	used	as	the	roadmap	during	your	writing	process.
Your	book's	outline	is	an	agenda,	or	roadmap,	that	includes	the	main	points	or	events	that	you	will	write	about	in	your	book.		It's	not	uncommon	to	use	a	map	(or	GPS)	when	we	go	on	holiday.	And	certainly,	if	we	want	to	build	a	house,	we	use	a	blueprint.	In	football,	the	coach	puts	together	a	game	plan.	All	of	these	make	the	actual	task	easier
(sometimes	it	makes	the	task	possible).	Writing	an	outline	for	your	book	serves	the	same	purpose	–	it	is	a	guide	that	you	can	follow	to	write	your	book.	A	book	outline	will	essentially	be	the	same	concept	for	both	fiction	and	nonfiction	books,	but	the	outline	format	and	style	will	vary	on	the	genre.	A	fiction	novel	will	include	important	storytelling	aspects
such	as	structure,	plot,	scenes,	and	characters.	A	nonfiction	book	will	include	important	information	aspects	such	as	topic	clusters,	concepts,	and	intentional	information	architecture.	Without	an	outline,	it	will	take	a	lot	longer	to	finish	your	book,	and	it	may	hinder	the	book's	quality	and	reader	experience.	You	may	not	need	a	book	outline,	but	it	will
certainly	help	you	write	faster	and	with	better	quality.	Think	of	a	book	outline	as	a	writer’s	plan.	When	you	outline	a	novel	or	book,	you	are	creating	a	plan	or	roadmap	of	your	book’s	contents.		To	outline	or	not	to	outline?	Is	it	more	difficult	to	write	a	book	without	an	outline?	Are	there	benefits	to	outlining	a	book?	These	are	just	some	of	the	questions
you	may	have.	But	there	is	not	one	answer,	and	certainly	not	one	way	on	how	to	outline	a	novel.		“I	always	have	a	basic	plot	outline,	but	I	like	to	leave	some	things	to	be	decided	while	I	write.”J.K.	rowling	Many	successful	authors	know	not	to	underestimate	the	power	of	a	book's	outline.	Not	only	does	it	help	in	writing	an	organized	book	with	clear
direction,	but	it	also	helps	fight	writer’s	block	when	you’re	stumbling	your	way	through	a	work-in-progress.		A	good	book	outline	changes	and	develops	as	you	write.		And	there	really	is	not	one	single	way	to	outline	a	book.	Sure,	a	book	template	is	great	to	use,	and	there	are	models	to	follow,	but	every	outline	is	different.	Let's	take	a	quick	look	at	some
examples	of	famous	authors	who	learned	how	to	write	a	book	outline	that	fit	their	needs,	then	went	on	to	write	and	publish	them	successfully.	Below	is	the	handwritten	outline	of	novelist	James	Salter:	Image	Credit:	The	Paris	Review	You	may	be	familiar	with	this	image	of	J.K.	Rowling's	plot	lines	of	the	Harry	Potter	books…	Image	Credit:	Daily	Mail
Famous	outliners	(or	plotters)	include	John	Grisham,	J.K.	Rowling,	R.L.	Stine,	to	name	a	few.	The	biggest	benefit	of	learning	how	to	write	a	book	outline	is	that	your	outline	can	help	you	start,	and	finish	your	book.	It	can	make	your	process	towards	becoming	an	author	easier,	and	more	clear	–	with	less	detours	and	frustrations	along	the	way	during
your	writing	process.		Write	quickly.	With	a	book	outline,	you	know	exactly	what	you	have	to	write	about	next.	Intentional	structure.	Although	an	outline	is	equally	applicable	to	nonfiction	and	fiction,	an	outline	can	help	you	create	a	solid	structure	for	your	novel.	This	can	result	in	a	better	quality	piece	of	literature.	Overcome	blank	page	syndrome.
