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WHAT IS SELF-PUBLISHING?

ACCORDING TO WIKIPEDIA, self-publishing is the pub-
lication of a book where the author is in control of the 
entire process, including format selection, pricing, cover 
design, interior design, inventory management, distri-
bution, marketing, and public relations. Authors either 
elect to do everything themselves (which can be quite 
time-consuming or could possibly lead to a less-than-op-
timal outcome) or they outsource the work to multiple 
independent contractors or to a single self-publishing 
company that offers all the services they need. 
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Self-publishing may be experiencing a heyday, but it is 
nothing new. Homemaker Irma S. Rombauer independent-
ly published The Joy of Cooking in 1931. Five years later, the 
Bobbs-Merrill Company acquired the rights and then things 
really started cooking for Ms. Rombauer (in the form of over 18 
million copies sold)! Her book wouldn’t be the runaway success 
it is today without self-publishing.

Before Matt Damon showed Mars who was boss in the 
Hollywood blockbuster The Martian, sci-fi writer Andy Weir 
released the book (his debut novel, by the way) chapter-by-
chapter on his blog before self-publishing it as an e-book in 
2011. Crown Publishing purchased the rights and re-released 
it in 2014, just months after Twentieth Century Fox optioned 
the film rights. Weir went on to win multiple awards, including 
a Hugo for Best New Writer, and the film went on to gross over 
$200 million worldwide. 

And, of course, there is the story of Fifty Shades of Grey, 
which started off as Twilight fan fiction on E.L. James’ website 
before being self-published through a small Australian com-
pany. Vintage Books subsequently picked up the rights, repub-
lished it (to the tune of 70 million copies), and paved the way for 
a movie trilogy in the process. To call it a self-publishing success 
would be an understatement. 

The key difference between The Joy of Cooking and the sec-
ond two examples is that Ms. Rombauer had to spend consid-
erable amounts of time and money designing her manuscript 
for publication, purchasing bulk copies, storing her inventory, 
and seeking wholesalers, distributors, and retailers to carry 
the book. Nowadays, advances in print-on-demand and e-book 
technology have empowered authors like Weir and James (and 
you?) to publish professionally and affordably.
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WHY SELF-PUBLISH?

2008 MARKED THE first time in history that more books 
were independently self-published than published tra-
ditionally. By 2009, 76% of all books released were self-
published. These trends show no signs of slowing down. 
In fact, in 2015, the sales of all independently self-pub-
lished books exceeded the sales of all books published 
by “the big five” traditional publishing houses. 

In other words, it’s a great time to be a self-publish-
ing writer! Some writers migrate from traditional pub-
lishing to self-publishing because they appreciate the 
greater degree of control they have over their story, 
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their rights, and their careers. Others pour their hearts and 
souls into manuscripts that, for whatever reason, traditional 
publishing doesn’t show an interest in, so they turn to self-pub-
lishing as a means to share their stories with the world. 

By now, almost all writers realize that every publishing 
route (even traditional ones) require the author to be involved 
in the marketing process. So they figure, if they’re going to put 
forth that much effort, they should make more of the money. 
Traditional publishing typically pays 5%-10% of the net profit 
from book sales, while self-publishing typically pays between 
50%-100% of the net profits. Everyone, even right-brained cre-
ative types, can identify the best choice there.

Regardless of the reason, self-publishing grants all authors 
the opportunity to leave their legacy and their mark on the 
world. Life may be fleeting, but books live forever. 

The main reason most authors shy away from self-publish-
ing is because they want to be accepted by a traditional pub-
lisher. They want to have movies made out of their books. And 
they’re afraid self-publishing will hurt their chances. But as you 
can see from The Joy of Cooking, The Martian, and Fifty Shades of 
Grey, self-publishing isn’t a roadblock to that goal. It’s a step-
ping stone. 

In fact, it’s a stepping stone to all of your goals as a writer. 
Why self-publish? Why wouldn’t you? 
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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN “INDEPENDENT” 

SELF-PUBLISHING, “FREE” SELF-
PUBLISHING, AND “FULL-SERVICE” 

SELF-PUBLISHING?

EVEN THOUGH SELF-PUBLISHING is easier and more 
accessible than it has ever been, it is still difficult if you 
try to tackle it alone, which is what you’re doing with 
“independent” self-publishing. There are standardized 
requirements like ISBNs, EAN barcodes, and meta data. 
There are creative considerations like cover design and 
interior formatting. There are logistic complications like 
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wholesaling, worldwide distribution, inventory management, 
and taxes. 

Getting those important steps wrong can mean something 
as “inconsequential” as missing out on book awards, or as “sig-
nificant” as an IRS audit. That is why more and more writers are 
turning to full-service self-publishing companies to handle the 
details for them. And that is also why being a “published au-
thor” is still a remarkable achievement. No matter how you go 
about “getting published,” 9-out-of-10 people are going to be 
very impressed when they see your book for sale on Amazon. 
And they should be. It is impressive. 

You also want them to continue to be impressed when they 
actually see your book, don’t you? And that’s the main differ-
ence between “free” self-publishing and “full-service” self-pub-
lishing. “Free” self-publishing usually delivers an unimpressive 
book while “full-service” self-publishing makes sure your pub-
lished book is just as impressive as your finished manuscript. 

