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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the Fourth Edition of Successful Self-Publishing!

      This little book will help you understand how to successfully self-publish your work and start your book marketing. It provides the exact methods I’ve used to self-publish over forty-five books of fiction and non-fiction, which has led to my multi-six-figure income as an author-entrepreneur.

      Of course, I didn’t find this success overnight.

      I self-published my first book in 2008 before ebooks and print-on-demand became common and digital audiobooks started their meteoric rise.

      I made a lot of mistakes along the way — like paying for two thousand print books that I ended up taking to the landfill when I discovered how to sell and market!

      But over time, I’ve found the most effective ways to self-publish that satisfy my creativity and generate a good income. I’ll share everything I’ve learned along the way so you can save time, money, and heartache on your own author journey.

      This book includes everything you need to self-publish in ebook, print, and audiobook formats, as well as details on how much it might cost, how you’ll get paid, and essential tips on marketing fiction and non-fiction.

      I’ve also added a brand new section on navigating self-publishing in the age of AI, with some practical ways to use these tools ethically and effectively, including example prompts.

      Like any new process, self-publishing might seem complicated at first, but it gets easier with practice. This book will help you get started.

      What’s new in the Fourth Edition?

      The self-publishing landscape continues to evolve. Since the last edition, we’ve seen:

      
        
          	
        More authors selling direct to readers through their own stores, crowdfunding, serials and subscription, as well as social commerce
      

      	
        The rise of gorgeous special edition print books
      

      	
        More options for audiobook distribution
      

      	
        New ways to market books, especially using short-form video
      

      	
        The emergence of generative AI tools to assist with writing, editing, cover design, audiobook narration, translation, and marketing
      

      

      

      My own process has changed too, so I have rewritten and updated every section with the latest information and added completely new chapters to address these developments, making this the most comprehensive edition yet.

      How is the book organized?

      I’ve designed the book to mirror the journey you will take as a self-publishing author:

      Part 1: Before You Self-Publish explores important questions to consider before you jump in, including defining what success means for you, understanding different publishing models, and making informed choices about your publishing path.

      Part 2: How to Self-Publish walks you through the step-by-step process of publishing in multiple formats, from working with professional editors and designers to formatting your books and uploading them to the various platforms. I also discuss pricing strategies and help you understand how you get paid.

      Part 3: How to Market Your Book provides both evergreen marketing principles that will serve you well regardless of industry changes, and specific tactics that you can start using right now. Marketing is a challenge for most authors, so this section aims to make it more manageable and even enjoyable.

      Part 4: Self-Publishing in an Age of Generative AI explores how these powerful new tools are changing the industry and how you can use them ethically and effectively as part of your creative and business processes. I also provide prompt examples and resources for learning more.

      At the end of appropriate chapters, you’ll find a list of questions and/or resources that will help you take your next steps.

      Who is this book for?

      Whether you’re just starting out or already have books published, this guide is for you if you want to take control of your publishing journey, if you’re thinking about self-publishing but you don’t know the practical steps, or if you want to improve your current self-publishing processes and take your author career to the next level.

      You’ll find lots of tips, tools, and recommendations based on my experience in this book. But of course, I’m an indie (independent) author, and as such, I make my own independent choices, and you must do the same. No one can make your choices for you.

      There used to be only one way to self-publish, but the industry has now splintered into many options. Each indie author must find their own unique path, and many of us differ in terms of which services we use and our individual business models for publishing and marketing.

      That’s the beauty of being independent. There are no rules!

      But there are best practices and guidelines, as well as recommended service providers who can help you along the way.

      While I’ve tried to ensure the information is accurate, remember that technology, functionality, and terms and conditions change over time, so always check the platform details when you publish or market your books.

      Are you ready to begin your self-publishing journey? Let’s get started!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Note: Throughout the book, you’ll find links to additional resources, tools, and services that I use and recommend.

        Some of these are affiliate links, which means I receive a small percentage of the sale at no extra cost to you, and in some cases, you may even receive a discount for using my link. I only recommend products and services that I believe are great for authors, and of course, you don’t have to use my links. Thank you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            BEFORE YOU SELF-PUBLISH

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.1 WHAT IS YOUR DEFINITION OF SUCCESS?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Writing isn’t about making money, getting famous, getting dates, getting laid, or making friends. In the end, it’s about enriching the lives of those who will read your work, and enriching your own life, as well.”

        —Stephen King, On Writing

      

      

      Before we jump into the mechanics of self-publishing, let’s take a step back and consider why you’re publishing a book in the first place.