With	an	outline,	the	dreaded	blank	page	is	not	as	daunting	as	it	could	be.	When	you	sit	down	to	write,	you	will	be	able	to	kickstart	your	writing	with	an	outline.	Prevent	writer's	block.	Again,	having	an	outline	can	help	you	eliminate	writer's	block	because	you	open	your	outline,	and	there	you	have	the	next	piece	to	start	writing.	It's	like	jump-starting
the	brain.	Push	through	the	sagging	middle.	If	you're	writing	a	novel,	you	no	doubt	are	familiar	with	the	uphill	battle	of	writing	the	sagging	middle.	
With	a	carefully	structured	outline,	this	becomes	easier.	First	draft.	K.M.	Weiland,	in	her	book	Outlining	Your	Novel	says:	“In	many	ways,	an	extensive	outline	is	a	first	draft.”	To	write	a	nonfiction	book	without	an	outline,	is	an	invitation	to	stress	and	frustration	(and	it	may	likely	result	in	a	sub-standard	book).		To	write	a	fiction	novel	without	an	outline
is	a	bit	more	acceptable,	because	it’s	more	of	a	creative	process.	But	you	should	still	have	an	idea	of	your	book’s	starting	and	ending	points	to	avoid	writer’s	block	and	overwhelm	–	especially	if	you’re	a	first-time	author.	From	the	Introduction	of	K.M.	Weiland's	book,	Outlining	Your	Novel,	she	offers	the	following:	“Outlining	has	transformed	my	own
writing	process	from	hit-and-miss	creativity	to	a	reliable	process	of	story	craft.	Outlining	allows	me	to	ride	the	waves	of	my	story	with	utter	confidence,	channeling	the	art	into	the	craft	to	produce	solid	stories.	And	the	best	part	about	outlining?	It's	entirely	learnable.”		A	book	outline	template	can	make	it	super	easy	to	get	started	writing	your	outline.
The	first	thing	you	should	do	before	moving	on	is	to	get	your	free	book	outline	template.	For	FICTION,	you	can	download	the	free	template	here.	For	NONFICTION,	you	can	download	the	free	template	here.	



If	you’re	ready	to	get	started,	we	have	ready-made	templates	just	for	you.	Select	your	genre,	and	get	a	completed	book	outline	that’s	ready	for	you	to	plug	in	your	book	ideas.		Use	this	outline	template	tool	as	a	starting	point	to	write	your	book’s	outline.	It’s	yours	to	adjust	as	needed!	There	is	no	single	right	way	to	outline	a	book.	What	works	for	you,
may	not	work	for	another	writer,	and	vice	versa.		Don’t	feel	like	you	have	to	follow	a	rigid	set	of	rules	to	craft	your	outline	and	get	started	writing	your	book.	But,	your	book	outline	should	have	the	basics	covered.	It’s	perfectly	fine	to	start	with	a	loose	structure	and	develop	your	outline	as	you	go.		So,	how	do	you	write	an	outline	for	a	book?	Begin	with
a	one-line	idea.	Write	one	sentence	to	summarize	your	book’s	“big	picture”	idea.	Although	it	sounds	easy,	summarizing	the	whole	of	your	book	in	one	single	sentence	can	force	you	to	strip	away	your	ideas	into	one	essential	premise.		Do	a	brain	dump.	Brainstorm	the	main	components	of	your	book’s	idea.	A	mindmap	or	bubble	map	is	a	popular	method