Besides, “free” isn’t really free. Those websites are more 
akin to “freemium” business models. According to Wikipedia, 
“freemium” is a term coined in 2006 and is the pricing strategy 
by which a product or service (typically a digital offering such 
as software, media, games or web services) is provided free of 
charge; but money (premium) is charged for proprietary fea-
tures, functionality, or virtual goods.

What does this have to do with self-publishing? Well, a 
lot, as it turns out. Many “free” self-publishing companies use 
this exact same business model, although the population at 
large hasn’t quite identified the similarities between mobile 
apps that do this, and businesses in general that do this. But 
if you look closely enough, you can identify all the same prac-
tices, because some of the largest self-publishing companies 
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Apple and its 

iTunes app 

store received 

so much heat 

over “free” 

mobile apps 

which, in 

reality, were 

not free, that 

they had to re-

identify them 

as “freemium” 

applications 

and disclose 

the manner in 

which those 

apps actually 

made money. 

are actually “freemium” in nature. They tout 
“free” on their website, but once you drink 
the Kool-Aid, you discover what you probably 
suspected all along: Nothing is free.  And sud-
denly you’re paying $999 for a custom cover 
(instead of $500 or less at other publishers) 
or $3,000 for a book video (instead of $1,000 
or less at other publishers). 

You see, freemium self-publishers use tac-
tics that include overcharging for additional 
services (like the custom covers and book 
videos mentioned above), overcharging for 
author copies, and the coup-de-grace: manipu-
lating authors into giving away their books un-
der the guise of “marketing”, but only if they 
refrain from selling their books anywhere 
else. Unwittingly, authors find themselves 
in de facto exclusive contracts simply for the 
“privilege” of giving away their books for free. 
Talk about adding insult to injury.

Most authors are so attracted to the “free” 
part that they don’t bother to investigate 
these other long-term costs. In other words, 
there is no such thing as “free.”  
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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN A “FREE” 

SELF-PUBLISHING COMPANY 
AND A “FULL-SERVICE” 

SELF-PUBLISHING COMPANY?

THE IMPORTANT THING to realize is that publishing is a 
business, and businesses need to make money in order 
to stay in business. There is no such thing as a “free” self-
publishing company; a more accurate term is a “free-
mium” self-publishing company, much like apps from 
the app store, that are free initially, but start becoming 
more expensive the more you use them. 
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Freemium self-publishing companies and full-service self-
publishing companies operate on different business models. 
Freemium services market “free” to attract massive amounts of 
clients, and then overcharge the small percentage of them who 
become “addicted” to the amazing feeling of being published 
and subsequently start pouring money into future books that 
would otherwise be less expensive to publish elsewhere (and 
more profitable, royalty-wise). These clients are called “whales” 
in the app-world (there are many psychological articles on the 
subject), and ultimately these “whales” end up paying much 
more than they would anywhere else. They end up making less 
royalties than they would anywhere else; and they probably 
don’t even realize they are subsidizing all the other clients who 
are using the service for free.

A freemium company does not offer the level of service or 
support that a full-service company does because it doesn’t 
have to. Its only marketing claim is “free” and it relies on its 
business model for the rest. “Whales” who wish to order ser-
vices as an add-on do so at a much higher upcharge than similar 
services would cost at a full-service company. Again, those who 
purchase the add-ons are subsidizing those who do not. 

Finally, when you consider the largest freemium publisher 
is also the largest book retailer, you realize they are double-
dipping your royalties on the front-end (as the “publisher”) and 
the back-end (as the “retailer”). In other words, they are tak-
ing a greater percentage of the book’s royalties, which also 
means successful authors find themselves subsidizing unsuc-
cessful ones. It’s never quite clear how freemium companies 
make money, so many authors make the mistake of assuming 
they’re offering a great service to authors out of the goodness 
of their hearts. In reality, the opposite may be true – they’re 
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probably making more money by the time you tabulate higher 
add-on costs, lower royalties, and forced exclusivities. In the 
app world, 90% of game revenue is generated by “freemium” 
games while only 10% is generated by games that have an initial 
cost. Are freemium game companies making free games out of 
the goodness of their hearts? Clearly not. So, too, are freemium 
publishers profiting greatly from writers — not only through 
higher upcharges and double-dipping royalties, but by offering 
“free” content that allows them to sell streaming subscription 
services, yearly memberships, and electronic equipment, none 
of which their authors profit from. 

Full-service self-publishing companies offer high-quality, 
professional publishing services to authors in exchange for 
a fee, much like any other service business (lawyers, accoun-
tants, therapists, etc.). It’s always clear how self-publishing 
companies make their money because an author typically or-
ders a service, pays for it, and then receives it. 
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WHAT SELF-PUBLISHING 
COMPANY SHOULD I CHOOSE, 

AND WHY?

THE FIRST DECISION to make is whether you want to 
publish under the freemium model where you perform 
all the design work yourself (possibly resulting in a 
book that looks amateurish), or with a full-service self-
publishing company (which requires more of a financial 
investment up front). Certainly, if the price were the 
same between both options, everyone would choose 
full-service; their books deserve the extra quality. So it 
usually comes down to an author’s budget. This is why 
some self-publishing companies nowadays offer sched-
uled payment plans, work with online credit services 
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like PayPal Credit, and can even get the author started for as 
little as $35 up front.

