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What is the best price where you make the most money? Higher isn’t necessarily better. Lower isn’t necessarily more attractive. You have to find the best fit for your brand to draw the most readers willing to pay that right price. 

What is the psychology of pricing? How do readers react to a book that’s free or maybe 99 cents? Why do we always price at $xx.99—can’t we make it an ever four bucks? 

Not if you want to sell more books. One percent here, five percent there, and all of a sudden, the sales number becomes significant. The greater the sales, the greater that one percent becomes.

That’s what this book is about—decrypting book pricing in an easy-to-digest way with just a taste-tempter of data geekery for those so inclined (if you want the full exploration of the numbers behind the scene, this book isn’t for you—I started to do that but the time investment was more than I was willing to pay). You can skip the math problems, although the ones I include are important. 

I’ll put the bottom line up front. This book is called Pricing Strategies because there are strategies that you should adopt, embrace, and stay with to be least confusing to your established readership and any new readers you might bring on board as you identify your brand and slap a price on it. 

Do you want more readers? Then maybe you pimp that first book far and wide, spending tens of thousands of dollars on ad campaigns and promotions because you know it’s a great book and once people read it, they’ll be moving to the rest of the books in your series. And that’s where you make your money. Milk is cheap in the United States, and it runs out with great and untimely frequency. Grocery stores put it as far from the front door as possible, so you have to walk through the entire store to get it. They do that on purpose. Giving away a book for free to get an email address is a little bit of the same. It’s called marketing. You get something, but I’m going to show you all these other taste-tempting somethings along the way. 

What does your author brand tell readers? The price of your books plays a role in that. Regular prices, discount prices, promotions, omnibuses, and so many other ways to price yourself into or out of existence. Are you playing the long game? If you just want to sell one book, this book isn’t for you. This book is for professional authors who want to make a career of writing, even if you don’t do it full time. You can still make full-time money with a great book and then more great books. 

There will be plenty of if-then statements, because you’ll have triggers in pricing that tell you whether you’re too low or too high. Unfortunately, your sale and promotions may have already run their course, but the best news is that there will be a next time. Study your numbers and improve your strategy to make more with your next promotion. There’s enough turnover on lists that you can hit the same promotions once every six to twelve months with little degradation in return. 

Make the most you can. Why price a book at $0.99 if the same number of people will buy it at $2.99? Why price a book at $2.99 if no one will buy it at that price? Maybe there’s a reason. And for the pricing strategies I discuss here, I’m assuming you have a decent book, a genre-appropriate cover, and your blurb is good.

I don’t share a great deal of my numbers in this book because those would have made the book unwieldy, but I’ve included enough to reinforce my main points. I have a few sexy graphs and such, most from BookReport (an add-on that puts your Amazon KDP data into a more useful format). I sell from 3,000 to 10,000 books a month. That may sound like a lot, but it could be more and how can I make sure that I get every bit of profit from each of my more than 100 titles, all while keeping my readers happy? 

How do you balance those seemingly competing interests? 

Managing your reader expectations while running marketing campaigns to bring in more readers. Pricing brings home the money. If people gave their books away, they wouldn’t be feeding themselves or their families. You can give all your stuff away in a hundred and fifty years when your books are in the public domain.  

Until then, let’s make a little something for us.
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Self-flagellation is no way to go through life. Learn what you need to know without donating your hard earnings by having misaligned prices. Don’t beat yourself with pennies when dollar bills are to be had. 
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I wish I knew what I had in mind when I put this section header into my outline. Maybe I wanted to talk about 70% royalty versus 35%. Maybe I wanted to talk about ten readers coming on board because of a discount instead of just one buying your book at full price. Maybe I wanted to talk about the absolute highest price you could charge and still find readers willing to pay it. 

There is so much potential to make money and an infinite number of ways to do it, most of which fall under three approaches. 

