
[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR AUTHORS TO 
PUBLISH SUCCESSFULLY WITH 
INSIGHTS FOR BLACK VOICES

KEYIMANI ALFORD

[image: A black background with a lock and text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Copyright © 2025 by Keyimani L. Alford

Self-Publishing from Scratch: A Practical Guide for Authors to Publish Successfully with Insights for Black Voices.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews or articles.

ISBN (Hardcover): 979-8-9990953-2-9

ISBN (Paperback): 979-8-9990953-4-3 

ISBN (eBook): 979-8-9990953-3-6

Printed in the United States of America.

Published by Keywords Unlocked Publishers

6969 N. Port Washington Road, Suite B150, PMB #1025

Glendale, Wisconsin 53217

keywordsunlockedllc@gmail.com

For information, visit: www.keywordsunlocked.com

WHAT READERS ARE SAYING

I’m blown away by Self-Publishing from Scratch, your personal journey and cultural insights are a game-changer for Black writers like me. – Beta Reader

I really commend you for your brave work. The novel is one of the best and I appreciate you for sharing your opinion with others. – Beta Reader

This book’s a real gem for self-publishers! The tools are legit helpful and the Black author focus is powerful. – Beta Reader

Your book is a mentor-in-print. It equips underrepresented writers with the tools and mindset to confidently share their stories. – Beta Reader

PERSONAL WELCOME FROM THE AUTHOR

Scan the QR code below to watch a short video where I share why I wrote this book, the mistakes I made, and how it can be your go-to resource on your publishing journey.
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To every person of color who dares to share their stories
with the world as a form of inspiration, liberation, and change. 

May you do good work.
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​Introduction
MY WRITING JOURNEY
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HAVE YOU EVER hit that point where you said, “Forget it, I’ll learn it myself”?

That was me a few years ago when I started my self-publishing journey. I was fed up with asking for help and getting nothing in return. It felt like everyone wanted to hold on to their secrets—secrets that could’ve saved me time, money, and more than a few cups of coffee. Instead, those secrets became my 3 a.m. caffeine-fueled lessons as I tried to figure everything out on my own.

​​But the truth is, my writing journey began long before that moment. I didn’t know I’d become an author or the steps I’d need to take. Life is like that sometimes, so you must figure it out.

You see, back in college, I wrote Facebook notes called “Mirror, Mirror,” raw reflections and deep conversations with myself about life, healing, and the experiences that shaped me. Writing them felt liberating.

I printed those reflections, placed them in a binder, and moved on with life. But they awakened something in me, a creative side I didn’t know I had. Years later, conversations with students, colleagues, family, and friends pushed me forward. People wanted to know how I faced the challenges I grew up with, how I dealt with pain, and how I kept moving forward.

I started writing chapters and saved them in a folder on the same laptop I’m using now. Then, like many writers, I stopped. Two years passed until one day, while driving home from work, something inside whispered, “Finish what you started.”

That was the beginning of my real writing journey. But the truth is, I had no idea what I was doing. I reached out to someone who had published books, hoping for guidance, but nothing came of it. I had to take the long road of discovery, and it was a lot of work. I wasted more money than I want to admit and made mistakes. By my second and third publications, I figured out how to do this with excellence, without spending thousands of unnecessary dollars.

Now, many books later, both for myself and for others, I’m here to share what I’ve learned. And that’s why this book exists.

Why Telling Our Story Matters

When I first became curious about representation in publishing, I asked myself: Who actually gets published in America? And who decides which stories are told?

The answers were sobering.

According to WordsRated’s 2023 Author Demographics study, 81% of published authors in the United States are White. Minorities make up only 19% of authors, and within that, 5–7% are Black.

The story doesn’t get much better behind the scenes. The 2023 Lee & Low Diversity Baseline Survey revealed that 72.5% of those working in publishing identify as White, while only 5.3% identify as Black or African American. And those numbers have barely shifted in nearly a decade. This data appears again in the Resources section as a reference tool, but the bigger truth is this: it confirms why our voices, our stories, and our publishing choices matter more than ever.