      Most authors write their first book because something is burning on their heart. They have a story to tell, a life experience to share, or they want to help people and change the world.

      Essentially, that first book is all about you, the author.

      And that’s fine, all the way up to the point of publication.

      But I get emails every day from writers who are disappointed with their sales or how their author career has panned out.

      If you want to be ‘successful,’ then you need to define what ‘success’ means. Then you know what to aim for, and you can use that definition to help guide your decisions.

      The most disappointed authors are the ones who thought they wanted one thing but actually craved something else.

      Here are some common visions of what publishing success might look like.

      
        
          	
        It’s my life goal to write a book. I want to create something I’m proud of and hold my book in my hand and say, ‘I made this!’
      

      	
        I want my book to change lives
      

      	
        I want an agent and a publisher to give me a book deal, so I have the validation of traditional publishing
      

      	
        I want to win a literary prize and receive critical acclaim
      

      	
        I want to see my book on the shelves in my local bookstore
      

      	
        I want to make enough money from my books that I can pay for a holiday every year for my family
      

      	
        I want to leave my job and make a full-time living as an author
      

      	
        I want to create a body of work that I’m proud of over my lifetime
      

      

      

      These are all great definitions, and it’s really about considering what’s important to you and how you’re going to measure your success along the way. Of course, you might also have a combination of goals, and your definition of success might shift and change over time as your career grows.

      You will also face challenges along the way, so consider your deeper reasons to write and revisit them if you need encouragement as your author career unfolds.

      My evolving definition of success

      Back in 2006, when I was miserable in my consulting day job implementing accounts payable systems, my definition of success was to leave my job and (somehow) make a living as an author.

      It took five years of writing in the early mornings, building my website and podcast, and learning a lot of different skills to make it out of that job. I kept building step by step, year by year, and eventually we downsized so I could leave in 2011.

      But that was just the start!

      My next definition of success was getting back up to the income I had earned in consulting. I wanted to make six figures.

      That took a few more years, but by 2015, I was earning more than the old day job. I’ve surpassed that every year since, and I’ve never gone back.

      I’ve also had smaller goals along the way, like hitting bestseller lists and winning awards, which take time and strategy, as well as focusing on improving my craft.

      My definition of success now, after almost twenty years as a writer, is to keep making a living as an author entrepreneur, with multiple streams of income, so I can continue to live a creative life, write the books I want to write, and travel for book research.

      I measure my life by what I create, and that drives me on, along with all the ideas and stories in my head that want to be books!

      This is my job, but I also write for the love of creating, and I want to be proud of every book I publish — now, and until my metaphorical pen runs dry.

      I intend to write for the rest of my life, hopefully for at least another forty years. I’m in this for the long haul. The creative journey is the point, and there is no end game.

      Your definition of success will differ from mine — now and in the future — so for now, just consider the first step.

      Let’s move on to the practicalities of making it happen!

      Questions:

      
        
          	
        What is your definition of success — for the particular book you’re writing now, and for your longer-term writing career?
      

      	
        How will you track and measure that success over time?
      

      	
        What are the deeper reasons behind your writing?
      

      	
        What will keep you going when things are difficult?
      

      

      

      Resources:

      
        
          	
        On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft — Stephen King
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.2 YOUR PUBLISHING OPTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      There are many ways to get your book into the world and into the hands of readers. The key question is which method works for you and your book at this time, as well as what might fit into your broader long-term author career.

      The choices you make will be influenced by your definition of success, as we covered in the previous chapter, so keep that in mind as you read on.

      If you haven’t finished the first draft of your book yet, don’t get side-tracked by questions about publishing. The industry changes all the time, so focus on your book first, and come back to what happens next later.

      If you’re ready to publish, here’s an overview of the main options.

      Personal self-publishing

      Many people want to write a book for personal reasons and print copies to give to friends and family, or maybe sell at local events or in a local bookstore.

      I helped my nine-year-old niece self-publish a few years back, and we published copies for the family and also her school.

      My dad wrote a mystery novel, Nada, which we published in ebook and print, but he didn’t want to spend his precious time in retirement marketing it or running an author business.

      These books are still available to buy, but the achievement of a personal goal was more important than any other outcome.

      Traditional publishing

      This is the established route of querying agents and submitting to publishers.

      The benefits of traditional publishing include the prestige, kudos, and validation you get from making it through the process, as well as an established, professional team to manage and pay for editorial, publication, and (hopefully) book marketing.

      An agent and traditional publisher will not ask you for money to publish with them. They will pay you royalties, and perhaps even an advance against those royalties, although amounts and contractual terms will vary.

