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There’s a phenomenon happening, and you are part of it.

According to Forbes magazine, between 600,000 and 1,000,000 books are published every year (Forbes 2013)! Hypothetically if those figures are true for 2020 that means on average 91 books will have been published in the next hour just in the US alone! Since that figure was taken, we have seen even more growth. And of those new books, it is estimated that at least half of them are from self-published writers.

Perhaps you have a manuscript you’ve been working on for months or years and you want the world to know about this book. You want to take readers on your character’s journey, experience their triumphs and failures, and to pull at their heartstrings till they can’t get enough. Or maybe you have valuable information to share that will solve your readers’ problems and enrich their lives. You then took the traditional route. You queried for an agent only to be rejected again and again after each query letter. Or maybe you bristled at the idea that you would relinquish creative control over the final product. From the cover design to the royalty, you want full creative control. That drives many to self-publish. That’s why you’re reading this.

By choosing this route you are changing the publishing industry. The decision to self-publish gives you more creative license to publish the story the way you envision it vs. the traditional publishing model. And now it’s even easier for anyone to publish a book online. No longer are agents the guardians over what gets published. Nor does being self-published hinder your chance of producing a bestseller. What do The Martian or Fifty Shades of Grey have in common? Self-published writers wrote both. And both have enjoyed enormous success in the publishing world, even spawning Hollywood movie adaptations.

You could argue there are many advantages to self-publishing, with the freedom to carve your own path being high on the list. But with more freedom, comes more responsibility. As a self-publisher, you are now responsible for the editing, formatting, cover design, and marketing of your book. 

The landscape of publishing has changed even from the first time I self-published back in 2013. Back then it was easier to break into the market. After launching a free run promotion for my eBook, I rose to #1 in this category: Kindle Store > Kindle eBooks > Children’s eBooks > Fairy Tales, Folk Tales & Myths > Greek & Roman. I even racked up thousands of downloads in less than three days. Years later I admit it’s become harder to replicate that success now that the market for each genre and subgenre is more crowded. 

You will be judged not only against a traditionally published book with a publishing press supporting the book but also hundreds of thousands of self-published books. Unless you are a celebrity, famous political figure, or popular author like Stephen King or JK Rowling with huge followings the question becomes: how are you going to compete in this ever-changing, competitive market? Without a clear vision of who your book is for, how to write and package your book in a way that your readers want to buy it, and how to position it in front of them, your book will get lost in the shuffle. For a writer, obscurity is almost as bad as if not worse than getting poor reviews. This is the grim reality for most writers breaking into this industry.

How can you ensure that your path to self-publishing is successful? The answer can vary depending on who you ask. There’s lots of advice scattered across the web and many how-to books written on this subject. Over the last seven years, I encountered the same issues many writers faced, including attracting readers and getting sales. So, I did my homework on the market and the publishing process. I learned the hard way about what worked and what didn’t and put together a comprehensive step-by-step guide that’s simple enough for anyone to follow. As you read this guide, you will learn the distinct steps involved in self-publishing from writing, editing, formatting, cover design, distribution, and more. You will learn not only the mechanics of self-publishing but also insider best practices and how to do it right so you can attract more readers and get more sales. By creating a plan, I will prepare you for your next book launch without going broke.
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1: Have a Plan
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With all things in life, we need to design and follow a plan if we want to accomplish anything. Without a plan, our wish just becomes a mere dream. But when we create a plan, our wish can become reality. The best time to draft a self-publishing plan is as early as possible. 

A lot of variables go into how successful your book will be, and some of those variables are out of your control. For example, you can’t control someone’s preference for a certain writing style, topic, sensitivities, or given mood, all of which can affect their purchasing habits. By focusing on what you can plan, you’re able to provide the absolute best position for your book to succeed.

Most writers have already planned out how they will write the book, like setting up a timeline or storyboard. In the infancy of your story, you started with an idea before you wrote it. Then you built on that story idea by outlining the plot, the transitions between each scene, then the main and side characters, their story arcs, and then any world-building (if this is fiction). If your writing is nonfiction, you did your research on the topic from reliable sources, gathered the facts, and determined how you wanted to organize the information coherently and logically. 

This is something I expect most writers would do in varying degrees of detail. If you planned out your story well, it will help you iron out most content and structural issues. However, the thrust of this chapter is on planning how you will sell your book. Let’s assume you already planned out the actual story and now you are thinking about taking that next step to self-publish. If you’re reading this book and are already writing or nearing completion of your story, now would be a critical time to formulate a plan for self-publishing. The planning stage is the first and the most important step in the publishing journey. 

