
Journal Design Basics 
with Kristen Joy, The Book Ninja  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Session 1 

Niches, Research & More  

There are many ideas for the types of journals you might create. The types and the 
design are limited only by your imagination!

Research is important for getting design and inspiration ideas. When it comes to 
journals, many of the Amazon “Look Inside” listings are not available for journals, so 
buy a stack of different types you can use. For any type of book you want to create — 
and journals are no exception — you need to buy books from your competition, read 
those books, and read the reviews of those books. This is simply good research and 
competitive intelligence gathering.

Here is a great list of journal ideas to get you started:

๏ Prayer
๏ Gardening
๏ Gratitude: daily musings of things you are grateful for that day
๏ Quotes
๏ Travel
๏ Nature
๏ Exercise: keep track of when you work out and what exercises you do
๏ Recipes: great gift idea for a new bride’s shower is for everyone to write in their 

favorite recipe ideas
๏ Baby: keep track of baby’s first steps, first words, etc., all the things parents don’t 

want to forget
๏ Lined: the most popular journals; basically a glorified notebook with primarily just 

lines. These fit anyone for whatever they want to do.
๏ Meditation: keeping track of “ah ha” moments
๏ Appreciation: noting people and things you appreciate in your life; things you don’t 

want to take for granted
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JOURNAL: a daily record of  news and events of  a personal nature; a diary.



๏ Well-being: not only how you are feeling today, physical ailments, mental state, etc. 
but also affirmations such as “I will feel better today.”

๏ Food: anything from travel food journal like things you’ve tried and liked/didn’t like 
around the world in your travel; recipes and comments and modifications to 
recipes, etc.

๏ Medicine: to keep track of medicines you are taking each day and how you are 
feeling today. This can be important for older people who might forget from day to 
day how they felt at a particular point in time but have it written down for a doctor or 
caregiver to review

๏ Ideas: to write down any and all ideas or customized to book ideas, new business 
ideas, new character ideas for books, toys, etc. NOTE: the more niched down you 
can be, the better your book will do in the marketplace.

๏ Inspirational: scripture verses, motivational sayings, inspirational quotes, etc. with 
lines for your reader to write down how this has impacted them, goals it has 
caused them to make and their success follow-through.

๏ Sentence-a-day: for people who don’t like to write, especially for those who know 
they should write a book but don’t know where to start or what to write. 365 
sentences that could be anything you want or further customize to niche down to 
sentence-a-day about a particular hobby, job, career path, interest, passion, etc.

๏ Doodle/Sketch: might have prompts for what to sketch but basically blank pages, 
not lines

๏ Fine Artist: geared to a fine artists’ choices and experiences. For example, a 
painter might write the type of oil paint she tried today, brand, experience with it, 
scene being painted, a sketch of the scene to be painted. This would be best as a 
30 day journal geared to a specific art form.

๏ Astronomy: what stars are in the sky; what constellations did I see tonight; did I 
look in my telescope and see something tonight that is new to me; what news is 
there in the astronomy realm, etc.

๏ Pregnancy: many things a pregnant woman can write about her feelings and 
preparation for the new baby’s arrival

๏ Question-a-Day: you ask a question and your reader answers. This can be niched 
down to say, questions for writers like “How many words did you write today?” or 
“What research did you do today?”

๏ Hobbiest: for example, bird-watching activity journal which might include coloring 
pages, bird identification, quotes, prompts and lined pages
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๏ Writing Prompts: similar to question-a-day but with prompts such as “Imagine you 
are driving down the highway and see a police officer behind you turn on his 
flashing lights. You think he is coming after you but then he flies past you. Where is 
he going? Tell the rest of the story.”

๏ Business Journal: can be customized to any type of business; keep track of 
progress of a new employee, goals for that person’s future with your business, etc.

๏ Goal-setting: Think this isn’t a valuable journal? A research study was conducted in 
1979 on the class of Harvard graduate (MBA) students. Ten years later, the same 
group was interviewed again to compare the results from the 1979 data,. The 
result? The 13% of the class who had goals but did not write them down was 
earning twice the amount of the 84% who had no goals. The 3% who had written 
goals were earning, on average, ten times as much as the other 97% of the class 
combined!

๏ Marketing: keep track of your marketing efforts, the statistics of those individual 
efforts and whether you will try those methods again

๏ Coloring: If you want to learn how to do coloring pages, take Tony Laidig’s Coloring 
Book Master Class, kristenrecommends.com/coloringclass. Coloring Journals are 
popular, especially those for specific niches where you can include coloring pages 
along with prompts, quotes, lines, and any combination of the other elements you 
might include in a journal.