In either case, do your research. There are a number of re-
sources that offer “reviews” of self-publishing companies and 
you should compare them. Reviewing multiple resources beats 
relying upon any one source (whether it be positive or nega-
tive) since it’s important to realize that single sources may lack 
knowledge, integrity, or applicability. Ultimately, a single source 
is just one person’s opinion. You will find that some sources 
hate certain companies and love others. Different sources will 
have the exact opposite opinions.

Whenever you look at any source for any information, you 
should consider the date of the information and that source’s 
vested interest. By combining the sources together to arrive 
upon a “sum total” you are better equipped to see an accurate 
“average score” of the companies you are examining. 

Here’s one to start with:

TopConsumerReviews.com/self-publishing
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HOW DO I START THE 
SELF-PUBLISHING PROCESS?

YOUR SELF-PUBLISHING PROCESS will depend upon 
what path you take. If you decide to do it truly indepen-
dently, without using any experts or online services, 
you will be wearing many hats – some of them creative 
and some of them logistic. Most writers are more right-
brained than left-brained, so the business aspects of 
“publishing a book” become quite daunting. It is for this 
reason that the vast majority of self-publishing writers 
seek the help of experts or online publishing services 
to assist them. They want to publish a book; they don’t 
want to learn how to publish a book. Therefore, explain-
ing how to start the process of independently publishing 
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a book yourself is beyond the scope of this book, other than to 
suggest reading other books on the subject. 

If you are publishing with a freemium self-publisher, you will 
first need to address the design responsibilities, since freemi-
um publishers require you to submit documents that are ready 
to publish. Some freemium publishers “convert” your word 
processor files for you automatically, but no matter how easy 
and cheap that seems, you do not want a computer “designing” 
your book for you; it will look like a computer designed it, which 
is the last thing you want. In 99% of the cases, you also do not 
want to handle the design responsibilities personally (no mat-
ter how easy and cheap that seems). Designing a professional 
book requires professional software and the know-how to use 
it proficiently. The software cost is reasonable (around a cou-
ple hundred dollars), but competent designers are expensive. 
Using your word processor may sound like an easy and cheap 
alternative, and it is. But the result? Your book will look easy 
and cheap. 

Therefore, beginning the self-publishing process with a 
freemium publisher begins by looking for publishing profes-
sionals. There are many moving parts, and you will find your-
self becoming a project manager instead of a writer. Rare is the 
individual who can design a book cover and a book interior, so 
plan on hiring two different designers with different aesthetic 
abilities. You should invest in professional editing, so you will 
need to find an editor and vet them to make sure they possess 
the ability to edit your book. You will most likely need to hire a 
marketing expert once the book is published. Identifying, nego-
tiating, and working with four different people is challenging, 
expensive and time consuming. The best place to find experts 
like this is through a writing or publishing organization in your 
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community or city. Finding those associations is beyond the 
scope of this book, but you can conduct a Google search. 

When going down the freemium path, you will discover 
that, all of a sudden, you are a “publisher” instead of a “writer.” 
For some authors, this is an acceptable metamorphosis, but 
for most, they do not want to learn all the in’s and out’s of how 
to publish a professional book, they just want their book to be 
published for them. 

As a result, most writers who desire a professional publi-
cation (and what’s the point of publishing a non-professional 
book?), hire a full-service publishing firm to help them reach 
that goal. That process starts easily enough: Find your self-
publishing company of choice and call them on the phone. Tell 
them you have a book you need help publishing. They’ll handle 
the heavy-lifting for you while you maintain complete control 
over your content and material. 

With the assistance and advice of your full-service publish-
ing experts, you will select your format (paperback, hardback, 
e-book, etc.); you will dictate the look of your interior and cover 
(while accomplished artisans actually do the work for you); you 
will set your retail price (make sure to choose a company that 
allows this); and then you will grab a glass of lemonade while 
your production team members go to work. Of course, you’ll 
get a chance to review and approve everything at every stage 
to make sure it’s exactly the book you want to publish before 
anyone else sees it. 
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WHAT IS INVOLVED IN THE 
PRE-PRODUCTION PROCESS?

THE PRE-PRODUCTION PROCESS at a freemium self-pub-
lisher is the period of time when you make decisions re-
garding the format of your book, the interior layout design, 
the cover design, the level of editing, and then complete all 
that work yourself (or locate professionals to do it for you). 

Conversely, the pre-production process at a full-ser-
vice self-publishing company is the period of time when 
you make decisions regarding the format of your book, 
the interior layout design, the cover design, the level of 
editing, and what sort of pricing your book will have. 
Then once those decisions are made with the advice of 
your publishing expert, the actual work is done for you 
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and you review the work as it is done on your behalf.

All self-publishing companies (freemium and full-service) 
simplify this part of the process by narrowing your choices. The 
number of formats you get to choose from varies from place to 
place, but is not infinite like it would be if you independently 
published on your own. Interior design and cover design pro-
cesses are flexible, but still procedural in nature. The best self-
publishing pre-production processes provide the impression 
of free-will while keeping you focused enough to actually com-
plete the steps. You do not want to become so over-burdened 
by choices that you never choose anything. That is another 
danger of traveling this path alone, and another advantage of 
having a professional publishing company by your side.