Unfortunately, this step is often glossed over or skipped altogether by new writers, including myself. This can be a very grave mistake for writers. Rushing through the process often results in many careless mistakes being made. The result is often a half-baked book that comes across as unprofessional, cheap, and poorly written to readers. This will cost you in lost revenue and poor reviews, not to mention untold frustration. After seven years of being in this industry, I know firsthand the struggle to make sales because I hadn’t planned out how I would execute each step in the publishing process.

As a writer, I challenge you to do two things. First, you need to back up for a minute and set goals for yourself. Is your goal to land on the New York Times best-seller list or support yourself full time from your writing? Or maybe your goals are more modest. Perhaps you see this as a side venture or a way to make extra cash on the side. Your goal for your book may differ from the next writer. After all, success is how you define it. If you have an ambitious goal, start with smaller goals. They can serve as benchmarks that make reaching a larger goal more attainable. 

Whatever goal you decide on, you need to make a plan and put it in writing. Without a concrete plan about how you will reach your publishing goals, you may flounder in this ever-changing, competitive market. It then becomes critical to have a clear vision of who your book is for and how to get it in front of your readers. 

During this early publishing stage, you should be able to answer the who, what, where, when, why, and how of your approach. Let’s look at some of the most important questions that you would want to answer before you get too far along in the process: 

Why are you publishing?

What is the book for?

Who is the book for? 

When will you publish it?

Where will you publish the book?

How will you publish?

These aren’t the only questions you need to ask yourself. Rather, this should form the basis for the other questions you will need to address in your plan. But if you can’t answer any of these basic questions, you need to stop where you are and go back to the drawing board before you hit publish because you’re not ready. I would recommend coming up with the plan before you even write your book. Why do I say that? 

Consider the first question: Why are you publishing? Knowing why you are publishing will help you have a clear aim of not only what you hope to get out of this but what your readers will gain from reading your book. You want readers to get a sense of purpose or value in your work if you want to motivate them to buy your book. As a writer, knowing the “why” will shape your goals. As a writer, having a plan early on helps you stay focused on your goals and gives you a tangible path to reach them.

That ties into the second question: What is the book for? The answer to this question will help you determine the best way to describe your book so you can pitch it to anyone with confidence. Knowing the answer will also help you in figuring out the exact category/subcategory of your book and later in choosing a title. Being aware of this early on will shape the choices you will need to make in writing the book to appeal to a specific market.

That leads to the next question: Who is the book for? This question alone should prompt you to identify your target audience. Knowing your audience could help you determine whether there will be a demand for the type of book you write. Knowing the demand for your genre/subgenre and the size of that audience could be an indicator of the number of sales you can expect to make. When researching genres that make the most money, romance ranks #1 as the highest-selling genre on Amazon Kindle. This genre is a billion-dollar industry. Other genres that sell well are crime/mystery/thrillers, religious/inspirational, and fantasy. 

Within each genre are smaller subgenres, which we often call a niche market or “niche” for short. This is a focused subcategory catered to a particular market need. For example, within mystery, you have a large audience. Within that wide umbrella, you have mystery lovers with varying tastes. Some mystery fans love heart-pounding, gritty thriller/mysteries like Gone Girl or Girl on A Train. Others prefer something light and cozy, hence a cozy mystery. For those not familiar with that niche, a cozy mystery is not as intense as the examples listed above but still contains enough elements of mystery to keep fans satisfied. An example of a cozy mystery is A Knead to Kill: Apple Orchard Cozy Mystery Book 1.5 by Chelsea Thomas. Even though the cozy mystery has a smaller share of the mystery market, there is still a growing market for it because there are enough people out there who want to read that subset of mystery.

Knowing there is a smaller market for a particular genre shouldn’t stop you from writing what you want. On the flip side, knowing early on can help you set realistic expectations for your book and even tailor your book to your target audience’s expectations.

Conversely, without knowing your target audience, you won’t know to whom or how to market your book. You will have a much harder time marketing your book without an audience to read it. These are two things that could happen if the intended audience or content is unclear to the reader: 1) it will go largely ignored 2) readers who have no appreciation for your genre/subgenre or your style of writing will rate it poorly because they thought it was one genre when they first purchased it only to discover “it wasn’t what they expected.” 

As I’ll mention later on in this book, marketing can be pricey (depending on the methods you use), not to mention time-consuming! So, you want to make your marketing efforts count. To save you precious time, energy, and resources, it’s better to direct your efforts to the people that are more likely to read it.