      Some publishers will distribute your book to physical bookstores, and you may have a greater chance of competing for literary awards, as well as benefiting from subsidiary rights licensing, like film and TV.

      The downsides of traditional publishing include how slow the process is. Authors who go this route usually pitch multiple agents and often receive multiple rejections. If you do find an agent, it can take more time to get a publishing deal, and then more time before the book is out. It may be six months to several years from finishing the book to launch.

      Royalty rates are lower because the agent, publisher, and distributors do the work of publishing and take their percentage, and there is sometimes a lack of transparency around earnings.

      Some authors are disappointed by the lack of marketing for their books, and publishers inevitably move on to the next project in their pipeline. They are businesses and need to make money, after all.

      There are different kinds of traditional publishers, from imprints of huge multinational houses, to digital-first publishers, to small, independent presses specializing in specific genres. There are also varying kinds of contracts with differing advances and royalty rates, and agents with varying levels of experience.

      If you want to go the traditional route, do your research.

      Learn how the industry works and how publishing contract clauses impact your career, pitch the right project to the right people, and you are far more likely to be successful.

      If you are asked for money to publish, the company fits into the partnership model as below.

      If you sign a deal with a traditional publisher and then decide to take your rights back years later, or if they revert due to contract terms, you can then self-publish. For more details, read Take Back Your Book: An Author’s Guide to Rights Reversion and Publishing on Your Own Terms by Katlyn Duncan.

      
        
        For more details on traditional publishing, check out Jane Friedman’s site and her downloadable chart with the spectrum of publishing possibilities, updated every year:

        JaneFriedman.com/key-book-publishing-path

      

      

      Partnership publishing

      In this model, the author pays upfront for services and the publisher handles design and production tasks, as well as potentially offering marketing services.

      The benefit is that you have a team to work with who know what they’re doing, but the downsides include the difficulty of finding a good company to work with, as well as a potentially expensive process.

      There are some fantastic companies who operate under this model, and it can be a good option for speakers and professionals who want to turn their knowledge into non-fiction books, as well as for fiction authors who have more financial resources than time.

      You can find vetted and recommended services in the Alliance of Independent Authors Self-publishing Services list, which ranks publishers and adds warnings as appropriate. The list is compiled for authors, by authors, so always check it before signing anything.

      
        
        You can find it at:

        selfpublishingadvice.org/best-self-publishing-services

      

      

      Whitefox is an example of a high-quality partnership publisher who I’m happy to recommend and am an affiliate for.

      
        
        Find them at TheCreativePenn.com/whitefox

      

      

      But while there are some great companies who do the best they can for authors, there are also sharks in the water — companies who operate with shady terms and conditions and rip off authors along the way. Do your research and due diligence and check all contracts carefully.

      You can also check Writer Beware for publishing scams, of which there are many, at www.WriterBeware.blog.

      Professional self-publishing — or being an indie author

      In this model, which is my chosen path, the author treats the production of their book as a business, investing in professional services, like editing and book cover design, as well as in marketing elements like a website, email list, and other forms of book promotion.

      Distributing the book is mostly free, and the services take a varying percentage of the sale.

      An indie author understands that a book is an intellectual property asset that can earn money for the life of the author and fifty to seventy years after they die. They take control of their writing career, from publishing their first book to (potentially) becoming CEO of a global creative company.

      There are also different business models within the broader scope of being an indie author which can be mixed and matched per book, series, or format.

      Here are the main approaches:

      
        
          	
        Exclusive to Amazon through KDP Select, Audible, and KDP Print
      

      	
        Wide and retailer-centric, using Apple, Kobo, Google, Draft2Digital, Spotify, INaudio (previously FindawayVoices), IngramSpark, and other retailers and distributors to reach readers in all online stores globally in all formats, as well as libraries and bookstores
      

      	
        Crowdfunding through Kickstarter or other sites
      

      	
        Subscription models like Patreon, Ream, or Substack
      

      	
        Selling direct through an online store, through simple services that deal with taxes, like Payhip, or through full e-commerce stores built with Shopify and WooCommerce. Social commerce is also emerging through TikTok Shop and other social media platforms.
      

      

      

      These options represent a progression of the indie author business, with authors starting out with a simple ebook on Amazon and progressing over time to more sophisticated ways of selling books and reaching readers. Personally, I use all these methods for different books, formats, languages, and products at different levels of my business.
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        * * *

      

      The benefits of being an indie author include creative control over what you write and how often you publish, as well as your methods for publishing and marketing.

      Once the book is finished, you can publish quickly and receive income much faster than authors do from traditional publishing — within hours or days if you sell direct, or within a couple of months with the retailers.