That is never more true than with pricing. If you indepen-
dently publish your book without the assistance of experts or 
an online publishing service (freemium or full-service), you can 
price your book however you want. Sure, there are formulas or 
“best practices” to consider, but the pricing is ultimately up to 
you. If you make a mistake, you may discover that your retail 
price doesn’t pay for your printing cost, and you may end up los-
ing money every time you sell a book. Retail price, wholesale 
price, distributor price, sales price, discounting, etc. – these 
are complicated considerations for which most self-publishing 
firms have established parameters to protect their authors.

The most common parameter is limitation. Most self-publish-
ing firms will not allow authors to set their own book pricing at all. 
A select few will grant you some control over your book’s retail 
price.  An even smaller group will give you control over the author 
discount, trade discount, and royalty you earn. This allows you to 
squeeze every last dime out of every book you sell, so these are 
the full-service self-publishing firms you want to consider.
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WHAT GENRE OF BOOK 
AM I PUBLISHING? 

BISAC STANDS FOR Book Industry Standards and 
Communications and these subject codes are an indus-
try-approved list of nine-character alphanumeric codes 
that represent broad descriptors of genre or subject 
matter. There are thousands of BISAC codes, and they 
allow retailers, libraries, and online retail stores to ac-
curately catalogue and “place” your book among their 
millions of other offerings. But accurate categorization 
only occurs if your book has the proper BISAC codes. 

During your online pre-production process at the 
self-publishing firm you have selected, you will be asked 
to select the “main genre” for your book. In some cases 
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you may also be asked to select two secondary genres. This 
selection process allows the publisher to identify the BISAC 
codes for your book, but the accuracy of said codes is only as 
accurate as your submission.

Why is it so important to choose the right genre for your 
book? Not only does your genre get placed on the back cover of 
your book, but it also determines your BISAC codes, which are 
passed to Ingram Wholesalers during the distribution process. 
Ingram, in turn, shares your book's BISAC codes with every li-
brary and retailer. Libraries and retailers use BISAC codes to 
determine how they will categorize and list your book.. 

You can see the result of three BISAC code selections on 
Amazon:

In the case of this specific book, you can see that Amazon 
has placed it into three very specific categories based upon the 
BISAC codes provided to them from Ingram: Book Industry, 
Web Marketing, and E-Commerce. You will also see that at the 
time of this screen shot, the book enjoys a “Best Sellers Ranking” 
of #23, #148, and #289, respectively. When authors call them-
selves “Amazon #1 Bestsellers” they are usually referring to an 
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Amazon Best Sellers Rank within a specific category. And those 
specific category listings are the result of selecting the proper 
BISAC code, which is the result of selecting the proper genre/
subject for your book at the time of pre-publication.
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WHAT SHOULD I 
TITLE MY BOOK? 

IN THIS DAY and age of social media, 140-character limi-
tations, websites, and shorter attention spans, a long 
title is a risky title. Short titles make for better domain 
names, better tweets, better links, and easier searches. 
If your book requires a longer title due to its complex-
ity, consider an abbreviated title, and then a longer, key-
word-infused subtitle.

That's not to suggest you use one-word titles, either. 
Those are just as dangerous, because single words are 
either nouns, verbs, or adjectives. It is difficult to be 
unique with such a common type of word. For example, 
Heaven may be the ideal title for your book, but do you 
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really want to compete with the 481 million results that Google 
finds?

A three-to-four-word title is optimal. It's short enough for 
marketing, promotion, and today's attention spans, while still 
offering enough flexibility to follow the rest of the rules below...

Examples: 

The Grapes of Wrath. The Great Gatsby. Crime and Punishment.

A book title must be easy to remember. If your marketing 
efforts are paying off, you may reach the attention of a poten-
tial buyer when he or she is otherwise preoccupied. But if your 
book title is easy to remember, you increase the chances of that 
person finding it later that day on Amazon. Word-of-mouth ad-
vertising is the best advertising there is, but only if the mouths 
remember what to say. There are several tricks to creating a 
memorable title: alliteration, contradiction, and provocation.

Examples: 

Of Mice and Men. War and Peace. To Kill a Mockingbird.

Book titles must be easy to pronounce. That means no long 
words. Titles that are difficult to pronounce are difficult to re-
member, and therefore difficult to buy. And it makes word-of-
mouth advertising that much harder, because no one wants to 
be embarrassed by mispronouncing a book title. 

Examples: 

The Godfather. Moby Dick. Tom Sawyer.



7

27
8

A book title should be unique. Granted, with over one mil-
lion titles published annually, this is becoming the exception, 
rather than the rule. But, nevertheless, make every effort to 
arrive upon a wholly original and unique title for your book. 
Conduct a Google search and then search on Amazon. See what 
comes up in the results and ask yourself if you want to compete 
with the results you see. The Sound and the Fury may be the per-
fect title for your book, but do you really want to compete with 
William Faulkner?

Examples: 

The Catcher in the Rye. Gulliver's Travels.  
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

A book title has to evoke some sort of emotional response: 
happiness, fear, curiosity, even disgust. Just make sure it strikes 
a chord. Your title has to conjure feelings within the reader to 
increase the chances of closing the sale.