Put simply, not only are fewer of us getting published, but even fewer of us are sitting at the decision-making tables in publishing houses. Lack of representation on both ends shapes which voices are heard, which stories are elevated, and which perspectives are too often overlooked.

This is why telling our story matters. Because when we publish, we do more than add another book to the shelf, we claim space in an industry that hasn’t always made room for us. We inspire someone else to pick up the pen. We create a legacy that says: our stories belong here too.

As a Black-owned publishing company, I take this personally. My presence in this industry is proof that representation matters—not only in the stories being told, but in the people guiding and protecting them.

Self-publishing gives you that same power. You don’t have to wait for approval from someone who may not see the value in your story. You have the autonomy to:

	Choose what to share.

	Choose how to tell it.

	Choose who your book is meant to help.


Ask yourself: What if only one person reads my story, will it still be worth it? And what if the whole world reads it, am I ready for that level of transparency?

The answer is, “Yes!” And, if you can sit with those questions and still feel the desire to write, then this book is for you and for us.

​​What You’ll Get Here

I need you to understand something up front: this book didn’t come together overnight. It came from sacrifice, late nights, early mornings, money spent on things that didn’t deliver, and mistakes that cost me both time and energy. I don’t say that to impress you, but to show you I take your journey seriously. 

At the same time, this book isn’t meant to be an encyclopedia of everything ever written about publishing. That’s not what you need, and it would only overwhelm you. What I’ve done here is strip away the noise to focus on the essentials, the lessons, the strategies, and the tools designed to move you forward.

Here’s what you won’t get:

	Fluff or hype.

	Unrealistic promises of overnight success.

	Disguised sales pitches for an expensive course.


Here’s what you will get:

	Practical, step-by-step strategies.

	Templates, tools, and checklists.

	Honest insights on mistakes to avoid and tips for publishing with confidence. 


I learned quickly that when you publish a book, you leave behind part of your legacy. You should be proud of it. I want you to produce a book as polished as something from a big-name publishing house.

​​Who This Book Is For

In creating this book, I had to answer an important question: “Who are you writing this book for?” This is a question you’ll need to ask yourself when self-publishing, because what you share, and what I share, isn’t for everyone. 

So, to answer my own question, this book is for nonfiction writers, especially aspiring authors from underrepresented backgrounds and cultures who lack abundant resources, who want to:

	Share their story through a memoir, leadership book, self-help guide, journal, or workbook.

	Publish with excellence without wasting money.

	Take control of their narrative and create a lasting impact.


Self-publishing requires effort, making it worthwhile. Expect late nights, long weekends, and doubts. If you’re committed, this book offers the clarity, tools, and confidence to stay focused.

Don’t worry, I’m not leaving you to figure this out alone. I’ll walk alongside you with the information, charts, tables, templates, and insight packed into these pages. Think of this book as your publishing companion. I’ve got your back. Now, let’s talk about how we’re going to do it.

​​How We’ll Do It

When I started publishing, I didn’t know where to start. Maybe that’s where you’re right now, or maybe you’ve tried before and felt stuck. Either way, I know how confusing self-publishing can feel. Over time, I discovered that when you follow certain steps in the right order, the process becomes clearer and the results much better.

I now use this simple framework to keep myself moving forward. It’s also something I share with my clients during consultation meetings, so it’s not something you can only get by working with me. And you’re reading this book to learn how to do this yourself, right? I’m here to guide you and point you in the right direction.

In this book, we will follow what I call the Four Phases of Writing & Publishing a Book. In each phase, there are specific things you must, should, and could do. We’ll explore each in enough detail to give you what you need to get started and move forward.

I will outline the must, should, and could do since flexibility matters. Depending on resources, you might do some extras to improve your position. But I emphasize this: our goal is for you to produce a high-quality product. What you publish reflects you.

With that in mind, let’s begin with the first phase: Creation.