      You own and control your intellectual property rights, so you don’t have to ask permission to sell your books in whatever formats you like, wherever you want in the world.

      You can also selectively license your rights — for example, license your books to a traditional publisher in North America and self-publish everywhere else in the world. Or license paperback only, while keeping ebook and audiobook rights.

      The royalties are higher as you do the work upfront and, apart from a small cut to the distributors, you don’t have to keep paying a significant amount to an agent and publisher over the life of a book.

      You can set your own prices and profit margin, plus you can bundle books and add different, higher-value products as you expand your business.

      It’s also tremendously empowering because you are in control and you can take advantages of new opportunities as they emerge.

      Of course, there’s a lot to learn, but if you’re curious and enjoy experimenting and trying new things, you can learn how to run a successful author business. It just takes time and practice.

      I have a degree in theology and used to implement accounts payable systems in my old corporate job. I do not have a degree in writing, publishing, marketing, or business. I’ve learned everything on the job through books, podcasts, courses, consistent practice, hiring skilled freelancers, attending conferences, and building my author network.

      The downsides of going indie include the lack of prestige, kudos, and validation by the publishing industry, even if some indie authors sell more books and make more money than many of their traditionally published peers.

      Indie authors are often excluded from literary awards and competitions, as well as from certain conferences and some physical bookstores, although this has also begun to shift with increased success in the industry.

      You will need to up-skill, as well as find and manage freelancers to help. You also need a budget for editing, cover design, and marketing, and you need to learn how to promote your books in an increasingly crowded market.

      If you publish direct with your own store or crowdfunding, you will need to manage taxes, customer data, and customer service as any e-commerce business must do. But you also have the benefits of a closer relationship with your readers, faster payment, and even more control.

      Professional self-publishing is not for everyone, but I love (almost) all aspects of being an indie author. It suits my personality and the way I like to work. But don’t worry, there are gradations of going indie. You can start simple and expand your author business as you learn and grow.
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        * * *

      

      The best place to start if you want to follow this route is SelfPublishingAdvice.org, a free site written by indie authors, for indie authors. It’s run by the Alliance of Independent Authors (ALLi), which you can join to learn more and access help through the community forums. You can find guidebooks, a weekly podcast and blog, as well as a free online conference and other resources.

      As Orna A. Ross, founder of ALLi, says in Creative Self-Publishing: ALLi’s Guide to Independent Publishing for Authors and Poets:

      
        
        Being an indie author is a wonderful job, with a high level of creative and commercial freedom, but that’s not to say that self-publishing is easy. To be an author, to be a publisher, to run a creative business: these are three challenging ambitions, all rolled into one indie author. You.

      

      

      Questions:

      Consider these questions to help you decide which publishing choice is right for you. Refer back to your definition of success and consider how each route might help you get there.

      
        
          	
        Do you want to write only one book, or do you want a long-term career as an author? If you want a long-term career, are you willing and able to write many more books as well as market them along the way?
      

      	
        Do you want the validation and kudos that come with traditional publishing? Are you willing to play the game of submission to agents and publishers to get it?
      

      	
        Do you want to make a full-time living with your books and run a business as an author? Are you willing to do the work involved, or do you want someone else (an agent and a publisher) to do everything for you?
      

      	
        How much control do you want over your books and your intellectual property assets? How much do you value your independence?
      

      	
        Do you love to learn new skills? Are you willing to experiment and try new things? Do you like to run projects?
      

      	
        How much responsibility do you want over fulfillment and customer experience?
      

      	
        Are you interested in all aspects of the author business? How much of your income will you give up in order to have other people do the work for you?
      

      

      

      Remember, you can start out in one direction and change course along the way, or make a different decision with the next book.

      Resources:

      
        
          	
        Key book publishing paths — JaneFriedman.com/key-book-publishing-path
      

      	
        Take Back Your Book: An Author’s Guide to Rights Reversion and Publishing on Your Own Terms — Katlyn Duncan
      

      	
        Blog and podcast for indie authors by indie authors — www.SelfPublishingAdvice.org
      

      	
        Alliance of Independent Authors — www.TheCreativePenn.com/alliance
      

      	
        Alliance of Independent Authors Self-publishing Services list — selfpublishingadvice.org/best-self-publishing-services
      

      	
        Whitefox for premium partnership publishing — www.TheCreativePenn.com/whitefox
      

      	
        Writer Beware for publishing scams — www.writerbeware.blog
      

      	
        Creative Self-Publishing: ALLi’s Guide to Independent Publishing for Authors and Poets — Orna A. Ross
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