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As a freelance editor, there are many things I wish writers knew 

before they invested their time and money in an editor. As an 

author, there are many things I wish I had known before I hired 

my first book editor. To save you from the stresses hiring an editor 

may bring, I’m going to touch on the things I wish my clients 

knew before hiring an editor and what I wish I had done before 

hiring my first one.



I come across many writers who have finished writing their 

manuscripts and are ready to move on to the next stage in the 

editing process. What stage do many of them move on to? 

Proofreading. 

 

Many writers fail to realize proofreading is not the first step in the 

editing process. When writers hear the word “editor,” they often 

think of grammar-based edits. Before I became a freelance editor, 

I thought the same thing. Years later, I learned there are three 

types of editors, each of which helps move the book to the next 

stage. 

1. Do NOT hire a proofreader immediately after you finish writing 
your manuscript



The first stage of editing is developmental editing (also known as 

content editing). Developmental editing focuses on your 

manuscript’s content rather than grammar and spelling. During 

this stage, your content editor will identify the strengths and 

weaknesses of your manuscript in structure, plot, world-building, 

character development, pacing, and other big-picture elements. 

This stage ensures your story is at its strongest before you move 

on to your book’s grammar and spelling. Content editing tends to 

consist of 2-3 rounds of feedback—sometimes more. Once you are 

confident that your story is as strong as it can be, it’s time for the 

copyediting stage. 



As mentioned previously, many writers try to skip the editing 

stages and go straight to proofreading. The stage most commonly 

skipped is copyediting. However, copyediting is the most 

important stage of editing in focusing on grammar, spelling, and 

sentence structure. Whereas proofreading corrects only your 

punctuation and typos, copyediting goes into much more depth by 

focusing on smoothing out your sentences to help your writing 

flow better, correcting misused phrases, fixing spelling and typos, 

and correcting punctuation. Copyediting tends to be more 

expensive than proofreading, but it will enhance your writing 

much more. 



Even though proofreading doesn’t go into as much depth as 

copyediting does, proofreading is an essential step for finalizing 

and polishing your manuscript for publication. Chances are your 

copyeditor may have missed a few spelling or punctuation errors. 

It happens—we all make mistakes. Sometimes the writer may 

have accidentally created a typo or punctuation error when 

reviewing their copyeditor’s feedback. That’s why hiring a 

proofreader is important—your proofreader will catch any errors 

that slipped through the previous stages. 

 

If you skip some of these stages, you most likely will need to go 

back and start over by investing your time and money into the 

editor you should’ve hired first. 



You’ve finished writing your first draft. Congratulations! But 

before you invest your money hiring a developmental editor, you 

may want to have beta readers take a look at your manuscript. 

Having beta readers critique your manuscript before your editor 

gets their hands on it can save you hundreds of dollars. Chances 

are that beta readers may help you trim your word count. Since 

many editors charge per-word or per-page, you’ll save money 

when it’s time to hire them.  

2. Work with beta readers, but don’t let them replace a 
developmental editor



For those of you who aren’t familiar with the term, “beta readers” 

are readers and/or writers who volunteer to give feedback on your 

manuscript for free. If you are in a supportive writing community, 

you can send a message asking if anyone is interested in reading 

and providing feedback on your manuscript. More often than not, 

fellow readers and writers will be interested in helping you out. 

When you go through this beta reading process, keep in mind that 

your beta readers are doing this time-consuming work for free. 

Allow them at least a couple of months to read through your 

manuscript and give feedback. 



Now you may be wondering why you should hire a developmental 

editor if beta readers will critique your work for free. Having beta 

readers replace a developmental editor seems like a good idea 

because you are saving hundreds, maybe even thousands, of 

dollars, right? 

 

Wrong. 



Having only beta readers look at your work is a bad idea if you 

plan to self-publish. Since beta readers are not professional 

editors, they can only catch the basic flaws in your manuscript. 

Going through beta readers will allow you to strengthen the 

obvious weaknesses in your story before you send it to your 

developmental editor, but developmental editing will cover both 

the basics and the nitty-gritty details to strengthen the story. If you 

were to only have beta readers, your manuscript will most likely 

have a lot of flaws that a developmental editor would’ve caught. 