๏ Sarcasm: these are fun and humorous and can be essentially a mash-up of 
another type of journal (e.g. medical journal) with sarcasm; they might include 
irreverent quotes related to the journal topic, writing prompts, check boxes, etc. 
Look up Knock-Knock Publishers, knockknockstuff.com for good examples.

๏ Prompt-a-Day: can be created for unlimited niches
๏ “Listography”: Keep track of your favorite things using a list. For example, 

Children’s Books I Love” or “Books I Couldn’t Finish” or “Food Ingredients I Want to 
Try.” Include lined sections for notes like shopping list or other notes that fit with the 
niche design of the book. Chronicle Books, chroniclebooks.com creates several of 
this type.

๏ Couples: book of activities for couples to complete together; each person’s 
thoughts (about a specific subject or not) on one side of a page that can enlighten 
the other partner and even be passed down to children.

๏ Last Moments: valuable for a terminal person to be able to write down feelings and 
thoughts, wishes for family members, etc.

๏ Adventure: can be fully customizable by the reader or include prompts
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๏ Tragedy: all of us have been through tragedy and journaling about it can be 
therapy. It isn’t necessarily something you want to revisit later, but it can be 
therapeutic to write down feelings at the time.

๏ Time Capsule: these are a one per year journal to track all the details of anything 
interesting or life-changing that happens in that year. Then, the journal is “buried” 
with the intent that it is handed down to future generations

๏ Career: track activities and pathways in your career
๏ Dream: everyone has dreams and sometimes they can tell us things, but it is easy 

to wake from a dream, go back to sleep and totally forget the dream. To have a 
journal for writing notes about the dream can help to remember important 
messages delivered by the dream

๏ Reading: title of book read, thoughts about the book, ah ha moments from it, what 
to read next, etc.

๏ Group: for example, start a topic and let each member of a group pass the journal 
around to contribute to it

๏ Wishlist: can be your general wish list or more specifically, things you want to 
purchase for your home, activities you want to engage in, books you want to read, 
etc.

๏ Project: great for keeping track of a coaching client to identify where they are 
getting stuck, solutions as they present themselves and progress

๏ Formulas: essential oils, soaps, pet supplements, food mixtures, lab research — 
opportunities are endless, especially for inventors and lab workers

๏ Friendship: similar to couples books, this could be a journal passed around 
between close friends (remember the book/movie Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants) — a journal that travels

๏ Letters: to yourself, spouse, kids, parents, etc.
๏ Birthdays: gifts you received, from whom, feelings about different gifts, details 

about a party, etc. These can be fun to look back on and reminisce years in the 
future.

๏ Positivity: whole purpose is to keep you positive, keep positive energy flowing
๏ Celebrations: graduation, bar mitzvah, retirement, etc.
๏ Daily Focus: 30 days of daily focus points to get in the habit of focusing on one 

thing every day — what focus is, success in accomplishment, feelings about, etc.
๏ Joke/Funny: keep track of jokes you see on Facebook, daily blog posts, etc. and 

when you need a laugh you can go back and read the jokes you wrote down
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๏ Movie: can be a listography type journal or more like a reading journal where you 
can write down details about the movie and your opinions/feelings/thoughts and 
even a rating scheme for the movies with some type of legend.

๏ Recipe
๏ Collector’s: types of things you might collect and all the information you might want 

to track regarding the collection, what you have and what you don’t have.
๏ Sports: track of try-outs for different sports teams, experience with the sport, etc. 

Can be broken down into niches
๏ Finance: know where the money is going, setting goals, appreciating abundance, 

etc.
๏ Scrapbook
๏ Religious
๏ Mother/Child: mother writes thoughts about child and child writes about mom
๏ For Kids: take any of these and write specifically for the kid market.

What goes inside? 

✓ Lines for writing 
✓ Date spaces
✓ Quotes
✓ Pictures (in backgrounds or as design elements)
✓ Prompts
✓ Checklists
✓ Instructions
✓ Activities
✓ Lists
✓ Thought spots: thought bubbles, design element, etc.
✓ Sketch boxes: prompt for drawing
✓ Coloring Pages
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Demonstration: Creating a Journal — Live 

Per class poll, I will make an Idea Journal totally from scratch over the next couple of 
sessions. Here are the steps I would always follow:

Is it a good idea? Should I do it?

1. Research the Niche. So you have an idea for a journal. Just because you like the 
idea doesn’t mean others will and while joy in a project is important, we are here to 
make money from these, so whether or not others will buy is of paramount 
importance. There are any numbers of ways you can do this, but one simple way 
is to take a poll on Facebook, either formal with radio buttons or checkboxes or 
informal by asking your friends or group members what they think. Creating a poll 
on Facebook is easy.