for	this	step.	I	start	with	drawing	a	bubble	in	the	center	of	the	sheet	(usually	with	the	chapter	number	and/or	title),	and	then	asking	the	5W	+	H	(Who,	What,	When,	Why,	Where,	and	How)	questions	in	individual	bubbles.	I	add	snippets	in	between	the	bubbles	as	well.		When	you	start	your	outline,	begin	by	asking	the	5W	+	H	questions:	What?	What	is
the	concept,	topic,	or	idea?	Where?	Where	does	this	concept,	topic,	or	idea,	apply?	Maybe	it's	an	event,	or	a	context	situation.	Why?	Why	does	this	matter?	Who?	Who	is	this	for,	or	who	is	involved?	When?	Is	there	a	concept	of	time	involved?	How?	If	applicable,	ask	yourself	how	will	this	happen?	Working	through	your	outline,	asking	and	answering
these	basic	questions,	you	will	likely	find	you	building	a	story	that	when	you	sit	down	to	actually	write	your	book,	it	will	develop	and	grow	almost	magically.	Give	it	a	try.	If	you're	writing	nonfiction,	the	value	of	questions	is	indispensable…	What	information	do	you	want	to	share	in	your	book?	Who	is	your	reader:	beginner,	intermediate,	advanced?	Why
does	your	reader	want	to	know	the	information	in	your	book?	What	does	your	reader	want	to	learn	by	reading	your	book?	If	you're	writing	fiction,	questions	can	also	help…	If	my	antagonist	does	that,	how	will	my	protagonist	react?	How	can	I	get	my	protagonist	out	of	that	jam?	Use	“What	if?”	in	different	scenarios.	Narrow	in	on	the	essential	details.
Now	that	you	have	the	premise	of	your	book’s	idea,	and	you’ve	had	a	chance	to	brainstorm	all	of	your	ideas,	it’s	time	to	get	organized	with	the	specifics.	Organize	your	book’s	main	points,	and	add	in	any	specific	details	that	you	will	have	to	touch	on	in	each	point.	It's	important	to	note	that	the	above	steps	are	a	loose	starting	point	for	any	standard
book	idea.	

To	really	hone	in	and	follow	a	book	outline	strategy,	you	need	to	know	which	type	of	book	you	are	writing,	since	the	outline	can	vary	greatly	depending	on	this.	Are	you	writing	a	novel,	based	on	fiction,	or	are	you	writing	a	nonfiction	book?	Let's	take	a	look	at	the	next	two	sections	to	determine	the	process	for	each.	A	novel	is	based	on	fiction,	or
imagination	–	it	is	not	based	on	real	life.	
If	you	are	writing	a	fictitious	narrative,	then	you	need	to	create	a	novel	outline.	Fiction	and	nonfiction	books	are	very	different,	and	while	the	steps	to	create	an	outline	of	a	book	can	be	similar,	they	are	pretty	different	based	on	the	book's	genre.	Learn	how	to	outline	a	novel	well,	and	you	will	improve	your	storytelling	and	reader	experience
tremendously.	The	purpose	of	a	novel	is	to	entertain,	and	your	book's	outline	needs	to	be	created	with	that	in	mind.	You	are	telling	a	story	in	a	novel,	and	a	well-structured	book	outline	will	help	you	create	a	roadmap	to	tell	that	story	well.	Note:	If	you're	writing	a	memoir,	your	memoir	outline	will	most	likely	resemble	more	of	a	fiction	structure	than
that	of	a	nonfiction	structure.	Write	your	idea	out.	What’s	your	book’s	big	picture?	
