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The case for D2C: margins, data, control, and reader relationship

Selling direct changes the math on every copy. On a retailer, the author collects a royalty, not the price the reader pays. Amazon's KDP pays 70% on ebooks priced from $2.99 to $9.99 and 35% on anything outside that band, and the 70% option also has a small per-megabyte delivery fee skimmed off the top. Print is harder still, because the print cost and the retailer's wholesale discount both come out before the author sees a penny.

A direct sale runs the other way. The reader's full payment lands in the author's account, and the only deductions are the payment processor's cut and whatever the store platform charges. Card processors sit around 3% plus a small fixed fee per sale, though the rate varies by processor and country and tends to creep up rather than down. After that, most authors keep 85% or more of the cover price.

A number makes the gap concrete. A $4.99 ebook on KDP's 70% tier earns about $3.49 before the delivery fee. The same $4.99 sold direct nets roughly $4.55 once a 2.9% plus $0.30 charge comes out, and that is before any platform fee. A dollar a copy sounds trivial until it is multiplied across a backlist and a few years, and the gap widens on bundles and box sets, where retailer terms are tightest and direct pricing is entirely the author's call.

Money is the obvious win; the quieter one is data. A retailer treats the buyer as its customer, not the author's, so a writer can sell thousands of copies and never learn a single reader's name. Sell direct and every order brings an email address, a purchase history, a rough location, and a record of which formats and series that person actually buys. That is not a vanity figure. It is what makes the rest of the book work: emailing past buyers the day a sequel lands, offering audio to people who only ever bought ebooks, or setting a new price against what proven fans have already paid. A retail sale teaches the author nothing about the person who made it. A direct sale opens a file the author can use for years.

Control is the third advantage, and it is broader than pricing. An author-owned store sets its own prices, runs its own discounts, picks its own launch date, and bundles products at will. It can also sell what retailers restrict or refuse: serialised chapters before release, signed and numbered editions, content that trips a platform's filters, or copies sold by hand at a convention table. Nothing gets delisted overnight, buried by a recommendation engine, or knocked off a chart by a quiet category reshuffle.

All of it points to the same place. A direct sale is a relationship the author owns, where the reader buys from the author, hears from the author, and can be brought back for the next book, a pre-order, or a membership with nobody in between. The fatter margin even funds that growth, since an author keeping 90% can afford the ads or the generous affiliate cut that a 35% royalty would never cover. Retailers still matter for discovery, and going direct does not change that. What changes is that the author stops renting space on someone else's platform and starts building something they keep. The price is the work, because the store, the files, the tax, and the support all become the author's job, and the rest of this book is about making that work pay.

Myths vs. reality: tech fear, low traffic, and “retailers or bust”

Three beliefs keep authors away from direct sales far longer than they should, and none survives a close look.

Start with fear of the tech. The worry is that a store means code, servers, or a developer on speed dial. It does not. Shopify, Payhip, Gumroad, and Lemon Squeezy each hand over a ready storefront, checkout, and payment connection without anyone writing a line of code, and most ship with templates so the first store looks presentable from the start. A service such as BookFunnel takes on the part that genuinely unnerves authors: getting the right file onto a stranger's e-reader and helping when it will not open. The honest exception is file preparation. Someone still has to produce a clean epub and a print-ready PDF, and a sloppy manuscript stays sloppy wherever it sells. That is a one-time job per title, not a running burden, and the learning curve is front-loaded; the hard part is the first store, after which new products take minutes.

The second belief is that direct only works with heavy traffic. The economics say the opposite. Because each direct sale is worth so much more, a small but engaged list can out-earn a large anonymous one. The figures that decide it are conversion rate and average order value, not raw visitor counts. Picture a list of five hundred true fans: if one in twenty buys a $30 launch bundle, that single email clears about $750 in near-pure margin, and the author keeps every buyer's details for next time. The same revenue from a retailer would take far more sales and leave the author knowing nothing about who bought. Scale helps, but it is not the price of entry.

The third belief is “retailers or bust,” the assumption that an author must pick a side. Most do not. The usual arrangement is hybrid: retailers for discovery and reach, direct for margin, data, and the readers who would buy anything with the author's name on the cover. There is one real catch, and it earns a straight answer rather than a shrug. Amazon's KDP Select program, which places an ebook in Kindle Unlimited, requires that ebook to be exclusive to Amazon, so a title in Select cannot also be sold direct as an ebook. The rule covers only the enrolled ebook edition, which leaves print, audio, wide ebooks, bundles, and merch free to sell direct. Authors who earn well from Kindle Unlimited page reads face a genuine decision, title by title, between that income and what a direct channel could add. Everyone else can run both at once without a conflict.