Writers who plan to traditionally publish may only need beta 

readers—if their manuscript gets a book deal, then the author’s 

publisher will pay for all the editing. If you are planning to go the 

indie route, you’ll want to invest your time in beta readers and 

your money in developmental editors. 

 

Since you have more freedom with your book when going the self- 

publishing route, you have two choices: do it right or risk 

publishing a flawed book. If you skimp on the editing stages in an 

attempt to save money, chances are you will publish low-quality 

work few will want to read.  To ensure your work looks 

professional like the books you see published through traditional 

publishers, you’ll want to invest in all the editing stages before 

publishing your book.  



Since I am both an author and an editor, I’d like to share my 

experiences from both perspectives, especially that of the writer. A 

lot of my writer friends have had bad experiences with editors, and 

I’ve had some too. Below, I’ll talk about how you can find the 

right editor to avoid those types of experiences. 

3. Get to know the editors you plan to hire



As an editor, I love when my future clients engage in 

conversations with me on social media. My main platform is 

Twitter, and many of my future clients DM me to get to know me 

better. I’ve found that the writers who establish a good connection 

with me are the best ones to work with. The editing process goes 

smoothly, and there’s much more communication to exchange 

ideas and solve problems that may arise in the manuscript. 

However, some editors do not seek that close connection with 

their clients. As a writer, I’ve worked with editors who were not 

approachable and didn’t want to bother establishing a connection 

with their clients. Whenever I worked with an editor like this, it 

was a bad experience. I moved on to other, much friendlier editors 

for my books. Overall, you should always feel comfortable 

communicating with your editor. 



The main element of hiring an editor that writers focus on is cost. 

Most of us writers aren’t rich. We don’t have much money to 

spare, so when we shop around for editors, we sometimes pay too 

much attention to the price and not enough attention to other 

factors such as the editor’s style of editing, genres they specialize 

in, and turnaround times. Knowing whether an editor’s rates are 

within your budget is great, but you should never hire an editor 

based solely on price. If you hire an editor based on their rates, 

you are going into the process blindly without knowledge of what 

their editing style is like (or if they’re even a decent editor).  



Quite a few of my friends have been scammed by people who 

claim they’re good editors. What appealed to those writers was the 

low price of editing. Once they got their manuscript back, 

however, they discovered errors everywhere. Since the writer 

focused too much on the inexpensive rate the “editor” offered, 

they skipped asking for a sample of the editor’s work. This leads 

me to my next point: you should get a sample of the editor’s style. 

 

Many editors will offer a free 1- to 5-page sample edit, and some 

editors show samples of their editorial work on their websites. 

You’ll want to ask editors for a sample edit so you can determine 

whether their style is a good match for you. If an editor refuses to 

show you a sample of their editing after you’ve asked, then that 

should be a red flag. They may be trying to scam you. 



Another important thing to note is which genres your editor 

specializes in. Good editors will have a few genres they specialize 

in. If you come across editors that specialize in every genre, they 

may not be too familiar with certain genres and may just be doing 

it for the money. On the other hand, some editors who specialize 

in certain genres may take an interest in a manuscript outside the 

genres they’re used to. If this happens, it’s for one of two reasons: 

they need the money, or they genuinely take an interest in your 

manuscript and want to support your writing. This goes back to 

my previous point on getting to know your editor. If your editor 

doesn’t want to build a connection with you but is interested in 

your manuscript, it’s most likely for the money. Editors who take 

on projects for that reason may not be the best ones to work with. 

For a good editing experience, you’ll want to look for editors who 

are truly passionate about your book. 



The last thing to learn about an editor is their turnaround times. 

I’m referring not only to how quickly they can edit your 

manuscript and return it to you, but also how quickly they respond 

to your emails. If your editor is inconsistent and very delayed with 

responses, you may not have the best experience working with that 

editor. The editing process requires lots of communication to be 

successful. You will also want to ask your editor what their 

turnaround time is for manuscripts. Editing a book can take a 

couple of months, but for some editors it can take just a couple of 

weeks. Both turnaround times are completely acceptable. If your 

editor doesn’t give you a turnaround time and takes more than a 

few months without updating you, that’s a red flag. If your editor 

tells you the deadline but misses it without keeping you updated, 

then you may want to consider hiring a different editor who is 

consistent in turnaround times. 