Click “Ask a question” > type your question
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Click “Add Poll Options” > type your poll options

You can choose to allow 
anyone in your group to 
add options or not and 
simply instruct them to 
add comments > click 
“Post” and you instantly 
have a survey people 
can take right there. 
They can Like or 
Comment, etc. 
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Taking niche research to the next 
level, let’s go to Amazon > search 
“Idea Journal” (since that is what 
we are making). The first thing 
we see in our search results is 
that there are a lot of Idea 
Journals out there and on 
Amazon. Many of these have 
good reviews — a lot of 4+ stars. 
So, they are popular or there 
wouldn’t be that many on the first 
page of the Amazon search. 

Open links for: 

๏ the best sellers.
๏ Any listing showing an image 

of the inside of the book 
(image right) 

๏ an interesting cover
๏ many reviews, good and bad
๏ 1-2 star average reviews
๏ 5 star average reviews

Once you have a selection of journals to review, start looking at the listings. In this 
image (below), it is pretty clear that this is a simple journal to re-create. But, it is 
important to find out if people want a journal like this. This is where reading reviews 

can be beneficial. You want to also take note of 
the type of binding people are buying. You might 
see some trends in what people are buying 
together with each of the journals you look at. In 
our sampling of pages, it appears that people like 
the spiral-bound journals.  

Let’s take a look at the journal with some writing 
or structure on the inside pages. This journal has 
a left hand page with lines only and a right hand 
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page with the following prompts:

I love the format. How is it reviewed? This review (below) shows people like the 
idea, like the structure but want more places to express themselves, expand their 
ideas and add their own writing. This is a very helpful review for our research.

2. Research styles. Styles seem to be pretty consistent when it comes to the spiral-
bound books. But since we are not doing a spiral-bound, we want to look at 
paperback books. 

Going back to our Amazon 
search results for “Idea 
Journal” we find numerous 
and varied paperback 
journals. My Little Book of 
Big Ideas, for example, is a 
good one to review 
because it has a Look 
Inside. Reviewing the 
introduction and what is 
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Date 
Goal or Idea 
Inspiration / Meditation 
Plan of  Action  
Time Frame 
Success / Outcome 
Lesson(s) Learned: 
a quote at the bottom



inside this journal, you can see that it has a lot of interesting detail (see screenshot 
below). 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At this point, it is a good idea to start taking some notes about elements you find 
that you might want to include in your Idea Journal. This is your brainstorm and 
you can make changes. You can see from the notes I’ve written for this 
demonstration, it can get complex pretty quickly. Still, we can get this journal done 
in a couple of days!

Continue researching numerous journals for sale to find out what the competition is 
doing when it comes to style and content and write down ideas you find. 

Again, this is another place where you should be reading reviews! Reviewers are 
often very specific about design elements that they do and do not like. For 
example, look at the screen shot of the review below:
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“Normally I enjoy prompts and exercises, but this journal didn’t thrill me. Some of  the prompts are engaging, 
but most just left me flat…some of  the prompts clearly seem to be exercises that will take up much more than 
one blank page of  paper…” 

Sometimes, reviews are just specific to what a particular viewer is seeking in a 
book and your goal is not to satisfy one reviewer. But, by reading enough of these, 
you will start to see some themes — for example, more room to write is a 
consistent theme in so many of these reviews — and these are very helpful for you 
in designing your journal.

3. Look for the gaps in the marketplace. We’ve been doing some of this when 
evaluating the niche and styles. This is the primary benefit of reviews. Reading 
some of the good reviews will show you what it is that people like in general about 
these journals (e.g. size, binding, quality, price, etc.) You will also see there are 
some that have a few 1-2 star reviews and some that don’t have good reviews at 
all. This is a gold mine of information and it is where you will find gaps that others 
are not fulfilling. When you find these gaps, add to your notes because THIS is 
where you find gold. 

What Do YOU Do First? 

Ask yourself…

1. “What do I already do?” You may notice that I was focusing on idea books for 
writers. Why? Because that is what I do. I coach writers. For me, doing a book on 
chemical research would be ridiculous. Yes, I could do it, but it would take much 
more time than I want to spend on a book because that is not a niche I know. Don’t 
try to reinvent the wheel. Study the books in your niche. There may be a lot of 
competition. Fine. There are a lot of journals for writers; but I am going to take the 
cream of the crop ideas, combine them into one, give customers what they want to 
fill the gaps in the market. THAT is what makes my books successful every single 
time. 
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Finding potential customers, studying them through their comments, 
identifying their pains and solving those pains will equal sales  

of your journal.



2. What really really gets me excited? What lights you up when you talk to other 
people about it. That is what you should be doing.