Put plainly, the barriers are mostly in the author's head. The tools are mature, the math rewards a smaller and warmer audience than most people expect, and a direct store sits comfortably beside retail.

Mapping your ecosystem: store, delivery, email, payments, tax

A direct operation is a short chain of services that pass a customer along, and it pays to see the whole chain before drilling into any link. There are five: store, delivery, email, payments, and tax. Most of the chapters ahead live inside one of them.

The store is the front door, the part a reader sees, and it holds the product pages, the cart, and the checkout. Shopify, Payhip, WooCommerce, Gumroad, and ThriveCart all do the job with different trade-offs. At one end, Gumroad takes a flat cut of each sale and needs almost no setup; at the other, Shopify charges a monthly fee but offers the most room to grow into. Chapter 2 weighs them properly.

Delivery is what actually puts the file in the reader's hands. For ebooks and audio that usually means a specialist such as BookFunnel or SendOwl, which sends the download, walks the reader through loading it onto a device, and can watermark the file rather than lock it behind heavy DRM. Routing delivery through a dedicated tool is what keeps “I paid but can't open it” emails from swamping the inbox.

Email is what turns one purchase into a habit. An email service provider, such as Kit (the platform formerly known as ConvertKit), MailerLite, or Klaviyo, stores the list, sends broadcasts, and runs automated sequences like a welcome series or a post-purchase follow-up. Because every direct order hands over an email address, this is where the long-term payoff of going direct quietly compounds.

Payments is the layer that moves the money, and it deserves more thought than “just use Stripe.” Stripe and PayPal are the common processors, each charging a percentage plus a fixed fee, and each plugging into nearly every store platform. Three practical details bite early. Payout timing comes first: processors usually hold funds for a few days before releasing them, so a big launch day is not spendable cash that afternoon. Chargebacks come second, where a buyer disputes a charge through their bank and the author can lose the sale plus a dispute fee; a clear refund policy and the buyer's own records are the defence. Choice of method comes third, because a meaningful share of readers will abandon a checkout that does not show the option they trust, which is why offering both cards and PayPal usually lifts completed sales.

Tax is the layer authors most want to ignore and the one with real legal teeth. In the United States, selling direct can create a sales-tax duty once the seller crosses a state's economic nexus threshold, which is simply the sales or revenue level at which that state expects a seller to register and collect, and every state sets its own. Selling digital goods to buyers in the European Union or the United Kingdom pulls in VAT based on where the buyer is, with no small-seller grace period for cross-border digital sales into the EU, so the duty can begin with the first order. Two routes handle it. A merchant of record, such as Lemon Squeezy, Paddle, or Gumroad's merchant-of-record service, becomes the legal seller, absorbs the tax, and files it in exchange for a higher fee. The other route keeps a bare processor like Stripe and adds a tax tool such as Quaderno or TaxJar to calculate and submit returns. Chapter 2 comes back to this choice; the point now is that tax belongs in the plan from the first sale, not the first audit.

Business model choices: launches, evergreen, bundles, and memberships

Owning the channel unlocks four ways to sell, and most authors end up blending them rather than betting on one.

A launch is a campaign with a clock on it. A new release, a limited edition, or a seasonal push goes live for a set window, often opening with a pre-order phase, sweetened with stacked bonuses, or run on a price that steps up over the launch so early buyers pay least. Launches concentrate attention and income into a tight span, and they reward an author with a warmed-up audience primed to act on a date.

Evergreen selling runs on a different clock, or on none at all. It is an always-on system that turns strangers into buyers without waiting for an event. A reader finds a free or cheap entry point, often a lead magnet followed by a low-priced tripwire offer, joins the list, and is carried through automated sequences toward the rest of the catalogue. The trade is drama for dependability: no launch-week spike, but income ticking over while the author is writing the next book or asleep.

Bundles raise the average order value by getting one buyer to take more in a single transaction. A series boxset, a buy-the-set deal, or a launch box pairing an ebook with audio and a signed paperback gives the reader a reason to spend up while still feeling they came out ahead. Digital bundles are especially forgiving, since adding another ebook to the package costs nothing to fulfil. Bundling is one of the fastest ways to grow revenue without finding a single new customer, which is why Chapter 3 gives it proper room.

Memberships and subscriptions turn one-off buyers into recurring revenue. Through Patreon, Memberful, Ghost, or Circle, an author sells early chapters, exclusive extras, a back catalogue, or community access for a monthly or yearly fee, often across a few tiers at different prices. The appeal is predictability, since recurring income smooths the gaps between releases and rewards the most committed readers, but it carries obligations a one-off sale does not: a content cadence to keep and churn to manage when subscribers drift away. Chapter 7 digs into both.

