
Memoir Genre Sheet for Authors 

What is a Memoir? 

A memoir is a nonfiction genre that focuses on a specific aspect, theme, or period of the 
author’s life. Unlike an autobiography, which spans an entire life, a memoir zooms in on 
pivotal experiences or themes, such as personal growth, relationships, trauma, or a unique 
journey. Memoirs are deeply personal and often include reflections on how those 
experiences shaped the author’s identity and worldview. 

Key Characteristics of Memoirs 

• Subjective Narrative: Memoirs are written from the author’s perspective, blending
storytelling with reflection.

• Themes: They often explore universal themes (e.g., love, resilience, identity, mental
health) through personal experiences.

• Honesty and Vulnerability: Authenticity is essential to connect with readers.

• Emotional Impact: Memoirs aim to evoke empathy, inspiration, or introspection in
the audience.

• Broader Relevance: While deeply personal, successful memoirs often resonate
with broader cultural or societal issues.

What Memoirs Typically Include 

1. Personal Stories: Specific events, anecdotes, or memories that shaped the
author’s life.

2. Themes and Reflections: Insights and lessons learned from the experiences
shared.



3. Key Relationships: Exploration of how family, friends, or other significant figures
impacted the author’s journey.

4. Setting and Context: Vivid descriptions of places and times that frame the story.

5. Conflict and Growth: Challenges faced and how the author overcame or adapted
to them.

6. Authentic Voice: A writing style that feels genuine and aligns with the author’s
personality.

Average Size and Length of Memoirs 

• Word Count: Typically ranges between 60,000 and 90,000 words.

o Short memoirs: 50,000–60,000 words.

o Longer, in-depth memoirs: 80,000–90,000 words.

• Page Count:

o Print versions average between 200 and 300 pages, depending on
formatting.

• Trim Size: Most memoirs are published in standard trade paperback sizes (e.g., 5.5"
x 8.5" or 6" x 9").

Market Information 

Market Size 

• Memoirs and Biographies: A subcategory of nonfiction, memoirs account for a
significant portion of the U.S. nonfiction market. In 2022, biographies and memoirs
combined generated over $1.3 billion in sales in the U.S. (source: Statista)

• Reader Demographics: Popular across all age groups, with strong interest among
women aged 25–54. Younger generations (millennials and Gen Z) increasingly
gravitate toward diverse and inclusive narratives.



Trends in Memoir Publishing 

• Hybrid Genres: Memoirs blending personal stories with cultural commentary or
other genres are growing in popularity.

• Mental Health and Trauma: Stories about overcoming adversity and mental health
struggles resonate deeply with readers.

• Celebrity Memoirs: These often dominate sales charts but leave room for unique,
underrepresented voices to shine.

• Audiobook Growth: Memoirs narrated by the author perform exceptionally well in
the audiobook market, as they create a personal connection with the listener.

Tips for Aspiring Memoir Authors 

1. Focus on a Theme: Rather than recounting your entire life, hone in on one aspect or
period that shaped you.

2. Be Honest: Readers connect with vulnerability and authenticity.

3. Polish Your Voice: Develop a narrative style that reflects your personality and draws
readers in.

4. Plan Your Marketing: 

o Leverage themes to target niche audiences (e.g., mental health awareness,
cultural identity).

o Use social media and personal branding to build anticipation before release.

Why Write a Memoir? 

Memoirs offer a unique opportunity to: 

• Share your story with the world.

• Connect with readers on a deeply emotional level.



• Contribute to important cultural or societal conversations.

• Leave a legacy for future generations.

Notable Sales Figures 

10 bestselling memoirs by non-celebrity authors, along with their approximate sales 
figures: 

1. "Educated" by Tara Westover 

o Sales: Over 4 million copies worldwide.

o Overview: Westover recounts her journey from growing up in a strict and
isolated household in rural Idaho to pursuing education and earning a Ph.D.
from the University of Cambridge.

2. "The Glass Castle" by Jeannette Walls 

o Sales: Approximately 2.7 million copies.

o Overview: Walls narrates her unconventional and poverty-stricken
upbringing, highlighting the resilience and complexities of her family.

3. "When Breath Becomes Air" by Paul Kalanithi 

o Sales: Over 1 million copies.

o Overview: A neurosurgeon's poignant reflection on facing terminal cancer
and grappling with questions of life, death, and meaning.

4. "Wild" by Cheryl Strayed 

o Sales: More than 1.5 million copies.

o Overview: Strayed chronicles her solo hike along the Pacific Crest Trail as a
means of personal healing and self-discovery.

5. "The Liars' Club" by Mary Karr 

o Sales: Over 1 million copies.



o Overview: Karr's memoir delves into her tumultuous childhood in a small
Texas town, marked by family secrets and resilience.

6. "Angela's Ashes" by Frank McCourt

o Sales: Approximately 4 million copies.

o Overview: McCourt recounts his impoverished childhood in Limerick,
Ireland, capturing both the hardships and the humor of his early years.

7. "The Year of Magical Thinking" by Joan Didion

o Sales: Over 1 million copies.

o Overview: Didion explores grief and mourning following the sudden death of
her husband, offering profound insights into loss and resilience.

8. "Eat, Pray, Love" by Elizabeth Gilbert

o Sales: More than 10 million copies.

o Overview: Gilbert's memoir details her journey across Italy, India, and
Indonesia in search of self-discovery and spiritual fulfillment.

9. "The Color of Water" by James McBride

o Sales: Over 2.5 million copies.

o Overview: McBride pays tribute to his mother, exploring themes of race,
identity, and family history.

10. "I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings" by Maya Angelou

o Sales: Approximately 1 million copies.

o Overview: Angelou's memoir recounts her early years, addressing themes of
racism, trauma, and the strength of the human spirit.

Ready to Share Your Story? 
Book a free consultation today to discuss your memoir project and discover how we can 
help with editing, publishing, and marketing. 