	Sell a lot of something, making a little bit from each sale (the Walmart model)

	Sell few of something but make a lot from each sale (the Ferrari model)

	Get people into your store and then they buy things (Godiva chocolate factory tour)


I see everything as a subset of those simple premises. The model names are mine. I’m sure there’s an MBA term for this stuff, but I don’t care about those. I care about making this easy to understand because pricing models can be complex. Geeky and complex are fine for some people, but then there are the rest of us. I use spreadsheets for calculations to give me exact numbers, and then I back out to the macro view and use that to drive how I price my books in order to make as much as possible from each sale while still garnering more sales.  

I may sell an overpriced book once, but if that makes the reader shy away or if I get them to buy at full price, then they come across a sale ad, they are going to feel slighted. Even if they like the book, they might not come back. No one wants to support someone who comes across as shady.

So don’t do shady things. I put dates on my social media posts to be extra clear: Free! Today (October 8, 2019) Only...

No surprises, unless it’s pleasantly surprised, like the readers who love your stories, those people who haven’t read any book in years, but something about your blurb drew them in. They bought it on sale, but now they can’t wait for the next book and are more than happy to pay full price to get it on release day. Those readers are worth their weight in gold. Treat them as such. 

The broad reach of a 99-cent sale or the siren’s call of FREE! have their places. One pays for itself quicker than the other.

You’ll get more downloads of books that are discounted to zero than you will of books that are a dollar. But how many of those who downloaded it for free are going to read it? I prefer putting a book on sale for $0.99 because the potential reader has some buy-in for the book, making them more likely to read it. I write series and have a lot of books, so getting someone into one of my books can lead them to the rest. That could mean hundreds of dollars in revenue from a single superfan. 

The potential of making or losing a great deal of money is there. You’ll need to do some other things that we’ll talk about. You need to have a great cover that is appropriate for your genre, a blurb that compels readers to buy, and then a price point that doesn’t turn the readers off. You want them to one-click your book. 

You reap the rewards. Now repeat that with ten thousand readers and you’re going to have a great week. 

I’m going to talk about the perception of value. How do readers respond when they see books that don’t cost what they expect? All this and more. Pricing Strategies. Let’s establish some common terminology before we move on. 
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Here’s a simple formula I came up with to help you calculate this. 

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

The math comes out to one minus one plus what the market will bear. The only thing that matters is what the market will bear. Unless you have a professional marketing research team, you have to figure out what the market will bear all by yourself, but it isn’t daunting. It’s what this book is about. 

This isn’t to denigrate your time or effort in writing your book. But—and it’s a huge but—you need to put on your business hat when you sell your art. I want you to get the most from your book, and that means trying some things that have worked and shaping your expectations appropriately. Your forty-page ebook could be worth $1,000 of your life, and you can put that price on it if you want, but don’t be surprised if you don’t sell any copies. 
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Let’s talk about some words where we need shared definitions.

General Terms

Books—I use the term “books” as a synonym for stories. “Book” has no defined length. Novel, on the other hand, is defined by the Romance Writers of America (RWA) and the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) because of the awards both organizations sponsor. According to their guidelines, here are those specific terms.

Novel = 40,000 words or longer

Novella =17,500 words up to 40,000 words

Novelette = 7,500 words up to 17,500 words

Short story = 2,500 words up to 7,500 words

Flash fiction = under 2,500 words

Box Set & Omnibus—technically, a box set is a collection of physical books contained within a physical box while an omnibus is a collection of full-length books under a single cover. With the advent of ebooks, these definitions have blurred and are used synonymously, except occasionally, Amazon has taken exception and prefers you use omnibus for a digital collection of full-length books. I use omnibus with Amazon and box set for casual conversation. An anthology is a collection of shorter works under a single cover. Anthologies are usually works from different authors. I’ve used it for my short story collections. Others will use the term “collection” for bundles of shorter works by one author.

KDP Select (also called Kindle Unlimited)—This is for ebooks exclusively with Amazon and which participate in the subscription reading program. The ebooks cannot be available digitally anywhere else. In return, your exclusive books earn page reads from the Kindle Unlimited program. It has some benefits and some limitations. I make a lot more money being exclusive than I do wide, so most of my books are available through the Kindle Unlimited (KU) subscription service. Here’s a tip—you don’t have to be exclusive to Amazon to select the 70% royalty rate. The difference between 70% and 35% (besides the math) is that you will get charged a download fee based on the size of your ebook file at the 70% rate. In some markets, you must be in Select to get the 70% royalty rate, India, for example, where other markets won’t pay 70% regardless. These sales are from countries that don’t have their own Amazon store and their buyers use the Amazon.com store. There is no download fee at the 35% rate.