Examples: 

Great Expectations. As I Lay Dying. American Psycho.

Now that we’ve discussed your book title, let’s discuss your 
subtitle, which follows almost the exact opposite rules as your 
title. Your subtitle should be long. It probably won’t be easy to 
remember. Some words might not even be easy to pronounce. 
And it probably won’t evoke any emotions. That’s not its pur-
pose. Its purpose is to capture the attention of search engines. 
So it should be unique. In fact, if you type in your subtitle ex-
actly, it should be the only exact match on Google and Amazon. 
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If it’s not, give it a tweak. 

Today's savvy authors infuse their subtitle with descrip-
tive, relevant keywords or phrases to appear higher in search 
results. When a book buyer wants to solve a particular prob-
lem, they type keywords related to that problem into Google 
or Amazon, and look at the results for the most promising so-
lution. If you have written a non-fiction book addressing that 
very problem, you want to ensure your book comes up high in 
those search results. The way you rank higher in organic search 
results is by creating a subtitle rich in relevant keywords. 

While a long, keyword/phrase-infused subtitle is less appli-
cable to fiction books (and even less so to poetry and children's 
books), it never hurts to include a subtitle. Is a buyer interested 
in futuristic detective novels more likely to buy a novel titled The 
Watch List, or is he more likely to buy The Watch List: A Mystery 
Thriller in the 21st Century? Is a reader interested in Tahitian 
love stories more likely to buy a novel titled Summer Seclusion, 
or is she more likely to buy Summer Seclusion: A Romance on the 
Southern Seas?

Remember, long, descriptive, keyword-infused subtitles 
don't need to play a role in your cover design. In fact, in most 
cases, the longer it is, the better off you are if you don't include 
it on the cover. So be sure to instruct your book designer of 
that intention when coordinating with him or her. But you do 
want to include your subtitle when you are (or your publisher 
is) submitting your book to Amazon, Ingram, Barnes & Noble, 
and all the other worldwide outlets available through nearly 
all full-service self-publishing companies.
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Example: 

The Book Marketing COACH: Effective, Fast, and (Mostly)  
Free Marketing Tactics for Self-Publishing Authors.

Once you have a title you feel satisfies all these consider-
ations as well as possible, give it a try and see if it sticks! Writers 
today have the best market research tool around. It's called the 
Internet. If you already have a blog on WordPress (and if you 
don't, you should go create one today), you can develop a post-
ing that asks your followers to vote on your various title/sub-
title creations. WordPress blogs even have a Poll application 
that makes it easy. If you don't have a blog, ask your Facebook 
followers to voice their opinions on your title. 

In addition to the market research you're going to receive, 
this is a savvy way to introduce your upcoming book to your 
friends and family. When they start asking when they can buy 
a copy, you'll already know you have some book sales in your 
future. 
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HOW DO I PRICE MY BOOK?

EVERY SELF-PUBLISHING COMPANY nowadays (free-
mium and full-service) uses print-on-demand printing 
technology to produce physical copies of their author/
clients’ books. This allows the publisher and their au-
thor/clients to manage/limit excess inventory, which 
decreases risk. That’s the upside. The downside is that 
producing a book one-at-a-time increases the per-unit 
cost. Every publisher identifies this per-unit cost in 
some manner, either by calling it the printing cost, the 
base price, or the production price. 

With some publishers, the base price is the same as 
the author’s cost (when authors buy copies themselves). 
With other firms, the base production price might be 
lower than the author’s cost, which means the publishing 
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firm is padding profits at the author’s expense. Publishing is a 
business, and all businesses need to make money, but you want 
to find a self-publisher where the base price and the author’s 
copy price are as close to the same number as possible. 

You also want to choose a self-publisher that lets you set 
your own retail price for your book. The “retail price” is the 
suggested price of the book that the retailer should charge the 
reader. Of course, retailers have the discretion to charge what-
ever they want. The good news is, the author's profit is almost 
always based upon the Suggested Retail Price, not the actual 
sales price. 

The author’s profit (otherwise known as “royalties”) is the 
amount of money the author makes on each new book sale. The 
author’s profit depends upon the base production price, the 
book’s retail price, and the book’s trade discount (more on that 
in a second).   

Most self-publishers don’t give any control to the author 
over the amount of money they make. But the dollars are in the 
details, so you want to locate a self-publisher who does give 
you control over your royalties. If your publisher allows you to 
set your retail price and your trade discount, you control two 
of the three factors that determine your profit.  Authors can-
not set a negative author profit, which is why the “base price” 
or “production price” of the book is so important. Even self-
publishers that allow their author/clients to set the book’s re-
tail price must follow certain pricing parameters, and the most 
important one is this: The retail price cannot be below the pro-
duction cost of the book. In fact, the retail price must also be 
high enough to accommodate the trade discount. 

The trade discount is the amount of discount off the retail 
price that is offered to the publishing trade for handling a book. 
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The “publishing trade” consists of wholesalers, distributors, 
and retailers, and is typically between 40% and 55%.  A 55% 
trade discount will often result in an industry standard 40% 
retail margin, which is what a typical book retailer seeks when 
considering whether or not to order/stock a book. 

