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      I sat down the other day to edit a book I'd published in 2017 called Excel for Self-Publishers that I'd unpublished earlier this year (2020) because there was information in there that was no longer relevant due to changes at Amazon and a few platforms disappearing. I was stuck on starting the next novel and I figured it would be a day or two of effort and then I'd get back to the novel once I gave myself time to figure out how this new fantasy world worked.

      But I got about a third of the way through the book and realized that I didn't want to republish it. Because it was not what authors needed to know.

      I love Microsoft Excel, don't get me wrong, I use it for most of my quick data analysis. But I realized that what I wanted to tell authors wasn't really about using Excel. That's the tool I use but you could, if you really wanted, use pen and paper.

      What I wanted to share with authors were the concepts behind that analysis. I wanted to tell authors about how I approach writing as a business. Because for me personally when I stepped back and started thinking about my writing as a business was when I started to make actual money from it.

      I have an MBA from one of the top business schools in the world (Wharton) and yet when I first started self-publishing I wasn't using what I'd learned there at all. I was listening to people who told me to write a bunch of short erotica and throw it out there and then some magical fairy dust would be sprinkled on my books and they'd suddenly take off and I'd make millions. Or the ones who said you just have to write three books in a series and it'll somehow happen. Readers will just find you and it will all go great from there.

      (Now that number is something like five books in a series and it'll take off. Kind of a problem if you like to write trilogies like I do.)

      I listened to those people for about three years. And I made some money. I was profitable. But it wasn't money to write home about.

      Only when I sat down and started thinking of my writing as a business did I start to make slow but steady progress.

      I started to actually advertise. Not just a $5 "why not" promo here or there, but actual considered, planned advertising. I realized looking at those business lessons that I needed a way to get my product in front of my potential readers.

      And I only continued to use the advertisers that worked for me and made me money.

      I learned AMS ads because they let me sell my books consistently at full-price. That also helped me realize that some of my books have a bigger audience than others. And some will sell at one price point but not another.

      All books are not created equal. Different genres sell differently. Different lengths sell differently. Some books do well in KU, some don't. I learned that I had to tailor my approach for each title I published.

      Does that mean I'm perfect now and making millions? No. I still make mistakes. And I can have all the data in the world and still make a less-than-optimal choice. (Like writing this book.)

      According to my data analysis I should be writing billionaire romance. I'm not.

      Data is not a panacea. We're all still human with flaws that can't be easily overcome even when we know what they are.

      But I've done better because of data analysis. Because I chose to start looking at my writing and my writing performance with an expectation that I should make a profit and enough of one to pay my bills.

      It took me a lot of try, fail, and try again to make progress in this business.

      The key was that I didn't keep doing the same thing without looking at my results. I didn't run an ad and think, "Okay. Done." I said, "Hey, I ran this ad for these three days. This is how I was doing before. Did anything change when I ran that ad? Or after? Did that ad cost me money or did it make me money?" And then I adjusted accordingly.

      That's what you need to do to improve. You need to try something, assess what happened, and then adjust and try again. And you need to be using the right metrics when you do so.

      Self-publishers love to talk about how many books they've sold. And trust me, I do it too. I just hit 50,000 paid sales and it was a big moment for me.

      But sales are not the metric you want to use to run a business.

      Maybe you're wondering why not. I mean, sales, right?

      Well, let's do a quick example here. Let's take Random Author A and let's look at a couple scenarios where that author has sold 50,000 copies. (Paid. Because some people like to throw their freebies in there, too, and yeah, no. Freebies have their place but they are not paid sales.)

      If Random Author A sold those 50,000 books at 99 cents, that's going to earn them around 35 cents a sale and give them a total revenue of $17,325. Before expenses.

      Now let's say that each sale required three AMS clicks at 25 cents (and those are some low numbers there, but let's go with it), then they paid 75 cents for each of those sales.

      Which means they paid $37,500 for that $17,000 in sales. They lost money. Lots of it.

