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Introduction
Q. What do you call an outdated, unimportant
book?
A. Who cares!

This happened to me.
My first book, Flexible Rails, a computer programming

book about how to use two relatively new technologies
(Adobe Flex and Ruby on Rails) together, was fairly suc-
cessful in its niche. So, after completing it in late 2007, I
got extremely excited. I signed not one but two publishing
contracts with my publisher, and I proceeded to start writ-
ing two books. Both books failed, but in different ways–it
could be that every unhappy book is unhappy in its own
way.

The first of my two new books, Enterprise Flexible
Rails, was going to be a sequel to Flexible Rails. It was
going to pick up where the first book left off, and go in
the direction of using a framework instead of writing all
the code manually. This framework was being written by
my new startup, Ruboss (yes, I immodestly named it to be
reminiscent of JBoss), so not only was the book going to be
a profitable sequel, it was also going to launch my startup’s
product into the world.

The book lasted two chapters before my publisher
decided that my plan was not a good one. Since I refused to
change the plan, we agreed to cancel the book and refund
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everyone’s money. This was a relatively quick, ignoble
failure.

The second of my two new books actually had the
distinction of failing twice–first asHello! Flex 3 and then as
Hello! Flex 4. This book was going to be a fun introductory
programming book about one of the two technologies
(Flex) that I had covered in my first book Flexible Rails.
My idea was for it to be Flexible Rails minus Rails plus
cartoons: the publisher wanted to create a new illustrated
series of introductory books, and I knew J. D. “Illiad”
Frazer, the cartoonist who drew User Friendly. I made
the introduction, and a book series was born–one which
continues to this day.

After I got about six chapters intoHello! Flex 3, the pub-
lisher and I realized that the format of the book required
an almost complete rewrite, as I needed to make the code
examples more self-contained, and make other changes.
(Hooray for being the first author of a new series.) Since
I was rewriting the book anyway, I decided to also target
the next version of Flex (Flex 4): during the writing of the
first six chapters and experimenting with the format of the
Hello series, Flex 4 had been announced. In the computer
book business, books get obsolete quickly!

So, I took the 6 chapters of Hello! Flex 3 and used it
as the basis for only one chapter (the last, most advanced
one) of the new Hello! Flex 4 book. I then worked day and
night and rewrote the rest of the book from scratch over a
3 month period. We launched it after two beta versions of
Flex 4 had been released. I was excited to be the author of
the first shipping introductory book about Flex 4. With the
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release of Flex 4 right around the corner, great things were
ahead for my book.

The book was obsolete before the ink was dry.
Instead of Flex 4 being launched with essentially bug

fixes, Adobe made a totally minor and almost pointless
change, renaming something called an XML namespace.
This change broke every single code example in my book,
2 weeks after the book went to print. Sure, I immediately
updated all the book code that was downloadable, wrote a
blog post explaining the differences, etc. It didn’t matter.
The book was dead in 2 weeks.

I had gone from being too late (as essentially the last
author of a Flex 3 book) to being too early (as the first
author of a shipping Flex 4 book, just slightly before
Flex 4 was stable enough to print things about). Venture
capitalists often talk about how timing is so important for
their startup companies. It turns out this is true for books as
well, and that I had managed to be too late and too early–
with the same book project!

Even worse, it turned out that Flex 4 didn’t matter.
Apple essentially killed the Flash platform by not allowing
it on iPhone, and Flex was a developer-focused way of
creating Flash apps. So not only was my book about Flex 4
dead on arrival, Flex 4 itself was dead on arrival.

I hadwritten an outdated book on an unimportant topic,
and nobody cared.

After having written a successful first book, I had
started a startup about a framework, and had started two
technical books. All three projects were miserable failures.
I had gone from being someone who would be flown
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to Pisa to talk at a Rails conference to someone who,
professionally, essentially had nothing but a failed startup
and two failed books.

Worse still, was the irony: I had already figured out an
approach which would have helped me avoid all of these
issues–and then proceeded to not use it again. With my
first book, Flexible Rails, I had come upwith a fairly unique
approach. I launched the book early, in self-published form,
iterated in public with feedback from a small but growing
and dedicated community of readers, and evolvedmy book
into a finished, good quality book with traction, one that
multiple publishers made offers for. I had stumbled into an
excellent workflow for writing and publishing in-progress
ebooks, and into an understanding of some of the deeper
principles around publishing in-progress books.