If you get in touch with an editor the moment your manuscript is 

ready for editing, chances are your editor won’t be able to edit 

your manuscript for at least a few weeks. Many editors are booked 

in advance, so you should get in touch with your editor and check 

their availability months before your manuscript is ready for 

editing. This way, you can reserve an editing slot so when you are 

ready, your editor will be able to look at your manuscript without 

any delays. 

4. Get in touch with your editor months before your manuscript is 
ready for editing



Since you are thinking of hiring an editor, you probably take your 

writing seriously. If you truly want to make a career out of your 

writing, then you need to know that self-publishing is not a last 

resort for those who couldn’t get published traditionally; self- 

publishing is a business decision.  

5. Hiring an editor is a business decision, as is self-publishing



Writers who don’t have enough perseverance and persistence for 

traditional publishing are never good fits for the indie route. Self- 

publishing is a business, and you are the entrepreneur. To be a 

successful indie author, you must invest a lot of time and money in 

professional editing, cover art, formatting, and marketing. These 

can easily cost thousands of dollars. You are basically taking over 

all the roles a traditional publisher would do for you. If you enjoy 

the thought of running your own business and focusing most of 

your time on marketing, then self-publishing is the right decision 

for you. However, if you are looking to spend most of your time 

writing, then self-publishing may not be the right path for you. 



An editor’s job is to pick apart the flaws in your manuscript and 

help you identify the strengths and weaknesses of your story. 

Since nobody’s manuscript is perfect, there will always be 

weaknesses for an editor to point out. If you can’t accept 

constructive criticism and only want to hear good things about 

your manuscript, then hiring an editor may not be the best action. 

Part of being a writer is learning how to accept constructive 

criticism and use it to help you grow.  

6. What your editor will and won’t do for your manuscript



I’ve had clients who became very defensive when they found their 

manuscript needed a heavy amount of revising. (Most manuscripts 

need heavy revisions during the first round of content editing, so 

the workload for the author was quite average). However, the 

clients who took offense expected to hear that their manuscripts 

were perfect, so when they received my feedback, they weren’t 

prepared to see their manuscript’s weaknesses laid out. Whenever 

you receive negative feedback, remember that your editor is on 

your side—they’re trying to help you take your work to the next 

level. 



Another note is editors are there to guide you, not make all the 

revisions for you. They help you identify the strengths and 

weaknesses of your manuscript by providing constructive 

feedback. Especially with developmental editing, your editor will 

not make changes to your manuscript for you. Instead, 

developmental editors will often send you an editorial letter of 

their feedback. The feedback in the editorial letter serves as your 

guide for editing. Only you, the writer, can revise your own 

manuscript’s content. For copyediting and proofreading, that’s a 

bit different. Your editor will most likely use a Track Changes 

feature so you can view the changes, but that also means you will 

have to put in the work to review and accept these changes. 



Before you hire an editor, especially a developmental editor, you 

should know your book’s genre and audience. Providing your 

editor with that information will allow your editor to effectively 

edit your manuscript according to the genre. If you tell your editor 

the wrong genre, then your editor may tailor their editing style to 

match the genre you falsely told them, which means your editor’s 

feedback won’t be as helpful since you weren’t on the same page. 

This is why having a good understanding of your book's genre and 

your target audience is very important. 

7. Know your genre



Editing a book takes a lot of time and is mentally exhausting. Due 

to this, your editor will most likely need at least a couple of weeks, 

sometimes even months, to edit your book. This means you should 

refrain from sending follow-up emails on a weekly basis. This 

may irritate your editor and make them feel like they’re being 

rushed to complete your project, which can result in a bad 

experience for both the author and the editor. However, if your 

editor told you their deadline for your project and failed to meet it, 

then it’s okay for you to send a follow-up email. Similarly, if a 

couple months pass without hearing from your editor, you may 

want to send them a follow-up email to make sure they haven’t 

disregarded your manuscript. 

8. It’s okay to send editors a follow-up email, but give us time



From the writer standpoint, I understand how nerve-wracking it is 

to wait for your editor to complete your manuscript. I believe 

that’s because of the self-doubt that commonly occurs when we 

share our writing with others. Instead of sending a lot of follow-up 

emails to your editor during this time, consider starting on a new 

project to keep yourself busy.  

About the Author: Haley Sulich is an author, developmental 

editor, and founder of the Write Plan book editing company. 