Since the trade discount is directly related to both the 
profit and retail price, special consideration should be given 
to picking the right percentage. The higher the trade discount, 
the higher the retail price. The lower the trade discount, the 
less distribution opportunities for the book. Here are the most 
common trade discounts offered by full-service self-publishing 
companies that grant you control over this pricing variable (no 
freemium publisher offers this level of pricing control):

0%: No online distribution at all. 

20%: The absolute minimum required for on-line 
availability via Amazon and Barnes & Noble, 
although even these online retailers will often 
refuse to fully stock and/or reorder books with 

to the book via special order and may increase 

Use any trade discount in the 20-39% range with 
extreme caution.

40%: On-line availability plus increased bookstore 
potential at NET 20, which means a 20% retail 
margin is provided to the bookstore as their 

bookstores, but in most cases is enough for 
online retailers to stock and re-order, although 
sometimes with “delayed” availability. 
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50%:   Full on-line availability with consistent 
stocking and reordering queues, plus a growing 

and distribution potential with somewhat typical 
NET 30 retail margins. 

55%: The highest trade discount offered, resulting in 
maximum distribution potential for an industry 
standard 40% retail margin. 
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SHOULD I INVEST IN 
PROFESSIONAL EDITING? 

SIMPLY PUT, ALL books need professional editing. One 
factor that continues to contribute to the “stigma” of 
self-published books is that the majority of them are not 
professionally edited before they are published. It is the 
one single thing that helps readers (or potential readers) 
identify a “self-published” book. It is also the one single 
thing that is the easiest to solve. So hire a professional 
editor. 

Of course, before hiring a professional, you should 
review your manuscript thoroughly yourself first. But 
wait for a bit after writing something to edit it. Many 
writers edit their work as they write it. Not only does 
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In addition 

to finding 

mistakes, an 

editor can 

offer helpful 

suggestions 

that make 

your writing 

stronger.

this slow down the creative process, it in-
creases the chances that your mind will 
ignore blatant errors in deference to your in-
tentions. Once your brain thinks a paragraph 
is free from errors, it tends to overlook any 
new errors that are introduced during the 
rewriting process. Put your writing away for 
several hours, days, or weeks and revisit it 
later. After some time away from your work, 
you will be more likely to read the words as 
they appear on the page, not as you envi-
sioned them in your mind. The mind is error-
free, the page is not. 

While reviewing your work, read it out 
loud. When you read words out loud, your 
brain must slow down and concentrate on 
the material. How fast can you read the fol-
lowing sentence? The quick brown fox jumped 
over the lazy dogs. Now how fast can you read 
it out loud? It takes at least twice as long, 
and those precious milliseconds sometimes 
make all the difference between a typo that 
is missed and one that is caught and correct-
ed. An extra bonus for reading your material 
out loud is that you may discover stumbling 
blocks like awkward sentence structure and 
choppy dialogue. 
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As a popular Internet posting once informed us, it 
deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, 
the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat lt-
teer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a toatl mses 
and you can sitll raed it wtihuot any porbelm. Tihs is 
bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by 
istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. So do yuorslef a fvaor 
and ivnset in prfoesisnaol eidtnig.

Since the most common mistakes are minor, such as miss-
ing words or incorrect use of punctuation, the automated pro-
grams included with your word processor are not a sufficient 
replacement for a real editor. Other common errors make 
computerized spell-checking even more unreasonable, such as 
incorrect word use (their, they're, there). A professional (hu-
man) editor is skilled at noticing and correcting these kinds 
of mistakes. Do not make the mistake of relying solely upon a 
computerized spell-checker, which cannot tell the difference 
between “worse” and “worst,” for example, since they are both 
properly spelled words. 

Even if you do not wish to invest in professional editing, any-
one who reviews your writing will find mistakes you invariably 
miss. Since you are overly familiar with your own work, you are 
much more likely to miss obvious mistakes because your mind 
already knows what the text is supposed to say, rather than 
what it actually says. When someone else reads your work, 
they have no preconceived notions about your intent, so many 
mistakes you are likely to miss will jump out at them. 
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WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO 
SUBMIT MY MANUSCRIPT?

MOST FREEMIUM SELF-PUBLISHING companies will 
want a fully edited and formatted PDF file since they 
publish exactly what you provide them, and their auto-
matic conversion programs cannot produce an aesthetic 
result from a native word processor file. 

Counterintuitively, most full-service self-publishing 
companies do not want formatted, “print ready” PDF 
files because their specifications are more precise than 
those of freemium publishers; and it is a rare author who 
isn’t frustrated trying to meet those technical specifi-
cations. For that reason, most full-service firms prefer 
that you talk with them about the best type of file to 
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submit for your type of book. They are going to review it for 
acceptance, anyway. Whereas freemium publishing outfits ac-
cept anything and everything (since there is no human vetting 
process), most full-service publishing companies review man-
uscripts for acceptability and will bring to your attention any 
potential libelous or copyright infringement issues that could 
cause you legal problems down the road. It’s one of the major 
benefits of working with a full-service publisher.

After acceptance, most full-service self-publishing firms will 
want you to submit your unformatted word processor docu-
ment (Microsoft Word for PC users or Pages for Apple users), so 
they can “start from scratch” and give you the best-looking book 
possible. “Unformatted” means they prefer the original 8 ½ x 11 
default paper size with single-spaced text and default margins. 