After learning all those lessons, I then proceeded to
ignore all of them. Looking back, I hadn’t really realized
the significance of what I’d done. It had just seemed like
the right thing to do at the time.

I just hadn’t suffered enough yet.
Only once I had spent about a year spectacularly failing

at Enterprise Flexible Rails, Hello! Flex 3, Hello! Flex 4
and pretty much everything else I touched, did I start to
understand. I realized that this wasn’t just suffering that
was unique to me, but that the problems I had encountered
were endemic to the entire computer programming book
industry. As I learned more, I realized that the new Lean
Startup techniques which had been developed and popu-
larized by Steve Blank and Eric Ries applied to publishing,
and actually dovetailed nicely with the experiences I had
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writing Flexible Rails. I also figured out that they didn’t
just apply to computer books, but to business books, other
non-fiction books and, as I learned more about how serial
fiction had functioned in the 1800s, even to fiction.

Lean Publishing was born.
I wrote the first version of the Lean Publishing Mani-

festo¹ in 2010. I proclaimed “A Book is a Startup”². This idea
resonated with many people, including Todd Sattersten–
his book entitled Every Book is a Startup³ was strongly
influenced by my Lean Publishing Manifesto. We even
gave a talk together at a Seattle unconference about the
idea.

I also rebooted my startup, Ruboss. Instead of trying to
sell a framework, we decided to focus on Lean Publishing.
(This was not a “pivot”; this was a reboot.) My original
cofounder (and the principal author of the Ruboss Frame-
work) left, and the Ruboss Framework was renamed to
RestfulX. My employee #1, Scott Patten, became my new
cofounder and together we created Leanpub. Leanpub is
our way of implementing the Lean Publishing ideas in this
book.

Over the past few years, I have learned a lot of lessons
about Lean Publishing from helping build Leanpub, from
listening to our customers, and from reflecting on my pre-
vious successful and unsuccessful experiences. This short
book is the result of these few years of thinking and seven
years of experiences. Regardless of whether you are an
author or a publisher, I hope that you find this book

¹https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010
²https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010#a-book-is-a-startup-four-parallels
³http://shop.oreilly.com/product/0636920021261.do

https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010
https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010
https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010#a-book-is-a-startup-four-parallels
http://shop.oreilly.com/product/0636920021261.do
https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010
https://leanpub.com/manifesto2010#a-book-is-a-startup-four-parallels
http://shop.oreilly.com/product/0636920021261.do
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interesting. I also hope that the Lean Publishing approach
saves you some suffering and helps you chart a course
ahead in these interesting times.



Definition
Lean Publishing is an attempt to solve the following prob-
lems, which are shared by authors and publishers:

• How do we make the best book?
• Will anybody care about the book?
• How will people find out about the book?
• When will the book be done?
• Will the book be released while it’s still relevant?
• How should we price the book?
• How do we produce ebooks that look good on all
ebook readers?

• How do we do all this and still produce a great
looking print book?

• Should we even make a print book?
• Do we really need to use Word?

Some of these questions are timeless, others are recent
inventions. For example, “should we even make a print
book” wasn’t even something that could be asked twenty
years ago. It wasn’t that it was a stupid question, it was
that the question could not even be formulated.

So, Lean Publishing is an approach which attempts to
solve these problems. Sounds great – but what is Lean
Publishing?

The definition of Lean Publishing is:
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Lean Publishing is the act of publishing an
in-progress book using lightweight tools and
many iterations to get reader feedback, pivot
until you have the right book and build
traction once you do.

This is an ambitious and inclusive definition. It’s also a
mouthful. In this chapter, we’ll unpack this definition, and
consider each of the ideas in turn.

Lean Publishing is the act of
publishing an in-progress
book…
Why would you want to publish a book while it is in-
progress?

The fundamental reason is this:
A book is a startup.
There are four parallels to consider when comparing

books and startups.

