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10 Tips to Self-Edit Your Book 

Tip #1: Write first, edit later 

In the early stages of writing your book, your manuscript is creative work, which means it’s a work 

in progress. In other words, it is not yet ready to be shared. As with all creative projects, it needs 

time to evolve and grow into the final version. So, keep your manuscript in the drawer until it is 

well enough developed to stand up to the critical eyes of an editor. And you will spend plenty of 

time editing later. 

Tip #2: Step away from your work 

Once you have finished your first draft, put it in the drawer and let it rest for a while. For long-form 

writing projects, I recommend a few weeks, if you don’t have any deadlines to work towards. It is 

important to give yourself enough space before you go back to editing your own words. Editing 

requires very different skills than writing and you need some mental and emotional distance from 

your work to be able to look at it with fresh eyes and a more critical approach. And if you edit your 

own writing, you can really only accomplish this by taking time off. 

Tip #3: Read aloud 

It may sound strange, but reading your manuscript aloud to yourself (or your dog, cat, or some 

imaginary audience) is eye-opening. Reading aloud is a fantastic tool to discover all sorts of 

things: where you need a comma, where your sentences have become too long or involved, 

where a character sounds wrong, and also where it sounds exactly as you wanted it to be.  

Tip #4: Grammar matters 

Grammar is a set of conventions that enable people speaking the same language to understand 

each other. So, every time you break the rules, you risk someone not understanding. And 

grammar can be fixed. Mistakes can be fixed. If you deliberately break the grammar rules (which 

some writers do), be aware of which rule you are breaking. And why? Does it create the effect 

you intended? A good general rule is not to break rules until you know them, and then only for a 

reason. 

Tip #5: Cut words 

Let’s face it. Many (first-time) writers use far too many words in their first draft. Keep it simple and 

lean. It is more challenging not to waffle, but lean writing is much more attractive. Lean writing 

gets your message to your readers more quickly. When self-editing, you need to examine each 

word: Is this necessary? Do you need it? How much can you leave out and still get your message 

across? Tightening up your writing is surprisingly easy once you get into the habit and works 

wonders with your text. 
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Tip #6: Play it safe 

Protect yourself from the heartache of losing your work by keeping backup versions of your 

manuscript. Personally, I like to use Scrivener for long-form writing, which allows you to set up 

automatic backups in the cloud each time you quit the program. It also can never harm to have a 

hard copy printed out, which you will need anyway for the editing process. Saving your drafts 

gives you peace of mind because you never really lose anything. If you decide to cut a good part 

of your manuscript at some stage, never delete it! Instead, keep it in a separate folder in case you 

want to reinstate it later or use it in your next book (-: 

Tip #7: Play with structures 

If you get stuck with your narrative, change your perspective and try restructuring your plot. Tell 

the story from a different point of view. If you write fiction, turn your novel into a short story, or 

your short story into a novel. For non-fiction, restructure your anecdotes as tips for your reader. 

Start at the end instead of the beginning. Follow the heat and see where it leads you. Always 

keep the initial version (see Tip #6) in case you need to retrieve it.  

Tip #8: Check your facts! 

Fact-checking is an important step in editing. Be rigorous. You probably didn’t stop the flow of 

writing to check the sizes or features of the things you wrote about. Facts about characters and 

things that matter for your story need to be checked as you self-edit.  

Tip #9: Check for consistency 

Business books can benefit from having fictitious stories included. If you go down that path, make 

sure your characters are consistent. Double-check that your protagonist doesn’t have green eyes 

on page 10 and blue ones on page 43. These mistakes undermine the ‘reality’ you are creating. 

And readers will notice them. When writing from a state of flow (which is the most rewarding), all 

kinds of inconsistencies can creep in as you build your narrative. Self-editing is the time to work 

through your manuscript ensuring that your plot holds water and that characters, like any animals 

you include, are unique and distinct from all others. Use a style sheet to keep track of their habits, 

names and attributes. 

Tip #10: Reconsider viewpoint and voice 

The last tip in this series is about tone of voice and viewpoint. Is your point of view consistent? If 

not, do the changes work? Do you need to shift to another point of view to illuminate a character 

or situation, or to reveal certain information at this time in the plot? Would the story be more 

interesting told from a different point of view, or from multiple perspectives? What about tone of 

voice? Both your voice as an author and your characters’ tones need to be succinct and 

consistent.  
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