Since a professional book designer is going to format your 
book into the size you want (most likely not 8.5x11), you must 
ensure that your manuscript does not contain “hard returns” 
at the end of individual lines. A “hard return” is a line break 
that you inserted manually by hitting the “return/enter” key. 
Allowing your word processing program to drop to the next 
line automatically within a paragraph will eliminate this issue. 
Of course, a “hard return” at the end of a paragraph is neces-
sary when you wish to start the next paragraph.

Your manuscript needs to be in one complete file. If it is 
composed of multiple files (like for each chapter, for instance), 
you should combine them in one single file before submitting it.

One of the biggest quality differences between a freemium 
publisher and a full-service publisher is the respect with which 
most full-service publishers view interior images, illustrations, 
and photographs. Without getting too technical, if you embed 
any sort of image within a word processor file, the quality is 
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going to degrade, and that degradation will be visible in the 
printed book. While this is problematic for any book, it’s partic-
ularly important if your book relies upon images, illustrations, 
or photographs. Simply put, do not embed images into word 
processor files, which means do not use a freemium self-pub-
lisher if you have images, illustrations, or photographs. Instead, 
supply high-resolution, high-quality images separately as indi-
vidual files to your full-service provider, along with instructions 
on where they are to be inserted by the interior book designer. 



7

40
8

WHAT IS THE BEST WAY 
TO SUBMIT MY COVER?

MANY AUTHORS VISUALIZE their book covers in their 
heads, usually long before they type “The End” on their 
manuscript. They dream about it, finesse it in their mind, 
and use it as motivation and inspiration when battling 
bouts of writer’s block. They love their covers! 

It’s the process of turning those visions into reality 
that throws so many self-publishing authors for a loop. 
So, out of frustration or necessity, they put something 
together in Word or Picasso or PageMaker (since they 
lack the professional software demanded by the indus-
try) and hope for the best, ignoring all standard book 
conventions like resolution, bleed, spine width, bar 
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Unless people 

pay you for 

your book 

cover design 

skills, you 

are not a 

professional 

book designer.

coding, price, BISAC specifications, etc.

Do not be one of those authors! Your book 
deserves better. If you are using a freemium 
publishing service, hire a professional cover 
designer to create a unique, custom cover for 
your book. And if you’re publishing with a full-
service self-publishing company, take advan-
tage of their custom cover options (they’re 
worth their weight in gold).

In this day and age of Amazon browsing, 
your book’s cover thumbnail image is going 
to be the thing that either gets clicked or ig-
nored. You need that thumbnail image to con-
vert browsers into buyers by motivating them 
to click from the search results page to your 
book detail sales page. Make that thumbnail 
image (and, therefore your cover) as amazing 
as possible!

The majority of us lack the specialized 
creative artistry and technical know-how to 
produce beautiful covers that conform to all 
the required logistic and technical specifica-
tions. So don’t try. We allow doctors to oper-
ate on us; we allow attorneys to represent us; 
we should allow professional book designers 
to create our covers. 

If you are absolutely bound by budget-
ary restraints, fall back upon cover templates 
provided by your publisher, but only if it has 
an image (make sure your book has the rights 
to use it – another benefit of working with a 
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full-service company). Unless your name is Stephen Covey or 
Stephen King, your book cover needs an image on it (and unless 
your name is Covey or King, that image should not be of you). 

Did you know the front is only 1/3 of the cover? What about 
the spine and the back? How thick should the spine be (it de-
pends upon how many pages your book is AND how thick each 
piece of paper is). Where does the barcode go? Is the ISBN and 
price embedded in the barcode? The answers to these and oth-
er questions are why so many writers work with a full-service 
self-publisher, and why books published with freemium pub-
lishers are rarely in the running for awards (since book contests 
acknowledge industry compliance more than almost anything 
else).
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WHAT IS INVOLVED IN THE 
PRODUCTION PROCESS?

MUCH LIKE THE pre-production process, the produc-
tion process depends upon what path you took toward 
publication. If you chose to independently publish your 
book yourself without the assistance of experts, this is 
the phase where you format your book (in InDesign, not 
Word), and design your cover (in Illustrator or InDesign, 
not Word or Photoshop), and edit your book, etc. In 
other words, this is where you do the actual production 
work.

If you chose to publish with a freemium publisher, 
your production process is much the same – you need 
to handle all the design work yourself (or hire it out to 
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experts at your expense). If you are proficient in InDesign and 
Illustrator, you may very well possess the technical ability to 
produce a professional book. If you think your word processor 
can handle those details for you, or if you think your freemium 
publisher’s online conversion program is sufficient for a pro-
fessional publication, let me dispel that myth. Computers are 
incapable of designing interiors or covers, and 99% of us are 
incapable of it, too.

If you chose to publish your book through a full-service pub-
lishing firm, the production process is about as easy as it gets. 
You’ve already made all the difficult decisions during the pre-
production process, so this phase is where you rely upon the 
experts. You may receive some questions concerning specifics 
for your book in terms of editing, formatting, or illustrations. 
Or, in some instances, you may receive some advice concern-
ing copyright infringement or libel concerns (both of which 
are reasons enough to select a publishing firm – avoiding legal 
problems). But in most cases, your first step in the production 
process comes with your first digital galley review, where you 
review the professionally formatted interior, the profession-
ally designed cover, and make any necessary changes.