1. Risk: There are market risks, technical risks and a
very low probability of success.

2. Creative: Both writing a book and creating a startup
are highly creative processes undertaken by one or a
few people working closely together.

3. Stealth: Historically it has taken about a year, often
spent in isolation or “stealth mode”, to develop and
release the first version.
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4. Funding: Historically, startups have been funded by
VCs and authors have been funded by publishers,
both of which are hit-driven businesses.

Let’s look at each of these parallels…

Risk
Doing a startup is a highly risky endeavor. There are
market risks (is there a market for the product? will some
other company beat us to market?) and technical risks (is
the product even possible? will it be any good?). Together
with all the other ways a startup can fail (founder issues!
lawsuits!), these risks ensure that there is a fairly low
probability of success – the standard optimistic calculation
is that 10% of venture-backed startups succeed, 20% limp
along, and 70% catastrophically fail. The founders take all
these risks because of the potential for a huge payday and
to change theworld – this has been referred to as “changing
the world, one million dollars at a time.”⁴ If you’ve never
done a startup, the best introduction to the lifestyle is to
read Founders at Work and Paul Graham’s essays⁵.

Writing a book has a similar set of risks. There are
market risks (will anyone want to buy the book? will
someone else write a similar book first?) and technical risks
(do I have what it takes to finish a book? can I write a
book that is entertaining and engaging?). The author takes
these risks for the possibility of fame and fortune – albeit

⁴http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/4.05/gassee_pr.html
⁵http://paulgraham.com/articles.html

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/4.05/gassee_pr.html
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/4.05/gassee_pr.html
http://paulgraham.com/articles.html
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/4.05/gassee_pr.html
http://paulgraham.com/articles.html
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a much smaller amount than can be acquired by building
a successful startup.

All things considered, it’s completely unsurprising that
the probability of success for both startups and books is so
low.

Creative
There is a reason that there are no startups founded or
books written by a hundred people: doing anything cre-
ative with that number of people produces a product in
which any brilliance is diluted. (This is the reason why the
phrase “design by committee” is not a compliment.)

A book or a startup is best created by 1 or 2 people,
who are the authors or founders. You can create a book
with 3 or 4 authors, but essentially all the great books
have been written by one author. In fact, if you have more
than 4 authors, you’re not even really producing a book –
you’re really producing an anthology of individual essays.
Similarly, a startup typically has 2 cofounders (Apple had
Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, Microsoft had Bill Gates
and Paul Allen, etc.). You can create a startup with 3 or
more founders (BEA had three: B, E and A), but that’s
the exception – and it’s extremely rare for any successful
startups to have more than 4 founders.

There is actually an interesting, subtle difference be-
tween the ideal number of authors and founders: to achieve
great results, it seems the ideal number of authors of a book
is 1 and the ideal number of founders of a startup is 2. My
personal take on the reason for the difference, as an author
and a startup founder, is that writing a book is essentially
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the technical portion of creating a startup – a solitary
endeavorwhich requires long periods of sustained thought.
(Also, in writing, having one voice in the book is essential.)
However, creating a startup is a more multi-dimensional
activity: besides the solitary time spent at your computer
creating the product, there are a vast number of activities
(fundraising, reacting to the market, acquiring customers,
getting feedback, the list is endless) which are too much
for almost all individuals to sustain sole responsibility for,
over the time it takes to develop a product.

Stealth
In ancient times (up to and including the dot com bubble),
startups traditionally operated in secrecy from themoment
of being founded until the product launch. In this time,
the founders and the early employees rapidly and secretly
build the product envisioned by the founders in order to
get it to market before anyone else figured out what they
were up to. This was called “first-mover advantage.” There
was typically very little outside feedback sought until the
product was ready for beta testing, which was usually very
shortly before its launch. The intent of beta testing was to
catch any small wrinkles, not major deficiencies.

A similar situation exists for authors. Many authors
will work on their manuscript in isolation until it is com-
plete, before submitting it to publishers either themselves
or via an agent. Alternatively, authors sometimes submit
book proposals to publishers, seeking a contract for a
project before beginning serious writing. In both cases,
the manuscript has little contact with its true customers –



Definition 6

readers – before it is largely completed. Traditionally in the
technical book space, only a handful of readers are brought
in as reviewers before a book goes to press.