      Sure, 50,000 sales sounds good until you realize it cost that author about $20,000 to do it.

      What if instead those sales were at $2.99 with an average payout of $2.09? That would give them revenue of $104,650. With that same ad expense they would have made $67,000.

      Same metric. 50,000 sales. Completely different outcomes. So not the measure you want to be using. Authors find tricks to buy sales all the time because they're trying to buy rank and visibility. But if that rank increase doesn't lead to actual additional sales and actual additional income? It's just throwing money away.

      Paid sales are a nice number to know, but it's not the number you want to use to run your business. Neither is your mailing list size, your number of Facebook followers, your number of reviews, or your Amazon US rank.

      What matters is profit and loss. Are you able to pay your bills? Do you make enough from your sales to cover everything you spend and still put food on the table?

      All of those other things might be indicators that you're headed in the right direction, but in and of themselves they are worthless. I can go buy fifty fake reviews tomorrow, it won't make my unappealing book more appealing.

      (It might give social proof that leads to a few new readers giving me a shot and does lead to sales, but nine times out of ten the underlying product just isn't good enough and cutting corners to achieve those metrics is like putting lipstick on a pig. It's still a pig at the end of the day.)

      I would rather have a book with no reviews that never generates a fan email but that sells a hundred copies a month and makes me $2,000 each month with simple advertising than have a book with a thousand glowing reviews and an active fan group where I only breakeven.

      Ranking well and getting reviews and all of that is great, but if you're not making money doing so, then something isn't working. That is the kind of understanding I want to convey to you in this book.

      Now, does understanding data analysis mean you'll become a six-figure author next year?

      No. Not necessarily.

      If you're not writing the type of books that can generate a six-figure income and writing enough of them to do so consistently then no, you won't hit six figures. Or you'll hit it once and then slide back. Understanding your data doesn't change what it takes to succeed in this business which is consistently generating books that people want.

      But can we maybe take you from where you are and double your numbers?

      Yeah, I think that's possible.

      The year I decided to actually apply my MBA knowledge to my writing I increased my revenue by a factor of four and doubled it again the year after that. And my profit per year increased more than ten-fold over those two years. And they're both still increasing even in this crazy year.

      And that was with me breaking most of the best practices for successful self-publishing. Look at what I write and how often I publish and how much I engage with my fans or cultivate a fan base and you'll see that I do it all wrong.

      But understanding data helped me advertise effectively. And it helped me identify which books were selling best and create more of them.

      I can't make you any promises here. We're all working with a unique set of skills and challenges. But if you haven't been doing any of this before, I think I can help. I really do.

      I'm going to stay high-level in this book. I was tempted when I started to write this to walk through your AMS dashboard and tell you how to use those reports to calculate various things, but I already did that in Excel for Self-Publishers. And I think what most authors need is not the how-to but the why.

      What I really want to do here is emphasize the metrics to use to judge your business and discuss why they matter and the different ways you can approach them. There is nuance to a lot of this so I'll tell you what I do and why, but you may choose to do it differently.

      This is a business where different approaches can be equally successful. You can price low and do well. You can price high and do well. You can sell mainly in ebook or you can sell mainly in print or you can do some combination of both. Or audio. You can write a book a month or you can write one every quarter or one every year.

      I have seen authors be successful with all of the above.

      But what you have to do is understand the potential of your books and lean into what will work for them and for you as an author. I refuse to work twelve-hour days so I'm not going to be a book-a-month author. I also write non-fiction, mystery, and fantasy at the moment and not on a set release schedule. And I'm not the best at hitting genre tropes. What's popular is usually not what I want to write. So I have to find strategies that work for those constraints.

      You can, too.

      I hope you'll walk away from this book with a set of tools you can use to judge your publishing business and an understanding of what they're telling you. And then I hope you'll apply some strategies based on that knowledge that help you improve.

      Alright, then. Let's get started with a quick discussion of how much time is involved in this kind of data analysis and then we'll dive right into the information you want to collect, the metrics to use, and how to apply them.
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