This	is	the	premise	of	your	story;	it’s	the	“big	idea.”	Try	to	write	your	idea	into	as	few	sentences	as	possible,	preferably	one.	You’ll	have	a	chance	to	get	into	the	granular	details	later.			Answer	the	5	W’s	(Who,What,When,Where,Why).	Get	clear	on	the	essentials	of	your	story.	This	will	help	guide	you	in	determining	how	to	create	your	book’s	outline
framework,	and	will	also	help	you	identify	any	major	“holes”	that	you	might	have	missed.	Use	a	book	outline	framework	or	template.	Choose	a	template	to	work	with	as	a	starting	point,	then	make	any	adjustments	as	you	see	fit	and	start	plugging	in	your	contents.	Create	your	plot.	Start	with	a	beginning,	middle,	and	end.	It’s	perfectly	fine	if	you	don’t
have	a	clear	idea	of	every	event	in	your	book.	You	can	flesh	it	out	as	you	go,	but	you	should	have	an	idea	of	the	starting	and	ending	point,	at	the	least.		Add	characters.	Now	that	you	have	a	plot,	it’s	time	to	include	your	characters.	This	is	important	because	it	helps	you	identify	any	supplemental	characters	you	hadn’t	yet	thought	of.	It	also	helps	you
chart	out	your	protagonist’s	purpose	and	hero's	journey.		Plug	in	scenes.	With	a	starting	point	for	your	plot,	and	an	idea	of	which	characters	are	needed,	you	can	start	plugging	in	the	major	scenes	that	will	help	tell	your	story.		If	you	plan	to	write	a	nonfiction	book,	then	you	need	to	know	how	to	create	an	outline	for	a	nonfiction	book.	While	the	process
is	similar	to	the	fiction	outline	steps,	it's	also	very	different,	because	of	the	differing	structure.	Think	about	it:	A	nonfiction	book	is	likely	based	on	facts	and	real	life,	whereas	a	fiction	book	is	based	on	imagination.	The	purpose	of	a	nonfiction	book	is	typically	to	educate	or	inform,	so	you	need	a	book	outline	that	is	structured	to	that	purpose.	
Write	out	your	idea.	Write	your	big	book	idea	out	in	one	to	three	sentences.		Identify	the	purpose	of	your	book.	Think	about	the	5	Ws	(Who,	What,	When,	Where,	Why)	questions	specifically	in	terms	of	the	problem	your	non-fiction	book	is	solving,	or	what	purpose	your	book	serves.		Choose	your	book	structure.	Many	nonfiction	books	follow	a	specific
structure.	
Is	it	a	problem	and	solution	structure?	Maybe	it’s	a	compare	and	contrast,	or	a	chronological	structure?	If	you’re	having	trouble	deciding,	go	back	to	your	purpose.		Use	a	book	outline	template.	Start	with	a	template,	and	fill	in	the	details	of	your	book	as	you	go.		Add	your	main	points	as	chapters.	Brainstorm	the	main	points	your	book	will	discuss	to
convey	the	topic	you’re	writing	about.	
Then,	add	these	main	points	as	chapters.		Structure	individual	chapters	with	details.	Once	you	have	your	main	points	mapped	out	as	chapters,	you	can	add	the	specific	points	or	details	that	you	will	write	about	in	each	chapter.	Write	an	outline	for	each	chapter.	Once	you	have	your	overall	outline	completed,	you	can	hone	in	and	continue	developing	it
by	creating	an	outline	for	each	chapter.	Get	A	Nonfiction	Book	Outline	To	Write	Your	Book!	Includes	Acknowledgement	page,	Table	of	Contents,	Author	Bio,	and	More!	I'M	WRITING	MY	BOOK	TO...I'm	writing	a	book	to	grow	my	businessI'm	not	interested	in	building	a	business.	I'm	writing	a	book	to	make	an	impact.I	want	to	write	a	quality	fiction
book	that	entertains	people.	By	submitting	this	form,	you	consent	to	receive	marketing	text	messages	from	selfpublishing.com	at	the	phone	number	provided	There	are	a	lot	of	strategies	and	frameworks	when	it	comes	to	writing	a	book	outline.	There	are	some	effective	ways	to	outline	a	novel	or	nonfiction	book,	and	many	authors	find	success	using
popular	book	outlining	strategies.		Let’s	dive	into	some	book	outlining	strategies	that	you	can	consider	for	your	own	book	outline.	Just	be	sure	to	make	tweaks	to	any	process	that	you	see	fit	for	your	specific	needs	and	writing	process.		A	mindmap	can	be	done	with	software	or	with	paper	and	pen.		It's	a	brain	dump	at	its	core	–	as	you	think	of	an	item
or	point,	you	add	it	to	your	mindmap.	This	can	be	a	few	words,	a	line,	a	sentence,	or	whatever	you	need	to	get	the	basic	idea	down.	The	first	round	of	mindmapping	is	all	about	speed;	get	your	idea	out	of	your	head	into	your	mindmap.	You	can	set	a	timer,	and	start	mindmapping	by	allowing	your	thoughts	and	ideas	to	freely	flow	out	of	your	head	and
into	a	visual	scheme.		Mindmapping	is	one	of	the	best	ways	to	outline	a	book.	This	is	similar	to	the	mindmap;	the	difference	is	that	a	bubblemap	is	usually	done	on	paper	or	a	white	board.	The	same	principles	apply	as	with	a	mindmap:	get	the	ideas	out	of	your	head	onto	paper	(or	white	board).	You	may	find	that	doing	this	on	paper	(or	a	white	board),
you'll	be	able	to	get	the	ideas	out	of	your	head	quicker.	You	can	scratch	out,	add,	and	move	items:	it's	your	outline,	and	you	do	it	as	you	want	to.	