Funding
Typically, startup founders spend much of their stealth-
mode period not only in building the product, but also in
raising money from angel investors (accredited wealthy
individuals) or Venture Capitalists (VCs). While many
startups are bootstrapped by the founders (either by their
savings, by doing consulting on the side, or both), the goal
for almost all startup founders has been to get funded.

Similarly, the goal for most authors has been to get
a publisher. Historically, publishers have been needed by
authors not only because of their control of printing presses
and access to distribution channels, but also as a source
of funding. In the 20th century, a publisher often paid an
advance against royalties, which the author typically used
to replace some of the lost income that s/he would have
earned during the time spent writing the book. Since the
prospect of repaying an already-spent advance is distaste-
ful, this typically gives the publisher a lot of leverage over
the author in terms of the content of the book. This can be
a good thing, since it motivates authors to actually finish
their books as well as to listen to the good suggestions from
their development editors, but it also can lead to a book
being finished prematurely or at a lower quality.

So, in both cases, the investors (angels / VC / publisher)
end up having a significant effect on the startup or book
that they are funding. This is entirely unsurprising, since
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people naturally want a sense of control over what they
have bought. If you were a publisher or VC and you had an
author or founder making what you felt were bad choices,
chances are you’d have something to say too!

Because of the influence that investors in a startup or
book have over the output, it helps to understand their
goals.

Themost important thing to realize is that both publish-
ing and venture capital are hit-driven businesses. VCs en-
courage their portfolio companies to swing for the fences,
as they need the huge wins to make up for the majority
of their portfolio companies that fail. The prospect of
doubling their money is never the reason a VC invests in a
startup.

Similarly, publishers produce many books, but get the
bulk of their profits from only a handful. Once these books
are developed and the marketing starts, the publisher gets a
better sense of which books (if any) have the potential to be
breakout successes, and focuses their marketing efforts on
those ones. Since publishers want to produce hits, they tend
to force all books to seek as wide an audience as possible.
When done badly, this can distort what made the book
good in the first place, and bore and alienate some readers.

Consequences
When you consider these four factors together, the con-
sequence is that it’s very easy to create something that
nobody wants.

The usual outcome of the above is as follows: with
a startup or a book, what typically happens is that the
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founders or authors get some money, lock themselves in
a room and slave away to produce something targeted at
a very broad market (it has to be a hit, remember?), which
the market may or may not want. If they get the product
slightly (or completely!) wrong the first time, the money
(the advance or seed funding) is mostly (or entirely!) gone
and there’s not enoughmoney left to buy the time to iterate
enough times to actually produce a product that people
want.

For the past few decades of startups, and much longer
for books, the methodology outlined above has actually
been the state of the art. VCs and publishers have used
the models described above since there hasn’t been any
credible alternative articulated until recently. VCs and
publishers may be many things, but stupid is usually not
one of them. The above approach seemed to be the best
process available.

After all, startups are hard – surely this kind and rate
of failure is inevitable, right?

Maybe not.

Customer Development and The Lean
Startup
Recently, the startup community has been energized by
new ideas about how a startup should be done. This
thinking originated in Steve Blank’s ideas about Customer
Development, explained in his seminal self-published book
The Four Steps to the Epiphany. Steve Blank’s ideas were
applied by Eric Ries to the problems of creating web 2.0
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startups, resulting in Eric Ries’ idea of The Lean Startup.
Briefly, the concepts of Customer Development and

the Lean Startup involve launching the product extremely
early (so early that you’re embarrassed by it) and iterating
rapidly in response to customer feedback. These iterations
follow the OODA loop (Observe, Orient, Decide and Act)
of USAF Colonel John Boyd, applied in close consultation
with customers known as “earlyvangelists” who will be the
early adopters of the product and who will evangelize it to
others.

The Steve Blank and Eric Ries intellectual connection
is more than the standard mentor relationship: Steve Blank
actually funded IMVU, which Eric Ries was the CTO and
cofounder of, on condition that Eric Ries take his class
about Customer Development!