Identifying your target audience involves narrowing down a specific audience. Think about who you are trying to appeal to. Is it young middle-class housewives, millennial male hipsters, or young preschool children? While there may be some overlap in certain groups, they are still distinct groups. What appeals to a middle-aged middle-class woman will probably differ from what attracts young high school students. Once you have identified a group, you come up with what I call a “target audience profile” or reader profile.

Take into account the following attributes about your target audience.


●  Age

●  Gender

●  Race/Ethnicity/Nationality

●  Interests

●  Places to find readers (in person or online)


If you built up a fanbase prior to publishing or have already done ad campaigns (ex: Facebook ads) look for patterns for those that showed keen interest in your work. What is their age, gender, and other key attributes I listed? Some of that data may not be readily accessible, so that’s where research for your given genre is critical. 

Certain genres attract certain demographics. For example, the romance genre is very popular among women. According to Valerie Peterson’s post on The Balance Careers, women make up 84% of this billion-dollar industry (Peterson, What You Need to Know About Romance Fiction Genre 2019). While it appeals to all ages, women between 30-54 years make up the largest age bracket coming in at 41%. Understandably trying to sell a romance book to men may be a harder sell. Therefore, making a woman between the ages of 30-54 your target audience for a romance novel will make the most sense from a marketing standpoint.

When creating a target audience profile, remember that understanding this reader demographic does not mean that someone outside that profile won’t be interested. Going back to the romance genre, there are still 16% of its readers who are male. The purpose of targeting is not to perpetuate stereotypes but to identify consumer trends and position your book in front of an audience that has a higher likelihood of buying your book. When you have a book that is tailored to a consumer need/interest then you have something that’s marketable. 

When to publish is another important question to ask yourself. Knowing when you’ll publish will help define clear timelines when each step needs to be completed, so you can reach your goals.

Where to publish is straightforward enough, but yet an important question to ask. Where you will publish your book will determine not only where your book is sold but also how widely available it is for new readers.

The question of how to self-publish is the most open-ended of the questions. If you are reading this book, you are likely choosing the self-publishing route. However, this is a very important question because how you execute the steps will vary from person to person. For example, some may take a systematic approach while others may take shortcuts to get their book published. In terms of involvement, you may do all the steps yourself, or hire someone to do most of the hard work for you (editing, formatting, cover design, marketing, etc.)

Once we can answer the basic questions, now we can start drilling down another layer of the process. Let’s dig deeper with these probing questions so you can clarify the “how” to your self-publishing plan.

One important question to consider is: How will you market the book? Other questions to consider are: How do I find good beta readers, editors, book formatters, cover designers, and more? They all play an important role in getting the book ready before it’s launched to the world. Will you handle this yourself or hire professional help? Granted, you may not have all the details this early on and that’s OK. As you move along in the other steps, start filling in the gaps. As part of your exercise, think about supporting questions for the why, what, who, where, when, and how questions.

Why are you publishing?


●  Why am I self-publishing? (This keys back to the question: What is my goal? What do I hope to gain?)


What is the book for?


●  What is the subject matter of the book?

●  What will readers gain from the book?


Who is the book for? 


●  Who is my intended audience?

●  Who will want to read my book?


Where will you publish the book?


●  Where can I find my target audience?


When will you publish it?


●  When is the best time of year to publish?


How will you publish?


●  How will I go about self-publishing?

●  How will I get reviews?

●  How will I get the book edited, formatted, and designed? And if not myself, how can I find a trusted editor, cover designer, formatter, etc.?


Now you should have a rough outline of ideas to think about. Granted, there are way more questions you need to consider but think of this as a starting point to build on. Once you have identified the initial questions or areas of concern, you need to come up with the answers to round out your plan. This will require you to inspect your draft and what your goals are. Your answers to even those basic questions will vary from one writer to the next and that’s OK. Truth is there is no one-size-fits-all approach to publishing. Your plan has to work for what you want to get out of this experience. If you want to be on the best sellers list, then you will have to set up a well thought out, systematic plan to achieve that. You may not have a team of editors, cover designers, and marketers as with a major publishing press, but you can model how they approach the publishing process by preparing your book launch in stages, which is the intent behind the planning stage.