Below	is	an	example	bubble	outline	for	a	chapter	in	my	forthcoming	book	(as	you	can	see,	it	looks	similar	to	a	mindmap).	Scrivener	is	a	popular	paid	book	writing	software	used	by	many	expert	authors.	To	create	an	outline	in	Scrivener,	you	would	use	the	Corkboard	tool.	This	is	an	electronic	version	of	using	3×5	flashcards,	and	the	benefit	of	doing	this
in	Scrivener	is	that	all	your	“cards”	are	safely	in	one	place.	The	Corkboard	in	Scrivener	is	a	neat	tool	to	outline	your	book.	Author	Becky	Levine	uses	Scrivener	and	says:	“I	create	a	text	file/note	for	each	scene	in	the	story.”	Below	are	example	notes	on	the	corkboard	in	Scrivener…	If	you're	not	familiar	with	Scrivener,	and	are	looking	for	a	free
alternative,	consider	using	Notion.	It's	not	strictly	a	writing	software,	but	it	allows	you	to	work	in	a	similar	way.	This	is	a	quick	and	easy	way	to	start	your	outline.	Either	in	your	word	processor	of	choice,	or	with	pen	and	paper,	jot	down	root	ideas.	These	can	be	questions,	phrases,	sentences,	or	whatever	it	takes	to	get	the	idea	down	on	paper	(or
screen)	as	quickly	as	possible.	Usually,	when	you	outline	your	whole	book,	it	will	be	from	a	30,000	foot	view.	After	the	book	outline,	it's	a	good	idea	to	then	outline	it	chapter-by-chapter.	You	can	use	any	of	the	methods	offered	here	to	outline	your	chapters.	The	idea	behind	this	is	to	drill	down	into	the	details	of	each	chapter,	so	you	can	write	each
chapter	more	efficiently.	If	you	have	the	space,	using	Post-it	notes	is	a	great	way	to	outline	a	book.	This	video	by	Pat	Flynn	is	a	great	example	of	how	to	use	post-it	notes	to	outline.		If	you	are	more	of	a	visual	person,	you	can	use	a	storyboard	to	outline	your	book.	Here	is	a	step-by-step	video	on	how	to	outline	a	book.	Bestselling	author	Randy
Ingermanson	created	the	Snowflake	Method.	In	his	book,	How	to	Write	a	Novel	Using	the	Snowflake	Method,	he	offers	10	steps	on	writing	a	first	draft.		“The	Snowflake	Method	is	nothing	more	nor	less	than	the	method	that	works	best	for	me	in	writing	fiction.	If	you	can	use	it	to	guide	your	creativity	as	you	write	a	powerful	story,	then	I’ll	be	thrilled.”