Since writing books and doing startups have so many
parallels, understanding how the Lean Startup ideas apply
to startups helps understand how the Lean Publishing
process applies to writing and publishing books. So, Eric
Ries’s⁶ and Steve Blank’s⁷ blogs and books are an excellent
resource for all writers, not just for people doing startups.
This is especially true since both Eric Ries and Steve Blank
are excellent and entertaining writers – some of Steve
Blank’s war stories⁸ are epic.

The Lean Startup approach of doing Customer De-
velopment and getting meaningful feedback from early
customers is very similar to the process of releasing a book
very early in the writing process and getting meaningful

⁶http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
⁷http://steveblank.com/
⁸http://steveblank.com/2009/05/13/gravity-will-be-turned-off/

http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
http://steveblank.com/
http://steveblank.com/2009/05/13/gravity-will-be-turned-off/
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
http://steveblank.com/
http://steveblank.com/2009/05/13/gravity-will-be-turned-off/
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feedback from readers. In both cases, if the Lean approach
is done well, the startup or book will evolve in ways that
are not necessarily planned from the outset. (This is similar
to the concept of Agile software development, but the
scope is actually broader in that the entire direction of the
startup or book can change. Agile software development
assumes that the customer knows what the real require-
ments are.)

Now that we’ve looked at the parallels between books
and startups, seen how the startup metaphor for writing a
book is instructive, and considered Lean Startup theory,
we can continue understanding the definition of Lean
Publishing. Since we haven’t seen it in a few pages, recall
that the definition is:

Lean Publishing is the act of publishing an
in-progress book using lightweight tools and
many iterations to get reader feedback, pivot
until you have the right book and build
traction once you do.

Let’s consider the remaining parts now.

…using lightweight tools…
Why are lightweight tools important? Simple: if the tools
are “heavy” and cumbersome, there will be more friction
in the process of releasing versions of a book. If you need to
typeset every book version which is released, as well as get
approval from development and/or technical editors before
releasing a version, it can take days or weeks between
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versions. The lighter and more automated the toolchain,
the faster these releases are possible.

If the toolchain is fully automated, it is possible to
release a new version of a book 5minutes after the author is
happy with it. This isn’t just possible in theory: this is what
we do every day at Leanpub. And in the world of computer
programming book publishing, leading publishers such as
O’Reilly have built their own toolchains with similar goals.

The driving force behind this is the common recogni-
tion that a toolchain must be lightweight and automated
for releasing books in-progress: if every version of an in-
progress book needed to be manually typeset, the time and
cost would be prohibitive – even with outsourcing.

…and many iterations…
This idea comes from the world of Open Source Software.
Eric Raymond has explained the development process used
by Linus Torvalds in developing the Linux operating sys-
tem kernel as follows:

“Release early. Release often. And listen to your cus-
tomers.”⁹

As this fantastic essay explains, the idea that rapid,
sometimes daily, iterations on something as complex as a
computer operating system kernel could occur was revo-
lutionary. If it’s possible to do iterative development on
something as difficult as rocket science, surely it is possible
to do this with a book?

⁹http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-
bazaar/ar01s04.html

http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/ar01s04.html
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/ar01s04.html
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/ar01s04.html
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/ar01s04.html


Definition 12

However, over the past hundred years, it has been
considered to be extremely difficult to iterate on books.
Typically, the only iterations that were produced were
subsequent editions, and those editions only get produced
for successful books. Primarily, this is an artifact of the
fact that books were first completed and then printed, put
on trucks and sold in stores. With that workflow, it has
obviously been very difficult to iterate on an unfinished
or unsuccessful book, in a way that distributed these iter-
ations to its readers.

Lean Publishing is based on the premise that the in-
ability to iterate on a book is a historical problem which
has been overcome by ebooks, provided that publishers
are willing and able to generate versions via a lightweight
process and to solve the update distribution problem. (Also,
as we’ll see in the next chapter, this problem was to some
extent solved in the 1800s, andwe need to learn the solution
again.)

So, Lean Publishing repurposes Eric Raymond’s idea for
books as follows:

Publish early. Publish Often. And listen to your readers.
By publishing early you get your ideas out there. If no

one cares, you find this out as quickly as possible, sparing
yourself as much wasted effort as possible. In the startup
community, this idea is called “fail fast.”