​​Phase 1: Creation (Vision & Writing)

I believe every successful book begins with a clear vision. You are considering writing for a reason, and this phase is where you define your purpose, shape your message, and commit to the writing process.

As a self-publishing author, you control your production speed. However, many rush without clarity on their message, audience, or presentation quality. I’ve seen results that exceed simple grammar mistakes.

In this phase, clarifying your “why” keeps you focused when writing gets hard. Identifying your audience ensures your story reaches the right people. Outlining your chapters, organizing ideas, and building a writing rhythm help avoid writer’s block and maintain momentum.

This phase isn’t about perfection but authenticity and getting your story on paper. You’ll revise multiple times. The words you craft form the foundation. Editing, design, and marketing can polish your work, but they can’t replace the heart and clarity of strong, intentional writing.

​​Phase 2: Polish (Refinement & Preparation)

This might be the most tedious phase of them all. I personally hated it. The back and forth of editing, reviewing different versions to be sure I captured my story, and letting others confirm if I met my intention was painful. But it was also liberating and worth it.

Once your draft is complete, the real transformation begins as you shape raw words into a professional book. Editing (developmental, copy, and proofreading) is essential. Self-publishing removes barriers but still requires meeting industry standards.

Beta and ARC readers are invaluable. They help gauge audience reception and refine key elements such as your bio, book description, and acknowledgments.

Administrative tasks like securing ISBNs, copyright, and Library of Congress Control Numbers establish ownership and professionalism. Skipping this makes your book seem unfinished, hurting credibility, while doing it well sets you up for marketplace success.

​​Phase 3: Presentation (Production & Publishing)

This is where your manuscript becomes a real book. The production phase transforms your words into a polished product ready for the world to see. If you don’t pay close attention here, you risk heavy scrutiny from reviewers. We’ll go deeper into this later.

We’ll cover interior formatting, which gives your book structure and makes it visually appealing and readable. A high-quality cover design attracts readers before they read a word. In self-publishing, presentation matters as much as content, so your book will sit alongside traditionally published works and should look professional.

Choosing the right publishing platforms, setting fair prices, and reviewing proof copies are crucial for your reach and reputation. Every detail, from spine text to how your eBook appears on devices, reflects your care. Rushing this stage can cause errors, poor experiences, or negative reviews.

When done excellently, this phase ensures your book meets industry standards and challenges the stereotype that self-published books lack the quality and detail of big publishers. Take this stage seriously, it's critical and may require extra time to perfect.

​​Phase 4: Promotion

I’m reminded of the saying, And knowing is half the battle, in this phase. Why? Because writing and publishing your book is only half the process. There’s a whole new world when it comes to promoting and getting it into the hands of readers.

This phase can be discouraging unless you can afford a marketing firm, which is unlikely since you’re reading this. We'll explore strategies, tools, and how AI can support your launch.

The launch and marketing phase builds anticipation, engages readers, and establishes your presence as an author. A strong pre-launch plan with early reviewers and social media teasers creates buzz before your book hits the market. During launch week, promotion, email outreach, and community engagement can drive sales and reviews, providing a strong start. But marketing doesn’t stop there.

Post-launch efforts like sharing testimonials, booking interviews, and joining book clubs or podcasts help maintain momentum. Many self-published authors underestimate this phase, hoping “the book will sell itself.” But visibility takes effort. Your book will only sell if readers can see it.

Your book may carry life-changing messages, but without promotion, it risks being overlooked. A thoughtful marketing plan ensures your story reaches the people who need it most, turning your book from a personal accomplishment into a meaningful impact.

This book is packed with everything I’ve learned, the things I wish someone had told me when I started. I’ve included the checklists, strategies, and insights here, so you don’t have to go searching for them. And if you ever reach a point where you’d like help walking through the process, that’s why my company, Keywords Unlocked, exists, to come alongside authors like you.

