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If you’re reading this book, you’re either are an indie author or you’re thinking about taking the plunge. You may have written some books, or maybe you just really want to write. You may already be making a fulltime living at writing or working a 9-5 job and writing on the side, with the hopes of going self-employed as soon as you can. Regardless of where you are on your indie author journey, this book has been written to help you figure out how to navigate that indie author journey.

I don’t have all the answers and I’m still very much figuring out my own journey, but I’ve written this book to share what I’ve learned from my own experiences in the hopes that it helps you figure your own indie author journey. I’ve also written this book because what I’ve discovered about the majority of books available on becoming an indie author is that they’re either focused on writing or on how to market and sell your books. 

Now writing is absolutely essential. You can’t be an author of any type if you aren’t writing AND publishing that writing. So we certainly need to recognize the value of writing and note that doing the writing is what makes your indie author dreams a possibility. 

We also need to acknowledge that books don’t sell themselves. The right cover and sales blurb matters. Additionally, knowing how to advertise your writing, connect with your audience, and otherwise promote your work is essential if you’re to sell enough books to make a living and never work for someone else.

But what I don’t see written about as much are the other business aspects that go into being an indie author. They aren’t sexy and exciting like marketing is, but those aspects (which we’ll cover later in the book), are just as important to running a successful business as writing and marketing. And without them, you can think you’re doing great, but not realize that you’re missing critical details that could impact the success of your business.

And let me be clear: writing books to make a living IS a business. Yes, there’s the romantic vision of the writer clacking away on a typewriter or a keyboard in some cabin somewhere, but while writing is important and is most of what you’ll do, so is the business of turning that writing into money that pays your bills and allows you to live on your own schedule. That’s what the focus of this book and subsequent books in this series will be about: how to create a viable indie author business that enables you to make money and support your writing. Before we get into that though, you might have a very reasonable question to ask me.

Who am I and Why Should You Listen to Me?

I’m Taylor Ellwood. I’ve been writing books since 2003. From 2004 to 2018 I worked at a traditional small press in a non-paid position as an editor and layout tech (I got paid royalties for editing, but it was peanuts). It allowed me to learn a ton about the traditional publishing industry, especially how the industry isn’t set up in the favor of authors.

From 2008 to 2010 I was a social media coach for business owners, helping them figure out how to learn social media and apply it to their business as a form of marketing. In 2010 I became certified as a business coach and coached other business owners on how to grow and run their business until 2017, when I made a couple bad decisions and ended up having to end my business and take a job at a customer support center. It was one of the hardest decisions I ever made, but I did it because my business was hemorrhaging and my family needed stable income coming in. Getting a job was the way to provide that income.

I hated my job and living on someone else’s schedule. But I also was so burned out on coaching that I knew I couldn’t go back to doing it. So, I had to decide what I could do that would allow me to make a living and actually bring joy to my life. I did a lot of soul searching and decided that I needed to follow a life-long dream that I had previously told myself I couldn’t accomplish. I needed to become a full time writer.

But I know the publishing industry, and I knew going down the traditional path of writing could be a long slog that might not ever produce the results I was looking for. So, I started researching about how to become an indie author, and what I learned showed me that being an indie author could be lucrative. I also realized I was leaving a lot of money on the table with my publisher.

I tested what I learned about indie writing by publishing two books. The combined sales of those books, in one month, was better than what I was making with 6 months of royalties through a publisher. In 2018 I quit my volunteer position with the publisher and took back the rights of my existing books. Then I created a system for writing and producing books that allowed me to write and publish one book a month, which enabled me to exponentially increase my income from the book sales. It also helped me gradually replace and exceed the income I was bringing in from my day job. This is important, because if you want to be a fulltime indie author you have to not just meet the costs covered by your day job, but also exceed them to factor in the expenses you’re paying for your business (we’ll talk about that in further depth later). On July 29th, 2020 I emancipated myself from my job and promised myself that not only would I never go back to work for someone, but that I would also help other indie authors learn how to free themselves from working for someone else.

I write both fiction and nonfiction. Currently my non-fiction is the main source of income, but I will be speaking to both types of writing and what to factor in when it comes to building an income from your books.

So that’s a bit about me. Now let’s talk about building an indie author business.

Taylor Ellwood

Portland, OR
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​Chapter 1: Traditional Publishing vs. Indie Publishing
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If you want to build an indie author business, it’s important to understand something essential to writing: publishing. In this chapter we’re going to explore the differences between traditional and indie publishing so that you understand the pros and cons of both types of publishing. Now, if you’re reading this book, you’re likely already an indie author and you’re wondering why I’m covering this topic. The reason is simple: I want to you to understand the differences between the types of publishing and be able to make an informed decision about what your publishing journey ought to look like.

What is Traditional Publishing?

Traditional publishing is where you, the writer, submit your manuscript to an agent or the publishing house. If you submit your book to an agent, they will represent your book to the publishing house, whereas if you submit the book directly to the publishing house, you represent yourself. If the publisher picks your book up, then agree to publish and distribute the book to online and retail locations. You may or may not get paid an advance against the possible sales, but you will get a royalty every so often from the publisher. That’s essentially what traditional publishing looks like.

The Pros of Traditional Publishing

When you get published by a traditional publisher, there are some definite benefits that come with that relationship. Your book gets edited, designed, and distributed by the publisher at no cost to you. Your book gets sold to retail stores, where it can be placed on shelves, as well as to online retailers. And the publisher might do a little bit of marketing or arrange for you to do a signing. You also get a royalty for every book that sells. You can pretty go about your life without doing too much, other than write. For many writers, this is the dream. But is it really all it’s made out to be?

The Cons of Traditional Publishing

There are also downsides to going with a traditional publisher. The traditional publisher will edit, design and distribute your book with little to no input on your part being accepted. If you don’t like the cover, that’s tough, because the publisher is paying for it and they know best (they really don’t). If you have whole swathes of your book edited you can protest, but chances are those edits will be kept. 

And the marketing the traditional publisher does will likely be lackluster because traditional publishers aren’t focused as much on the marketing as the production side of things. In fact, they’ll expect you to do some of the marketing yourself.

And then there’s the royalty. Imagine spending hours and hours of your time writing your book. You want to get paid for that time, right? And you also want to make a decent income from the book, but with royalties being between 5-10% per book for an author, chances are you aren’t going to make a lot of money. And if you have an agent, some of your royalties will go toward the agent. In traditional publishing, the author always gets paid last, and the least.

So maybe traditional publishing isn’t looking so rosy after all. Let’s look at indie publishing next.

What is Indie Publishing?

Indie publishing is where you the author take control of every step of the journey when it comes to publishing your book. You’ll likely hire or co-opt people to help you with editing, cover design, and the layout of your book, though you might also learn some of those skills yourself, although I don’t recommend editing your own writing. The fact is you won’t see all the errors in your writing that someone else will find. You also want an objective opinion about the writing, in case there’s plot holes or missing information that you’ve assumed.

You’ll publish your print book using a distributor such as Ingram or Amazon’s KDP if you go the e-book route, which I highly encourage. You’ll either decide to go wide and hit up all the online retailers with your book, or you’ll go exclusive with Amazon to see if you can rack up those page reads (we’ll cover these in more detail below). You might even try your hand at an audio book version of your writing, which is another lucrative path you can take
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