Furthermore, by publishing often, you build an au-
thentic community, as your readers feel connected to the
development of the book. This is the same effect as in Open
Source software: Linux had an engaged community of
developers since Linus released it early and often, whereas
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commercial software that is released as Open Source long
after it is done often fails to gain momentum and build a
community. For an example of the comparison, contrast
the fate of OpenSolaris¹⁰ to that of Linux¹¹.

Building a community of readers is essential, and not
just for marketing purposes. Importantly, you can listen to
them.

From the perspective of writing books, however, there’s
another related reason about why publishing early and
often is essential: it helps you overcome the debilitating
self-criticism often referred to as “writer’s block.”

On January 4, 2013, the editor of the New York Times
magazine, Hugo Lindgren, published a fantastic essay en-
titled “Be Wrong as Fast as You Can”¹². The essay shows a
profound, penetrating understanding of how fragile ideas
are in the face of self-criticism.

Go read it. Now.

The essay starts off like this:

Here’s a partial, redacted-for-the-sake-of-my-
dignity list of stuff I once aspired to write but
never did…

Now, reading this line about preserving dignity, you
know the writing adventure isn’t going to end well. To
quote F. Scott Fitzgerald, “I’m afraid the price for doing

¹⁰http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OpenSolaris
¹¹http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linux
¹²http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/06/magazine/be-wrong-as-fast-as-you-

can.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1&pagewanted=print

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OpenSolaris
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linux
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/06/magazine/be-wrong-as-fast-as-you-can.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1&pagewanted=print
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OpenSolaris
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linux
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/06/magazine/be-wrong-as-fast-as-you-can.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1&pagewanted=print
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/06/magazine/be-wrong-as-fast-as-you-can.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1&pagewanted=print
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professional work is a good deal higher than you are
prepared to pay at present.”¹³

After listing a bunch of (frankly, pretty decent) ideas,
the essay continues:

If you had the time, believe me, I could flesh
out these ideas for you, explain their origins,
describe in fine detail my vision of the char-
acters and plots and how it would all coalesce
into something awesome.

Or not. For at least 25 years, I’ve been serial
daydreaming like this, recording hundreds of
ideas in a sequence of little notebooks that I
have carried around and then stacked in a shoe
box in my closet, a personal encyclopedia of
undone to-do’s.

Reading the essay, I can’t help but feel that if Hugo
Lindgren had followed the Lean Publishing approach and
published some of these works in-progress, the world
might have pulled the good ones out of him until he had
completed works, the way that the “market pulls product
out of the startup”¹⁴ in Marc Andreessen’s formulation of
product-market fit.

In his essay, Hugo describes his career as something
that would just pay the bills and help him prepare himself
for the “Masterwork of Spectacular Brilliance that would
eventually define me.” This is a very high bar for a piece of
writing.

¹³http://www.lettersofnote.com/2012/07/youve-got-to-sell-your-heart.html
¹⁴http://pmarchive.com/guide_to_startups_part4.html

http://pmarchive.com/guide_to_startups_part4.html
http://pmarchive.com/guide_to_startups_part4.html
http://www.lettersofnote.com/2012/07/youve-got-to-sell-your-heart.html
http://pmarchive.com/guide_to_startups_part4.html
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Hugo contrasts his creative process to that of John
Lasseter (a Pixar founder), as described in an interview
with Charlie Rose:

Pixar’s in-house theory is: Be wrong as fast
as you can. Mistakes are an inevitable part of
the creative process, so get right down to it
and start making them. Even great ideas are
wrecked on the road to fruition and then have
to be painstakingly reconstructed.

Hugo describes how superior this is to his own ap-
proach:

My confidence always collapsed under theweight
of my withering self-criticism. I couldn’t bear
the awfulness and keep going. Even as I’m
writing this essay, I have to stop myself from
scrolling back to previous parts and banging
my forehead against the keyboard as I see how
short I’ve fallen of my expectations.