Whether you do this completely on your own or decide to partner with us, you’ll have what you need to begin right here in these pages.
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​Part One: Creation
VISION & WRITING
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​​​​​Chapter 1
THE REALITY 
OF WRITING A BOOK
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BEFORE YOU WRITE A SINGLE WORD, let’s have a real conversation. ​​Writing a book, especially if you’re self-publishing, isn’t sitting at a desk with a cup of coffee, pouring out your heart, and magically ending up with a bestseller. It’s a process that will test your time, patience, and discipline.

When I started my first book, I was full of motivation and divine inspiration. What I lacked was a roadmap. I didn’t know the costs, the time it would take, or that finishing the manuscript was just the beginning. Another mountain awaited, called marketing.

And let me tell you this: I sacrificed a lot to get that first book written and published. But my reality may not be yours. I wasn’t married, didn’t have kids, and could close myself off from the world for weekends at a time to push through the book. You might be balancing family, a full-time job, or other responsibilities, which means your journey will look different. And that’s okay. What matters is preparation. If you prepare for what’s ahead, you’ll already be miles ahead of most people who self-publish.

How It Started for Me

When I first started writing, my routine lacked structure. No fancy desk. No high-tech equipment. No special pens or notebooks. It started with the Notes app on my phone. I’d type in the oddest places, during lunch breaks, late at night in bed, or on my drives to work. It wasn’t unusual for me to grab my phone and use the voice recorder to capture my thoughts. I was laser-focused, tapping out what would eventually become multiple chapters of my book.

At that time, I had no idea what I was doing or knowledge of how to structure chapters. I did not know how long it would take or how expensive self-publishing could be. What I did know was this: I had a story to tell. It was enough to keep me moving.

If you’re feeling the same way right now, excited, nervous, or even doubting whether you can do this, I get it. Writing a book, especially as a self-publishing author, can feel overwhelming at first. But as Nelson Mandela said, “It always seems impossible until it’s done.” And he was right. The key is to prepare yourself for the realities of this journey. It’s a rewarding one you’ll appreciate in the end.

As you prepare to start your writing journey, I want to share eight things I learned, with the hope that they will help you, too.

​​1. Be Realistic About the Time Investment

I need you to ask yourself right now: Where is the time for this going to come from?

Writing a book isn’t something you squeeze into five spare minutes a week. It takes hours, writing, rereading, rewriting, and handling all the steps that come after. And those hours must come from somewhere.

When I work with clients, one of the first questions I ask in a consultation is, “How much time can you commit to this project each week?” I ask for two reasons. First, to understand how committed they are to finishing. Second, to get them to admit out loud that this is a commitment they must prioritize.

When I wrote, I sacrificed Netflix, weekends, and sometimes even sleep. Was it worth it? Absolutely. But it came with trade-offs.

Take a realistic look at your schedule. Can you dedicate 5–10 hours a week to writing? It might mean waking up earlier, staying up later, or giving up one or two weekends a month. If you can’t find that time now, you’ll need to either delay your project or adjust your expectations for how fast you’ll finish. And that is okay, because I have had to do it myself. The point is to be honest about your capacity and set a realistic goal.

​​2. Set a Preliminary Budget

​​Despite what you hear, self-publishing isn’t free. Yes, you can technically write and upload a book for little to no money, but if you want it to look professional, it will cost you something.

Editing, cover design, formatting, and marketing all add up. You can save by doing some things yourself, but you should still plan for at least $500–$2,500 if you want your book to compete with traditionally published titles.

For example, I have paid $100–$150 for cover design, $65 for copyright, $120 for ISBNs, $25–$50 per person for beta readers, and $75–$150 for formatting. There are still other costs, such as editing. Self-publishing is only free if everything is done alone. But in reality, only professionals can manage that successfully.

I wasted money in the beginning because I didn’t know better. I paid for services without understanding what “good” looked like. I don’t want that for you. Even with a small budget, plan now. Decide what you can invest upfront and what you may need to learn to do yourself.