None of these compete with each other. A common mix keeps an evergreen funnel running in the background, fires launches for new releases, leans on bundles to raise order value across the board, and offers a membership tier to capture the diehards. Most authors arrive there in stages, starting with launches and a simple funnel, adding bundles once there are enough titles to combine, and reaching for a membership only when there is a steady stream of content to justify the monthly promise. Which lever matters most comes down to how large the catalogue is, how often the author publishes, and how much they want to tie themselves to a schedule.

How to use this book: 90-day build plan and chapter-by-chapter checklists

This is a book to work through, not just read. It runs from foundations to a fully operating store in a deliberate order, on the assumption that the reader builds each piece before moving to the next.

The sequence tracks the stack and the models above. The early chapters cover positioning and unit economics, then the store, the catalogue, and the checkout. The middle of the book builds the email engine and the launch playbook. Later chapters add subscriptions, physical products, analytics and ads, and finally the systems needed to scale without the whole thing collapsing onto one exhausted person. The conclusion folds everything into a 90-day build plan in three phases: month one brings the core stack and product pages live; month two adds bundles, a first launch, and affiliates; month three layers on a subscription tier, paid traffic, and dashboards. A reader who would rather follow a checklist than read cover to cover can start at that plan and treat the chapters as reference.

Where a reader begins can depend on where they already stand. Someone with no store yet should go in order, since each chapter assumes the last. An author already selling on retailers can skim the positioning material and jump to the store and catalogue chapters to get a direct channel live alongside what they have. An author already running a basic store will get the most from the conversion, email, and subscription chapters, which is where left-behind revenue usually hides.

Every chapter aims to leave something built, not merely understood, and each one closes with a short checklist so progress is measured in completed steps rather than pages read. The working tools sit in the appendices: Appendix A collects the checklists and templates, including a store launch checklist, a product-page template, email automation outlines, a bundle-and-pricing worksheet, and a campaign calendar, while Appendix B compares the platforms and vendors named throughout. The intended use is to keep them open on the desk while the chapter explains the reasoning behind each step.

A few ground rules colour the rest of the book. Going direct is a real business with real duties, so tax and customer support are treated seriously rather than waved away. The book also assumes no particular budget or audience size, because the same playbook scales from a single title and a tiny list to a full catalogue running launches, bundles, and a membership at once. The measure of success is plain: the reader finishes with a store live, a list collecting buyers, and a clear plan for the next ninety days.
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Define your D2C model: signatures, store-first, hybrid retail + direct

Before any of this becomes a store, an author has to decide what role direct selling actually plays in the business. That decision shapes pricing, the product mix, how much time the store eats, and whether retailers stay central or move to the edge. Three broad models cover most authors, and the right one depends on catalogue size, genre, and how much an author wants to run a shop alongside writing.

The signatures model comes first, sometimes called a special-editions or halo approach. Retail keeps doing the heavy lifting on plain ebooks and paperbacks, and the direct store sells only what retailers cannot: signed copies, numbered hardbacks, sprayed-edge editions, and bundles aimed at the people who already love the work. The store stays small and low-maintenance, the stock is deliberately scarce, and the margin on a $45 signed special is high enough that a handful of sales a month is worth the effort. This suits authors with a passionate but modest following, anyone nervous about the tech, and writers locked into Kindle Unlimited on their ebooks, since special print editions sidestep the exclusivity rule entirely. The ceiling is low by design. The store will never carry the business, but it adds margin and a direct line to superfans at little risk.

Store-first sits at the other extreme, where the author's own shop becomes the main place readers buy and retailers turn into a discovery channel or drop away. Every format sells direct, the catalogue is complete, and email and launches are built around the store, not a retailer's release-day algorithm. The payoff is the full margin on most sales and ownership of nearly all the customer data. The cost is real responsibility, since the author now carries delivery, tax, support, and the job of driving the traffic a retailer used to supply for free. Store-first rewards authors with an engaged list, a back catalogue deep enough to cross-sell, and the appetite to treat publishing as a business with a storefront attached. It has the highest ceiling and the steepest demands.

Between the two lies hybrid retail plus direct, where most established authors land. Retail and the direct store run in parallel and feed each other: retailers supply reach, ranking, and new readers, while the store captures margin, data, and the repeat buyers who would rather buy from the author. A reader might discover a series on Amazon, then buy the boxset and the audio direct after joining the mailing list. Hybrid asks the author to keep two systems honest at once, including pricing that does not undercut retail partners in ways that cause friction, but it spreads risk so no single platform's rule change can sink the business. For a writer with both a retail presence and the will to build direct, hybrid is usually the pragmatic destination.