Most writers don’t have this clear an understanding of
how crippling self-criticism can be. But understanding the
problem and successfully fighting it are different things.
Forcing yourself to publish is the most effective way to
fight this.

The best way of expressing this is the Steve Jobs slogan:

“Real Artists Ship.”

This is a very simple, cutting statement – a double-
edged sword of a slogan:
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1. You not a real artist unless you can ship your cre-
ations.

2. The act of shipping your creations is liberating enough
that it empowers you to become a real artist.¹⁵

It is absolutely not a coincidence that John Lasseter is
a founder of Pixar, and that Steve Jobs was the CEO of
Pixar. The notion that Real Artists Ship is true whether
you’re making movies at Pixar or computers and iPhones
at Apple.

So, how to overcome self-criticism and writer’s block?
Ship. Publish early, publish often, and listen to your

readers. Lean Publishing.
I understand this at a personal level. One of my issues,

both in writing and in other areas, is that I’m a horrible
perfectionist. For example, when I was in grade 12 I had
problems finishing math tests: I’d do every question 2 or 3
times mentally before moving on. Heaven forbid I would
make a “stupid mistake.” I considered my score out of 10
(90% = 0, 95% = 5, 100% = 10), and I would honestly be
devastated by a 94%. (This is absolutely not a humblebrag¹⁶:
I was on an all-consuming quest to get a big enough
scholarship to escape Saskatchewan, and I felt that my
entire adult life was at stake with every calculus exam.)

So, coming from a perfectionist: You want to know a
great thing about publishing in-progress?

The work cannot be perfect.

¹⁵Empower is one of those horrible business words now, but there is no better
way to describe the result of actually getting your work in front of people: it fills
you with creative power.

¹⁶http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/fashion/bah-humblebrag-the-
unfortunate-rise-of-false-humility.html?pagewanted=all

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/fashion/bah-humblebrag-the-unfortunate-rise-of-false-humility.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/fashion/bah-humblebrag-the-unfortunate-rise-of-false-humility.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/fashion/bah-humblebrag-the-unfortunate-rise-of-false-humility.html?pagewanted=all
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It isn’t even done! Something unfinished cannot be per-
fect. Q.E.D. No perfectionism. Forcing yourself to publish
unfinished, imperfect work is deeply therapeutic. It’s the
beginning of getting over yourself and trying to become a
real artist.

Write. Publish. Repeat.
Of course, for this process to work, it has to be as easy

as possible. That’s why lightweight tools are so important
– the writing is hard enough without the publishing aspect
making things worse.

Publishers owe it to their authors – and thus to them-
selves – to make publishing this easy. For example, at
Leanpub, the publishing process is one click of one button
on one web page. (On Leanpub, this is true for both
self-published authors and for authors working with a
publisher.) The endorphin rush you get from clicking that
button and seeing your book is enough to overcome a lot
of writer’s block.

…to get reader feedback…
Why is reader feedback important?

Well, how else will you know if what you are writing is
understandable and enjoyable? If you are oversimplifying
your readers will tell you. If your writing is incompre-
hensible, your readers will tell you. With Flexible Rails, I
had readers submitting everything from broken links and
grammar corrections to compilation errors – and even one
security bug!

Publishers know that reader feedback is essential, so
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they pay development editors to provide good quality
reader feedback. In essence, the development editor is a
professional proxy, or surrogate, for readers.

You know who else is good at providing reader feed-
back?

Readers.
Authors have always known this: this is why great

writers often enlisted their peers to review their partially
finished or finished manuscripts. Now, while these types
of interactions were essentially mutual favors between au-
thors, today normal readers often want to read in-progress
books.

Why?
For non-fiction books such as computer programming

books, readers will benefit from earlier access to the in-
formation. If the information is new and in demand, it
can help readers’ careers immensely. Common knowledge
is cheap knowledge. Once something is understood well
enough that the relevant material is contained in print
books on store shelves, understanding it is not worth as
much as when it was new, confusing and obscure.

For other types of books, readers benefit by enjoying
a more authentic connection to the author and to fellow
readers. For fiction, the author can publish the work in
serial. Writing in serial has merits and drawbacks, but the
one thing it will help authors to do is to finish their books.
We discuss serial fiction in more detail in the next chapter.
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…pivot until you have the right
book…
The concept of the pivot goes back to Eric Ries and Lean
Startup theory. While the word “pivot” has now become a
cliché, it does have meaning which should be examined for
books.