3. Research the Self-Publishing Process Early

​​If you’re holding this book, you’re already ahead of the game. Most people don’t think about the process until after they finish writing, and that’s a mistake.

You need to understand what’s coming before you get there. Writing is only one step. You also must edit, format, design a cover, upload your files, market your book, and manage distribution platforms like Amazon Kindle Direct Publishing (Amazon KDP) or IngramSpark.

I learned everything the hard way, staying up until sunrise, watching YouTube videos, and experimenting on my own. The smarter move is to learn now so you’re not blindsided later.

4. Evaluate Your Personal Network and Connections

You might be thinking, “Why should I think about people before I even write the book?”

​​Here’s why: the people you know will play a big role in your book’s success. They can become beta readers, advance reader copy (ARC) readers, or even help promote your book when it launches. But you need to start building those relationships now.

I recently spoke with a fellow author who was thrilled her book reached #1 on Amazon. I asked how she did it, and she said she spent 18 months building her network and connections through activities to generate excitement for her book. Remarkable. Most of us don’t have 18 months to prepare, but if you do, I applaud you.

I did not think about this soon enough. I scrambled to find people who could help, and it cost me time. Learn from me. Do not make the same mistake. Build your network early through writing groups or people on social media.

5. Understand Writing Is Only Half the Work

I’m going to say this plainly: writing the book is the easy part. If I knew then what I know now, my publishing journey would have been much smoother.

The other half of the process, the part most self-publishing authors don’t prepare for, is marketing. Writing is about 20% of the process, while marketing often takes up the other 80% of the effort needed for success. If you want to sell your book beyond family and friends, you need to be ready to talk about it, post about it, and promote it long after you’ve typed “The End.” This could mean creating fliers, hosting bookstore events, joining writing groups, speaking on podcasts, or even launching a book tour. It is work, but the goal is to make your book visible.

And let me add this as a bonus: be okay with people getting tired of you talking and posting about it.

This is why setting realistic expectations upfront matters. If you hate marketing, you’ll either need to learn to embrace it or accept that your book may not reach a wide audience. And that’s okay, if you know your goal.

​​6. Prepare Mentally for Feedback and Criticism

You’re about to put your thoughts, your experiences, and your story out into the world. People will have opinions. Some will love it. Some won’t.

This is a part of being an author. You need to prepare yourself now for the fact that beta readers, ARC readers, and reviewers will give you feedback that might sting. But you need those voices to make your book better.

I had to learn to swallow my pride and listen, even when I disagreed. Take the feedback, keep what helps, and let the rest go.

​​7. Decide on Your Publishing Goals

What do you want this book to do for you? Do you want to sell thousands of copies? Establish yourself as an expert? Share your story for healing and legacy purposes? Your answer will shape your budget, your marketing efforts, and even how much time you invest.

For me, my first book wasn’t about money, it was about telling my story. But for later books, I shifted my goals to include speaking opportunities and business growth. Be honest with yourself about why you’re doing this. If you’re not, you’ll only end up frustrated when you don’t get the results you claimed you didn’t want.

When I wrote Unshaken Leadership, my goal was to advance my professional career. I did this by writing about my 30 years of leadership experience and positioning myself as an expert in the field. Yes, I was writing for leaders, but I also knew the potential it could unlock for me.

Now I’m in a position where I provide training, have my book included in leadership workshops and retreats, and speak on professional platforms. None of that would have been possible if I weren’t honest with myself from the start. You must be, too.

​​8. Commit to Finishing

There will be moments when you want to quit. Every writer has them. I can’t tell you how many times I almost gave up. Some days the writing felt too heavy, other days, I was simply tired of the process. But I kept going because I had already decided in my heart that I would finish.

I know you’re serious about writing, because you’re reading the last part of this first chapter. Well done. This tells me you have already made an important decision, a commitment to seeing this through. Keep going. Even if it takes longer than you planned, your story deserves to be finished.

​​Concluding Thoughts

Writing and publishing a book is one of the most rewarding things you could ever do. It can also be one of
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