These models are not permanent. A common path starts with signatures to learn the tools at low stakes, shifts to hybrid as the list and catalogue grow, and tips toward store-first once direct sales prove they can carry real weight. Three quick examples show the stages. A debut with one novel and a few hundred subscribers opens a signatures store of signed paperbacks while keeping the ebook in Kindle Unlimited; the shop earns a little and teaches the tools. A mid-list author with fifteen wide titles and a ten-thousand-strong list goes hybrid, keeping retail visibility while selling boxsets, audio, and a yearly subscription direct. A veteran with a forty-book backlist and a devoted core goes store-first, runs launches from the shop, and treats retailers as a place new readers stumble in.

Choosing between them comes down to three honest measurements: the size and warmth of the existing audience, the depth of the catalogue, and the hours a week available for the store. A writer with two books and no list is wasting effort going store-first. A writer with a dozen titles, a few thousand engaged subscribers, and Kindle Unlimited income they do not want to lose is a textbook hybrid case. Whichever model fits, it should be written down, because it sets the scope for the rest of this chapter and decides which later sections matter most.

Brand promise and audience fit: tropes, promises, and offer design

A direct store sells to people who already know the author, which makes the brand promise matter more here than on a retailer where a cover and a price do most of the persuading. The brand promise is the simple, repeated thing a reader can count on getting: the feeling, the kind of story, the payoff. Readers buy direct because they trust that promise enough to skip the retailer's reviews and recommendations, so the clearer the promise, the easier every later sale becomes.

In fiction the promise is usually carried by tropes, which work less as clichés than as honest labels for what the reader is signing up for. Enemies-to-lovers, found family, slow-burn romance, a cosy small-town mystery: each sets an expectation the book then has to keep. Naming the tropes a body of work delivers does two things at once. It tells the right readers they are in the right place, and it gives the author the language for product descriptions, email subject lines, and bundle names that land with the people most likely to buy. Nonfiction works the same way with a different label: the promise is the transformation or answer the reader walks away with, and the recurring angles, frameworks, and tone become the author's version of tropes.

Audience fit is the other half. An offer only works if it matches who the readers actually are, what they can spend, and how they like to buy. A romance audience that reads fast and collects whole series will happily buy a boxset or a subscription that drips new chapters; a literary-fiction audience may prefer a single beautiful signed hardback to a stack of bundles. Age, income, reading device, and how the audience found the author all shape what sells. Someone whose readers skew toward audiobook listeners should not build a store around ebook-only deals. The cheapest research is the audience itself: replies to emails, comments, reviews that quote favourite scenes, and the questions that recur all reveal what readers value and how they describe it.

Offer design turns the promise and the audience into things people can actually buy. An offer is more than a product with a price; it is the product, the framing, the bonus, and the reason to act, packaged so the value is obvious. The same novel can be a plain ebook, a signed paperback, a start-the-series bundle of the first three books, or a deluxe box with a map, a character art card, and an exclusive short story. Each is a different offer for a different reader at a different price. Good offers share a few traits: they speak to a promise the audience already wants, they make the value feel larger than the price, and they give a concrete reason to buy now, whether that is a limited run, a launch window, or a bonus that disappears.

The strongest offers also ladder, so a reader can enter cheaply and climb over time. The entry rung might be a free novella in exchange for an email address, a low-risk first taste that proves the promise. Above it sits a single ebook at the usual price, then a three-book starter bundle at a modest discount, then the complete series as a boxset. Near the top comes a signed paperback set, and at the peak a deluxe limited edition or a membership that bundles everything with extras. A reader can step on at any rung and climb at their own pace, and each price is set so the next rung up looks like the sensible choice, not a leap. Building that ladder around a clear promise and a known audience is the groundwork the pricing and catalogue work build on.

Consistency turns the promise from a slogan into an asset. A reader who buys a found-family urban fantasy and gets exactly that comes back for the next one; a reader handed something tonally different feels misled, even when the book is good. This is why many direct sellers keep their store narrow, built around one series, one world, or one clear promise, instead of displaying everything they have ever written. A focused store converts better than a broad one, because every product reinforces the same expectation and the same kind of buyer. Breadth can come later, often through separate stores or pen names, once the core promise pays for itself.

Catalog audit: formats, rights, and quick wins to sell direct

Before building offers, an author needs a clear inventory of what they actually own and can sell. A catalogue audit is a plain accounting of every title, every format it exists in or could exist in, who controls the rights, and what state the files are in. It is unglamorous
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