“I want to introduce the concept of the pivot,
the idea that successful startups change di-
rections but stay grounded in what they’ve
learned. They keep one foot in the past and
place one foot in a new possible future. Over
time, this pivoting may lead them far afield
from their original vision, but if you look care-
fully, you’ll be able to detect common threads
that link each iteration. By contrast, many un-
successful startups simply jump outright from
one vision to something completely different.”
–Eric Ries, “Pivot, don’t jump to a new vision”¹⁷

Similarly for books, if you just start a new thing every
time the writing bogs down, you’ll end up with a shoebox
full of unfinished work. But if you incorporate reader feed-
back and evolve your book accordingly, you may actually
finish your book, and produce a much better book.

But how do you know when to stop pivoting? How do
you know when you have the right book? Well, if a book
is a startup, let’s look at the parallels for inspiration.

¹⁷http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/2009/06/pivot-dont-jump-to-new-
vision.html

http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/2009/06/pivot-dont-jump-to-new-vision.html
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/2009/06/pivot-dont-jump-to-new-vision.html
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/2009/06/pivot-dont-jump-to-new-vision.html
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For a startup, the equivalent question is: How do you
know if you have the right product? Marc Andreessen
answers this with the concept of “product/market fit”:

The only thing that matters is getting to pro-
duct/market fit.

Product/market fit means being in a good mar-
ket with a product that can satisfy that market.

You can always feel when product/market fit
isn’t happening. The customers aren’t quite
getting value out of the product, word of mouth
isn’t spreading, usage isn’t growing that fast,
press reviews are kind of “blah”, the sales cycle
takes too long, and lots of deals never close.

And you can always feel product/market fit
when it’s happening. The customers are buying
the product just as fast as you can make it –
or usage is growing just as fast as you can add
more servers. Money from customers is piling
up in your company checking account. You’re
hiring sales and customer support staff as fast
as you can. …

Lots of startups fail before product/market fit
ever happens.

My contention, in fact, is that they fail because
they never get to product/market fit.

…

When you get right down to it, you can ignore
almost everything else.
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–Marc Andreessen, “The Pmarca Guide to Star-
tups, part 4: The only thing that matters”¹⁸

Getting to product/market fit is the main benefit of
publishing in-progress. The advance sales are just a nice
bonus. Once a book has product-market fit, it is a lot easier
to build traction.

Building traction is the final component of the defini-
tion of Lean Publishing.

…and build traction once you
do.
Successful startups know that traction is the most impor-
tant thing. What is traction? Early and growing success in
a market, a foothold, progress, momentum.

How do you get traction? Well, as discussed, it helps to
have the right product, for the right market, at the right
time. So, somewhat circularly, having product-market fit
helps you build traction. Equally circularly, in terms of
books, some books easier to build traction for than others.
Again, this comes down to product-market fit.

Using the Lean Publishing approach helps you gauge
reaction to your book, improve it, and judge whether you
have product-market fit before pouring lots of effort into
marketing the book.

If you don’t have product-market fit, you can continue
to pivot the book, or you can just kill it. Both are good

¹⁸http://pmarca-archive.posterous.com/the-pmarca-guide-to-startups-part-4-
the-only
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outcomes, since you will minimize wasted effort.
If you do have product-market fit, then the Lean Pub-

lishing approach can also help you build traction. Since the
book is published in-progress, authentic, word-of-mouth
(or word-of-tweet) buzz can build before it is even done.
Your readers have Twitter followers and Facebook friends.
Some of them even have blogs. It doesn’t take a “Social
Media Expert” to tell you that’s a good thing–provided the
book is good.

If you are a publisher, this is also the point where you do
all the normal things you do to help a book build traction.
The difference is that using the Lean Publishing process
means you aren’t starting at square one.

At this point, we have a pretty good understanding
of the definition of Lean Publishing. In the next chapter,
we consider its origins. Surprisingly, these date back to
Victorian England and Charles Dickens.
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