3. What life experience has changed me? When you go through a tough life 
experience, you can write and help others through it, BUT, refer back to questions 
one and two. Sure, I could write about divorce, but does it get me really, really 
excited? No. Is it what I do? I am not a divorce coach and I don’t want to be.

4. What stories do I tell over and over and…? I tend to tell stories about how fast I 
create books. It is what I do, it really excites me, it was a life-changing thing for me 
that drove the direction of my business… so, it makes sense that this is what I talk 
about and what I would want to write about.

5. What makes other people say, “OMG, you should write a book!”? That happens a 
lot when you tell a story about your life experience or talk about that thing that gets 
you really excited. When people say this, your mind goes instantly to that 50,000 
word book and you get scared off like the majority of people who want to write a 
book. Get your mind out of that trap. There is nothing stopping you from writing a 
journal about that same topic.

Session 1 Homework  

1. Brainstorm ideas: There are dozens in this training and you may have dozens 
more. Get started. Do a poll on our Facebook group and see what people think.

2. Choose one idea to research
3. Research it
4. DECIDE which one to do first! Do this before you move on to Session 2 and do it 

within the next 24 hours. 
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Session Q & A 

Q: A way to incorporate maps if want to put in journal pages?
A: Yes. Have a sketch area for people to draw in their own maps if you want an easy way. If 

you use copyright maps, you need to ask the publisher of those maps for permission. If in 
the USA, anything on a .gov website (e.g. nasa.gov) is paid with your tax dollars and public 
domain, so free to use as you wish. Lot of high resolution images there. Or you can go to a 
site like OpenClipArt.org where you can get royalty-free images.

Q: Will you be going over how to add hand-drawn art into black and white images?
A: Don’t have scanner so cannot do this without using graphics tablet. Can’t record if using 

tablet. But I will show you the steps in Photoshop later in the course 

Q: How many pages in journal?
A: How many do you need to do what you want in your layout? Shouldn’t be less than 100 

pages. I will show you how I do it as we go on in training.

Q: If mash-up journal about herbs to include recipes, gratitude, inspirational quotes, coloring 
pages, is it going to be too confusing?

A: Yes. It sounds confusing just reading it. Plus, it is going to take a long time to put it 
together. Choose. 

Q: What if there are no journals in a particular niche?
A: That is a chance for you to test out that niche. Look at other books in that niche and see if 

there are other types of books selling in that niche. If there are some types of books in the 
niche, there is interest in it.

Q: When doing research on Amazon, what warning signs should we look for to indicate we 
should NOT do a journal idea?

A: If people say it is “stupid or it “sucks”

Q: Can you do polls in GoToWebinar?
A: No. You need to get into the Facebook group. 

Q: How narrow can we get in a niche?
A: As narrow as you want to go. Look at Amazon’s Bestseller List > Self-help and you will find 

examples of very specific niches. Look in various categories, find something like what you 
want to do and play around with it. 

Q: Does Journal have to have word “journal” in it?
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A: Title can be anything you want, but people who journal, look for that word, so it might be in 
your best interest to use it somewhere in the title/sub-title.

Q: Is a journal basically the same as a planner?
A: They can be, but a journal would have more lines in it for people to add their own writing.

Q: Pen names?
A: If you want to publish in several different niches and those niches are disparate or you 

don’t want to be known for something, publish under a pen name. Keep in mind that the 
more pen names you have, the more work you have to do in marketing. For journals, if you 
do them in niches where you are passionate and writing about what you know, you don’t 
need to use a pen name. For an in-depth training on pen names, look at my Kindle in 
Thirty Challenge.

Q: Can we organize as a group of students to get discount on Photoshop?
A: It is ten bucks a month! Unless you are an actual school or in school, you cannot get an 

educational version and you cannot use an educational version for commercial purposes. 
That can get you into some deep trouble. If you want to do this as a business, get serious 
and pay the $10/month

Q: How can you add dates automatically in InDesign?
A: I don’t know. Will look into it.

Q: Thoughts about mashup of how-to + journal.
A: Sure. Why not.

Q: What is mashup?
A: It means you are mashing up one kind of book with another, like a planner with a journal

Q: Is there value in looking at Amazon rankings when researching journals?
A: When you put in a search term, Amazon auto sorts your search results by what is selling 

best so there wasn’t much need to do that the way we were doing research.

Q: Do you have fears of sharing your ideas with a group of people all thinking of doing the 
same thing, fears that someone might steal your idea?

A: There is really nothing new under the sun and ideas are not copyrightable. There is always 
power in numbers and finding out what your audience wants. Once it is published, there 
isn’t anything about the idea you can protect so it is going to be out there anyway for 
someone to make their own version of the same idea. But if you don’t want to share your 
ideas, don’t do it. 
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