First, consider the essential steps involved in self-publishing that you will need to account for in your personalized plan:


●  Write your best manuscript

●  Self-edit and revise

●  Have others, such as beta readers, read your work 

●  Revise and edit more

●  Hire an editor

●  Choose your title/subtitle

●  Write an enticing description/blurb

●  Create the cover

●  Copyright it

●  Choose a distributor

●  Format the book

●  Choose relevant categories and keywords 

●  Market/Promote (lining up reviews from ARC readers, newsletter, bloggers, etc.)

●  Set your price

●  Publish  


Each of these steps is important to follow so don’t skip them when it comes time to launch the book. Some of these steps may come more easily to you. Others may prove to be more challenging, such as formatting or designing the cover. One step that can prove especially daunting to new writers is marketing. While my book is not meant to be a marketing guide, if you want to make your life easier in this department and maximize your book’s potential, you need to master the basics! If you don’t master the basics by producing a well-written and appealing book primed for a target audience, any marketing you do will be futile! 

Marketing may not be your strong suit, especially if you have little to no marketing experience. But it’s critical if you want your target audience to discover your book. However, here are some words of advice to remember:  Let your book do most of the talking! Marketing starts with having a solid, well-written product that resonates with your readers. Once you master that, you will have something that people will want to buy.

You want to let your title, book cover, and blurb grab the reader’s attention because those are the first things a reader will see. You could say that’s part of the “packaging.” And all three need to work together to give your book the best chance of attracting new readers. How you present the product matters. For example, would you buy a box of cereal if the box was partially opened, or the labeling was hard to read? Probably not. In publishing, the presentation also matters.

Later in this book, I will discuss how the title, cover, and description/blurb also need to speak to what your book is about from the first glance. But no matter how pretty or flashy your presentation is, it’s the content of your work that will keep the reader glued and invested. If they enjoyed your work, guess what? They are more likely to tell others whether it’s through reviews, word of mouth, or through social media to their network of family and friends. Your fans will market for you! This will take some marketing pressure off you and give your book the chance to shine on its merit.

Costs

Going back to your plan, you need not only to check off each of those steps in the publishing process like it’s a to-do list, but you also need to do them well. Later in my book, I will explain what’s all involved in each step, best practices, and how to get it done right. Granted, some of these steps will require some investment in time and money if you want your book to look professional, attractive, and marketable. When creating your plan, think about your existing skills and experiences. Will you need outside help to do some editing, formatting, and cover design? For most writers, the answer will be yes! 

If you require outside help (which most writers do), think about your budget. How much are you willing to spend? Honestly, this will vary from person to person. Your initial budget will depend on your income, extra savings, how much outside help you think you need, and how big or small of an effort you expect this book launch to be. The costs to self-publish can vary anywhere between $0—granted you do everything yourself and skip the paid marketing—to $10,000+. According to Reedsy, the average writer spends somewhere between $2,000 - $4,000 for the total cost of publishing (Reedsy 2019). 

For you, that amount could be lower or higher than the average I listed. While you may have a set limit, please consider the following steps that will typically cost you the most money.


●  Editing

●  Cover Design

●  Formatting

●  Marketing


Again, how much you spend on each of these will depend on the factors below.


●  Your genre

●  The length of the book

●  Quality level you want for your book


The genre and length of the book will dictate how much you must spend. This is especially true when you hire an editor. If your book is over 100,000 words, expect to pay more across all genres, especially for editing. The shorter the book, the fewer words the editor has to correct.

As noted earlier, certain genres cost more to edit than others. For example, nonfiction is almost always going to be more costly to edit than any other genre because of all the details and facts the editor has to crosscheck. Later in my book, I will give you a more detailed price breakdown per genre and type of editing.

For a writer who is making $100K a year in book sales or has huge savings in the bank, he/she can afford to spend money on a professional cover designer, formatter, editors (yes multiple editors), and marketing vs. a person struggling to make ends meet.

The reality is you will have to expect to make some investment if you want a quality product that will sell. Here’s the dilemma most independent (indie) writers have to grapple with. You want your book to stand out and you don’t want to sacrifice the quality just to cut costs if you want to have any chance for your book to compete in the market. However, the average indie writer starting out doesn’t have thousands to spend on hiring professional editors, formatters, and cover designers. If you find yourself in tough economic times, even the average price to self-publish may be out of your price range. If you find yourself in this situation, keep in mind this next piece of advice to keep the price down.

Figure out what steps you can do yourself but be honest with your abilities.

While each of the steps I listed earlier is important, you can learn to do some steps on your own (with the guidance of this book and other resources I list later on). This will save you money. The biggest steps for which you’ll need outside help are cover design and editing because of the level of difficulty involved and how critical those two steps are in
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