Read-through is specific to Amazon’s KU program. It is where a reader will check out the next book in your series. I use it interchangeably with buy-through. When an author is exclusive to Amazon, they can put their book in KU, where authors get paid by the number of pages Amazon’s KU reading subscribers read. The pricing is usually between $0.004 and $0.005 per page read. A book priced at $2.99 and 70% royalties will earn roughly $2.00 (that takes into account the download cost as well—you don’t really get a full 70%, but this is far better than traditional publishing contracts). To earn $2.00 through page reads, your book needs to be between four hundred and five hundred pages. I think it’s clear that if your book is that long, you won’t have it priced at $2.99. But KU readers aren’t the same as buyers. These are separate population, so it’s better getting $1 on a sale than no sale, while others draw $2. That is my business premise. There are wildly successful authors who don’t participate in KU, where all their income is through sales. That simply requires a different marketing approach. I have books that are exclusive, and I have books that are not. But read-through is critical. You need the readers to read through to the next book in the series. This is most obvious when they do not and your page reads for a book hover around zero.

Buy-through—this is when buyers go on to buy book two after picking up book one (or later books in a series). A good buy-through rate from one to two is 50%, unless you had book one for free, then it’s closer to two to ten percent. Book two to three should be higher. I always look for at least 80%. If I don’t get that, there might be something wrong with book two. Generally, if I can get someone to book three in one of my series, my read-through rate goes north of 90%. The readers are always the final arbiter of whether a book is good or not. If they aren’t buying it and they were former fans, it’s either that they don’t know about it or they got turned off during the last book.

Release, launch, and publish—I use these as synonyms. They all mean the same thing—getting that book to market.

Wide—any author who is not exclusive (digital books/ebooks only) to Amazon. Wide means the book can be published to Apple books, Kobo, Barnes & Noble, BookFunnel, Smashwords, libraries, or any other place that carries digital content.

Back matter—everything in your book after The End (or whatever term you use to finish the current book). The back matter will contain your calls to action—join your newsletter, visit your website, look at your other books, learn a bit about you in your Author Note. 

Front matter—the stuff up front in your book. A copyright page, a table of contents (I don’t put them in my fiction books, but Amazon’s automation process adds it), maybe a dedication, maybe some terms used in the book, possibly a call to action—newsletter and social media. I put both front and back matter in my books. I don’t think I can remind my readers often enough that they can find me on the internet (my clearly-named website—craigmartelle.com, Facebook, and BookBub).

Categories & genres—I use these interchangeably since they are constructs within the publishing industry. On Amazon, a category depicts a genre or sub-genre.  Also, genre = marketing. I define genre as the biggest group of readers who will like your book.

Marketing Terms

Tail—this is a term that relates to book sales after a launch or promotion. Each publication almost always has a spike, those high sales within the first few days of release or a major promotion where the most people buy, but after that, as sales drop, that is the tail. We want the biggest tail for the longest amount of time. A month of additional sales is a great tail. Some have a week or two. Some have three months. The longer the tail, the more ancillary factors are working in your favor (like word of mouth, read-through, snowballing, going viral on social media, and so on). These are sales without additional spend. 

Promotion—this is where you conduct a very specific campaign (getting a BookBub Featured Deal, for example, is a promotion), maybe surge a few newsletter swaps over a short period where you have your book at $0.99 or even free. I am presently trying to run two promotions a month from my different series. One book. One promotion. Then look for the read-through/buy-through.

Ads—advertising—a promotion is a type of advertising, but when I talk ads, these are for your books, usually at full price, and they are ongoing campaigns where you run your ad for weeks or months at a time before changing up graphics or ad text or targeted audience. Amazon advertising, Facebook ads, Kobo ads (if wide), Google AdWords, and BookBub ads (not to be confused with a featured deal) are the primary advertising platforms. I
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