–	Randy	Ingermanson	If	you're	still	struggling	to	get	started,	or	finish,	your	outline,	we	have	four	best	practice	book	outline	tips	for	you:	Ask	more	questions.	Questions	are	your	most	valuable	asset	to	create	an	outline	for	your	book.	Start	with	the	basic,	What?	Why?	When?	Where?	Who?	And	How?	Refer	to	similar	books.	If	you're	stuck	with	getting
started,	look	at	the	Table	of	Contents	of	books	in	your	niche.	Do	not	plagiarize,	but	use	them	as	ideas.	Ask	yourself	these	questions:	Where	can	you	add	your	unique	angle?	Can	you	add	something	more,	or	different?	Leave	blanks	&	skip	over.	If	you	can't	hash	out	a	particular	detail,	or	have	a	gap	in	your	outline,	don't	pressure	yourself	to	fill	the	gap.
Instead,	skip	it	and	leave	it	blank.	It	will	come	to	you	as	you	start	writing!	Be	flexible.	Don't	be	rigid	with	your	book	outline.	The	best	outlines	are	those	that	can	be	adapted	and	tweaked	on-the-go.	The	outline	is	just	a	starting	point,	but	it's	up	to	you	to	refine	as	you	write.	Don't	feel	rushed	to	get	your	outline	done.	And	always	remember	your	outline	is
not	cast	in	stone	–	you	can	change	it	how	many	times	you	want	to.	Investing	the	time	in	writing	a	detailed	outline	will	save	you	time	when	you	write	your	book.	“The	outline	is	95	percent	of	the	book.	Then	I	sit	down	and	write,	and	that's	the	easy	part.”Jeffery	Deaver	Don't	lock	yourself	into	just	one	type	of	outline.	Try	different	types,	and	feel	free	to
mix	and	match.	
Over	the	past	decade,	a	number	of	companies	have	entered	the	market	with	software	for	writers.	A	few	of	them	specifically	help	authors	with	outlining	novels.	Most	of	these	tools	were	made	by	authors,	for	authors,	so	they	can	be	extremely	useful.	However,	they	will	cost	money	and	they	do	have	a	learning	curve.	That's	why	we	offer	the	free	templates
in	a	simple	word	processor	you're	already	familiar	with	and	know	how	to	use.	
If	you	are	interested	in	a	more	robust	software	for	outlining,	we	have	written	reviews	on	many	of	them,	including	but	not	limited	to:	Scrivener	NovelPad	Novel	Factory	Notion	Chapterly	If	you'd	like	to	see	more	novel	writing	software,	you	can	read	this	article.	Otherwise,	it's	time	to	get	started	with	your	outline!	If	you're	just	starting	out	on	your
writing	journey,	give	book	outlining	a	try.		It	may	just	enable	you	to	progress	forward	and	avoid	the	hurdles	of	the	blank	page,	writer's	block	and	other	stumbling	blocks.	Remember	the	sage	advice	of	Winnie	the	Pooh…	“Organization	is	what	you	do	before	you	do	it,	so	when	you	do	it,	it’s	not	all	messed	up.”	–	Winnie	the	Pooh	And	if	you’re	feeling	stuck
by	this	whole	book	writing	and	publishing	process,	consider	a	self-publishing	course	where	you	can	be	guided	through	the	ins	and	outs	of	the	entire	book	writing	and	publishing	process.	
Get	A	Nonfiction	Book	Outline	To	Write	Your	Book!	Includes	Acknowledgement	page,	Table	of	Contents,	Author	Bio,	and	More!	I'M	WRITING	MY	BOOK	TO...I'm	writing	a	book	to	grow	my	businessI'm	not	interested	in	building	a	business.	I'm	writing	a	book	to	make	an	impact.I	want	to	write	a	quality	fiction	book	that	entertains	people.	By	submitting
this	form,	you	consent	to	receive	marketing	text	messages	from	selfpublishing.com	at	the	phone	number	provided


