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      The landscape of the publishing world has changed. For the past century, books were printed and made available to stores as either paperbacks or hardcovers. That distribution method evolved when the e-book arrived. Stores are no longer limited by shelf space, and readers can choose from millions of books on any given day. E-books led publishers to rethink how they released books; and e-books led to the popularity of a new publishing model: self-publishing.

      This Tidy Guide focuses on the two most common publishing paths: traditional publishing and self-publishing. The path you choose may be different for each novel you write. If you want to self-publish, then by all means, self-publish. Likewise, if you dream of working with a publisher, then you should follow your dream. The path is yours for the choosing.

      Embrace your publishing adventure!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Choose your publishing adventure

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Publishing is a business. Writing may be art, but publishing, when all is said and done, comes down to dollars.” ~ Nicholas Sparks

      

      

      In today’s digital age, writers have fewer barriers to publishing than ever before. Anyone with a computer and internet connection can publish a book with minimal cost.

      Writers choose from two publishing paths: traditional publishing through an established publisher or self-publishing. Each path brings its own set of opportunities and challenges. You may choose a different path based on your book’s subject, genre, and audience. I’m a hybrid writer, which means that I publish some of my books through publishing houses, and I publish some of my books on my own. When I write a new book, I analyze it to see if it (1) fits with a particular house, and (2) has high commercial appeal based on current or predicted trends. If it fits both criteria, I tend to use a traditional publisher. I wrote The Deadland Saga when the zombie trend felt saturated (and thus may have had less commercial appeal), and so I chose to self-publish; The Colliding Worlds Trilogy is science fiction with romantic elements, which is an evergreen niche, and I published through Simon & Schuster. I take this hybrid approach so that I can still write exactly what I want to write even if the story isn’t a perfect fit for a publishing house.

      Traditional publishers take a load off your shoulders

      For the past century, large publishing houses come to mind when one thinks of publishing. The “Big Five” publishers are known to all readers: Penguin Random House, HarperCollins, Macmillan, Simon & Schuster, and Hachette. Dozens, if not hundreds, of imprints exist within each of these houses. An imprint is a group within the house that focuses on a specific type or genre of books, such as the Harlequin romance imprint within HarperCollins.

      The recent boom of e-books has led to a paradigm shift in publishing, wherein small, independent publishing houses have found greater opportunities for success. These houses operate much like the Big Five but produce far fewer books per year, often focusing on niche genres.

      Benefits

      Publishers build their reputation by producing quality books and investing in an author’s career. They are selective of which stories to buy—stories not only need to be good but also a fit with the publishing house’s area of focus in terms of story themes and reader demographics.

      Publishers commonly pay an advance against royalties, or advance, for any story they buy, though the smallest houses—especially ones that publish only e-books and Print on Demand (POD) paperbacks—may not provide any advance. An advance is an up-front payment made to an author that is deducted from future royalties. For example, a house may offer a $5,000 advance to a writer for a book. The writer may receive $1,500 upon signing the contract, another $1,500 upon submitting the manuscript, and the final $2,000 upon publication. Once enough royalties have come in to cover the $5,000 advance, the book has “earned out” its advance, and the writer will begin to receive royalties on all future sales. Advances are largely handled in multiple payments to help the writer by providing some income up front while protecting the publisher from not having an outlay of too much cash months or years before a book is published.

      Up-front income and no publishing costs are a significant benefit of working with a publisher. The publisher absorbs all publishing costs in exchange for a percentage of royalties. This model makes the publisher financially vested in the book’s success.

      The publisher guides the writer through the process, which can reduce the writer’s stress and workload and allow the writer to remain focused on being a writer. Having a full team of professionals—editors, cover designers, and publicists—is very attractive to writers who don’t want to bear the full load of publishing a book.

      A benefit to working with a larger house is that you are more likely to see your book on bookstore and library shelves across the country. This visibility, coupled with visibility through the publisher’s standard marketing channels, will expose your book to readers who may not see it otherwise, which in turn can open it to greater word-of-mouth promotion, reviews by major news sites, and submissions for traditional awards.

      Challenges

      Publishing houses ease the publishing process and bring a wealth of knowledge and experience, but that comes at a lower revenue rate for writers, which means you need to sell more copies of a traditionally published book than of a self-published book to make the same revenue. Publishers pay a royalty, which is a percentage of a book’s net revenue, such as twenty-five percent of net revenue of each sale. Self-publishers receive the full net revenue provided by each retailer, i.e., there’s no “middleman” to take a cut. However, self-publishers incur publishing costs, so the comparison of royalty rates and revenue rates is not an even comparison.

      A publishing contract once meant a writer would see his or her books on bookstore shelves. In the digital age, many publishers release books as e-books and POD paperbacks, releasing fewer books widely to physical stores and libraries. A traditional publishing contract no longer guarantees you’ll see your book in bookstores and libraries.

