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A s a writing coach and NYU 
professor who teaches a 
pitching bootcamp for 

Writer’s Digest University, one of 
the first questions a student asks me 
is “How can I come up with ideas?” 
Even if you are creative, that part of 
the pitching process can be challeng-
ing. I have analyzed the process and 
developed an effective idea genera-
tion strategy. That’s why my Estelle’s 
Edge and focus of this column is on 
capturing an editor’s attention by 
using my mapping template to mine 
your life for ideas. My students credit 
it as integral to their pitching success. 
Here is how it’s done. 

MAPPING TEMPLATE: HOW 
TO MINE YOUR LIFE FOR 
IDEAS IN FOUR STEPS 
Take five to 15 minutes a day to do 
this brainstorming exercise. 

Take a piece of paper and sepa-
rate it into four sections. (If you run 
out of room, just add more sections). 
If you prefer to do it digitally, you 
can use Google Jamboard (where 
you can even add photos) or another 
interactive journal format. 

STEP 1: You
In this section, note everything that 
defines you and all of your experi-
ences. After all, you are going to 
write the essay or article that only 

ALLABOUTTHEPITCH
Covering the tips, tricks, and tactics for capturing the attention of an assigning editor so you don’t get ghosted.
BY ESTELLE ERASMUS 

you can write. So, who are you? What 
makes you stand out? Let’s make a 
list. Are you an adoptive parent? An 
empty nester? Did you climb Mount 
Kilimanjaro? Start running races 
in midlife? Or, perhaps you are an 
expat? Did you get married early in 
life? Or does someone in your family 
suffer from an unusual medical con-
dition? Do you have a deadbeat dad? 

Whatever your situation or expe-
rience (and the more passionate 
or obsessed you are about it, the 
better), write it down. For me, I 
got married and had my daughter 
in midlife, am a bit klutzy, pivoted 
many times in my career, had a 
devastating ectopic pregnancy, have 
worked in publishing as a magazine 
editor-in-chief, and had an abusive 
therapist as a teen. I write about it 
all. Add to your list every day and as 
new situations emerge in your life.

STEP 2: Timely News and 
Celebrity Items
Every morning, scan the news 
(CNN, Fox, ABC, local stations) and 
look at newspapers to locate break-
ing topics, celebrity, and trending 
items that tie in with your interests 
or experiences and add that in to 
another column right next to the 
first one about you. The idea is to 
connect the timely, newsy bits with 
your own experience and build your 
template with those new pieces 
of information. If you are an avid 
bowler and a new study on bowling 
showed it increases intelligence, add 
that. Did a celebrity also adopt kids 
from a developing nation or also 
deal with a deadbeat dad? Write it 
down. Is an expat starting up a new 
website for women who followed 
their partners abroad? You get the 
picture. You’ve now added the ele-
ment that shows why the reader 
should care. 

ESTELLE’S EDGE: Often, stu-
dents will write long, involved, 
beautifully worded posts about 
something going on in their lives 
connected to something in the 
news or a celebrity event that get 
a strong response on social media. 
I message them and tell them to 
take the post off their Facebook 
or Instagram, and instead, write 
about and publish it … and they 
do. You should, too.

ESTELLE’S EDGE: I tell my stu-
dents to look at popular movies 
or TV shows to put a timely spin 
on their idea. You can also check 
Twitter for trending topics, and 
many writers are now getting 
ideas from TikTok, Instagram, 
and Reddit.

Mining Your Life for Story Ideas
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American Psychological Association 
(APA.org/pubs/databases/psycinfo 
/index.aspx). If you are struggling 
with adult-onset Type 2 diabetes 
and want to write about it, see if you 
can find recent research cited by 
The American Diabetes Association 
(Diabetes.org).

Other tools you can use to fill 
your template include the research 
and studies gleaned from Science 
Daily (ScienceDaily.com) and The 
Skimm (TheSkimm.com), a curated 
newsletter that you can tailor to 
your interests.

STEP 4: Title Your Ideas as if 
You Were Pitching Them 
For the fourth step, quickly free 
write titles of pitches for your ideas 
based on your template. Play with 
alliteration, make them short (five 
words) or long (10 words), try to 
elicit emotion by exciting, engaging, 
enraging the reader, or evoking a 
call to action. If you know the publi-
cation you want to publish in, try to 
model your title on their titles.

Estelle Erasmus (EstelleSErasmus.com) 
is an award-winning journalist and writing 
coach. She teaches journalism classes at 
New York University’s School of Profes-
sional Studies and for Writer’s Digest. She 
contributes to The New York Times and 
WIRED, and is a guest editor for Narratively. 
Follow her on Twitter and Instagram at  
@EstelleSErasmus. 

STEP 3: Google Alerts, 
Journals, and Newsletters 
The third step in the process 
requires you to sign up to get infor-
mation. First, sign up for Google 
Alerts relating to the ideas and 
subjects that interest you. Did you 
know that authors researching a 
nonfiction book often set up Google 
Alerts on their topic so they are the 
first to learn about new information 
or studies? Do a Google search for 
Google Alerts to learn how to set 
them up. Once you start receiving 
alerts, you can add pertinent infor-
mation into this third column that 
you have created. 

I also suggest signing up for the 
email newsletters for the profes-
sional organizations or associations 
that cover the topic the writer is 
interested in writing about. Often, 
you can find an organization with 
a fact sheet, press release, or report 
online (check the media section part 
of the site). 

Consider signing up for jour-
nals, especially if you write about 
health. For example, every major 
health association offers a journal. 
If you are interested in psychology, 
sign up for APA PsycInfo from the 

HERE IS AN EXERCISE YOU 
CAN DO BEFORE CREATING 
YOUR MAPPING TEMPLATE
Quickly, and without thinking, write 
down 10–15 topics that you would 
like to write about. 

Next, connect each of these top-
ics to something in your life, and 
then do a quick search using Google 
or Google Scholar to add something 
fresh and new, like a statistic, study, 
or information from a new book.  

Always remember: your 
experience, viewpoint (aka spin), 
plus relevant statistics, studies, 
experts and quotes, or a connection 
to timely, newsworthy, holiday 
or celebrity-related events equals 
publishing gold.  

Look at your mapping template 
every day, add to it, and use it to 
prompt essays and articles. You’ll be 
surprised at how successful you’ll be 
using this tool and how it will help 
you to mine your life for ideas.  WD 

ESTELLE’S EDGE: Remember that 
Google tends to respond better 
to longer sentences in search 
mode rather than one- or two-
word fragments. So, you will get 
more specific results from setting 
an alert for “New studies on 
health and happiness in women 
in midlife” rather than “health in 
women in midlife,” or “studies 
on midlife women’s health.”

ESTELLE’S EDGE: Part of your 
“sell” is the title. Often, an editor 
will assign based on a compelling 
headline, even if the pitch isn’t 
fully fleshed out. I always tell my 
students to come up with a tan-
talizing or provocative title that 
tells the story of your essay or 
proposed article. I sold the pitch 

“How to Bullyproof Your Child” to 
The New York Times and “The 
Doula Who Saved My Life” to 
The Washington Post. A student 
of mine pitched an essay to The 
New York Times titled “Defying 
the Family Cycle of Addiction.”

I tell my students 
to look at popular 
movies or TV shows 
to put a timely spin 
on their idea.