      Another challenge writers face with publishers is that it can take a long time from submitting the manuscript to seeing the published book. Querying agents and editors and then publishing can each take anywhere from a few months to years. The delay in a world moving at an ever-increasing pace has led some writers to self-publish.

      Self-publishing gives you complete control

      Self-publishing is a business model wherein the author manages all publishing activities for their book. Writing is one job; publishing is another job. Self-publishing is an exhilarating, and sometimes exhausting, business model. If you thrive on being your own boss, then self-publishing is an option you should consider.

      Benefits

      Self-publishers control every aspect of the publishing process, from setting release dates to choosing book covers. Self-publishing also allows a writer to release a book that doesn’t fit neatly into a particular genre or a book that a traditional publisher would have a difficult time marketing. Books published by their authors can often be released faster since the author is taking on much of the work and can engage freelance contractors who are more readily available.

      Writers will see a greater percentage of revenue from books they self-publish, normally thirty to seventy percent of the retail price. The frequency of receiving revenue payments is often monthly, whereas traditional publishers may pay quarterly, semi-annually, or even annually.

      And perhaps the greatest benefit of all is that when you self-publish, you retain all rights to your book. Whether those are e-book, print, audio, entertainment, or translation rights, they are available should you receive an offer from a publisher to sell at a later date.

      Challenges

      Self-publishing does not come without its own set of challenges, with the most notable challenge being up-front costs. Depending on your freelance team, you may have to pay for multiple editing passes, cover design, and formatting. The price ranges for every type of service vary greatly, generally based on the freelancer’s level of experience and reputation. Editors often charge hundreds, sometimes over a thousand dollars, as do cover designers. Formatters typically charge fifty to two hundred dollars. If you plan to self-publish, be sure to build a budget or a plan for negotiating these services.

      The time commitment involved in self-publishing is also significant. If you work a second job in addition to being a writer, you may need to spread out releases to avoid burnout. Being a publisher is a job in itself.

      Because of time and cost constraints, and a lack of publishing knowledge for newer writers, a self-published title may have fewer people involved with transforming a manuscript into a book. Fewer eyes on a project potentially means more things slip through, especially during the editing phase. This is most apparent when a writer takes on nearly all tasks on his or her own. For example, if you rely only on your own skills to edit your manuscript, a plot that makes sense in your mind may not have been clearly communicated in words. Or, if you create your own cover without regard to design best practices, you may focus too much on conveying the story on the cover rather than on the right typography, colors, and standards specific to the genre in which you intend to market. If you must take on these tasks, then take extra care in ensuring you approach the tasks from the perspective of an outside professional and not of the story creator.

      Since self-publishing is done by each writer, every self-published book is produced based on an individual’s sense of quality. This has led to some self-published titles being released with inconsistent storylines and numerous grammatical errors and typos. These titles were especially common in the early years of Kindle, but new titles can still be found today. While fading, the perception lingers that self-published titles may be of a lower quality than traditionally published titles. This means you must ensure your book is of superior quality when it’s released.

      It’s your name on the cover, so build a brand of excellence. With that mindset, you’ll quickly build a following of passionate readers.

      Assisted self-publishers manage the process for you at a cost

      There are companies who will help writers publish their books for a fee. This may be a potential solution for writers who want to self-publish but don’t have the time or experience to manage the publishing process. Assisted self-publishers handle the process much like a traditional publisher would with one significant difference: for publishing houses, the reader is the customer; for assisted self-publishers, the writer is the customer. This means that assisted self-publishers have no vested interest in the success of your book—they only care about the production of your book.

      Be very careful in working with an assisted self-publisher. Some are considered vanity publishers, which are predatory assisted self-publishers. Vanity publishers not only charge writers for their services but also claim rights to the books. If you work with an assisted self-publisher, make sure:

      
        
          	
        You keep all rights to your work, without exception. Assisted self-publishers produce books, distribute them across retailers, and manage revenue payments. They should not require you to sign away any rights to your story.
      

      	
        You receive all net book revenue. If you pay up front, an assisted self-publisher should not take a percent of your book’s revenue as well unless you are paying them a commission to manage payments and tax forms for you.
      

      	
        The production agreement includes a termination clause. Any assisted self-publisher should agree to terminate the agreement and unpublish your books if you provide a written notice. If you do not see a termination clause, don’t walk, run away from that publisher.
      

      	
        You keep all book files, including cover and interior formats, if you end the agreement. You paid for your book’s production—you own these files.
      

      

      

      A reputable assisted self-publisher will produce a professional-quality book with you at a fair price. They live by their reputation and by repeat customers. Vanity publishers try to make as much money off a writer during the first book since most writers would never want to

      Other paths may lead to publishing

      
      
      You have responsibilities regardless of the path you choose

      
      
      
      
      Your intellectual rights are yours to keep or sell
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