Different self-publishing firms have different processes for 
identifying errors and changing galley proofs, but all full-ser-
vice firms give authors that opportunity. Freemium publishers, 
on the other hand, typically publish the galley proof, make it 
available for the public, and then rely upon the author to look at 
the published version to make revisions. Are you comfortable 
publishing a book as your galley? Most professional authors are 
not. 
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WHAT IS AN ISBN AND 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

ISBN STANDS FOR International Standard Book Number 
and is the unique numeric identifier for every published 
book.

An ISBN is typically assigned to each edition of a 
book. For example, an e-book, a paperback and a hard-
cover edition of the same book typically have their own 
ISBNs. Nowadays, some exceptions arise in the world 
of e-book publishing when retailers like Amazon allow 
the use of their own unique product identifiers (AISN) 
in lieu of ISBNs, but this only works on their retail web-
site, which forgoes Ingram, the largest book wholesaler 
in the world.
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The original 

10-digit ISBN 

format was 

developed 

by the ISO 

(International 

Organization 

for Standard-

ization) in 

1970 and was 

transitioned 

to the current 

13-digital ISBN 

in 2007.

Occasionally, a book may appear with-
out an ISBN if the purpose of the book is to 
be private or if the author does not follow 
the usual ISBN procedures. Correctly follow-
ing ISBN procedures is important and can be 
complicated, which is why many independent 
authors choose to outsource this require-
ment to the professionals at a self-publishing 
company.

Traditional publishers typically assign 
ISBNs and maintain the rights to the book. 
Therefore, many authors associate the ISBN 
with their rights and believe that whomever 
owns the ISBN owns the rights to their book. 
In the world of self-publishing, the ISBN is dif-
ferent from the book rights. Most self-pub-
lishing companies typically assign ISBNs to 
their authors’ books while the authors retain 
all their rights to the book and materials. 

Most ISBNs that are issued by self-pub-
lishing companies come from “blocks” of 
ISBNs assigned to that specific publisher, but 
most self-publishing companies nowadays 
also give authors the option of ordering a 
unique, “private-label” ISBN that is not asso-
ciated with the publisher and, instead, regis-
ters the ISBN and the book with R.R. Bowker 
in the author’s name.
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WHAT IS COPYRIGHT AND 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

THERE IS A common misconception that copyright regis-
tration and an author’s “rights” are the same thing. They 
are related, yes, but there are important differences that 
all authors should be aware of. Registering for a copy-
right is not mandatory to own the rights to your book. 
You are the rights holder to your work the moment you 
put it into tangible form (into a word processor, for ex-
ample). And you remain the rights holder until you sell 
or release those rights to someone else. 

Nearly all traditional publishers acquire your rights 
upon acquisition of your manuscript. Most subsidy pub-
lishers do, too. A subsidy publisher is a business model 
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Nearly all self-

publishing 

companies 

allow the 

author to 

enter into 

non-exclusive 
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keep all their 

own rights to 

their work. 

whereby they publish your book for free, but 
in return require you to purchase a certain 
number of copies of your book upon publi-
cation, take your rights for a certain amount 
of years, and require you to give them right-
of-first refusal for your next book during the 
span of their exclusive contract (typically 
three to five years). If you don’t want to pub-
lish subsequent books with them, you must 
wait out the term of the original contract be-
fore pursuing other opportunities. 

Registration of your copyright with the 
Copyright Office is like insuring your rights. If 
you ever need to protect your rights, or pur-
sue someone else legally for infringing upon 
those rights, having a copyright date regis-
tered with the Copyright Office in your name 
is a fairly ironclad method of proving your 
rights belong to you, and is required if you 
ever want to sue someone for copyright in-
fringement. Traditional and subsidy publish-
ers will register the copyright in their name. 
Self-publishing companies will either suggest 
you register your copyright yourself with the 
Copyright Office (www.copyright.gov), or will 
do it for you for a nominal fee (in your name, 
of course). Freemium publishers assume 
you’re handling it yourself.

Should you register your copyright with 
the Copyright Office since you don’t need to?  
Since it’s like insurance, the answer depends 



7

49
8

upon your risk tolerance. Do you have life insurance? Do you 
have car insurance? Do you have home or renter’s insurance? 
How important is your book in comparison to those other 
things that you insure? 
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HOW IMPORTANT IS AN 
AUTHOR PHOTO AND/OR 

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY? 

PUBLISHING A BOOK is a feat few can claim. Sure, since 
the advent of the Internet, more people than ever be-
fore are self-publishing, but statistically speaking, pub-
lished writers are still few and far between. So be sure 
to put your best face forward—literally. A great author 
photo and a great author biography are integral steps 
to producing, distributing, and successfully marketing a 
self-published book. 

There are several things you can do to ensure that 
these important elements are as good as possible. First 
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and foremost, whenever possible, go to a professional pho-
tography studio and buy the full rights to use the images they 
take. If that’s not feasible, have someone take an original, new 
photograph of you solely for the purposes of your book and its 
marketing. Only as a last resort should you find a previous pho-
tograph of yourself and slap it on your book cover.

That being said, if you do elect to find a previous photograph 
(or if you elect to have a friend snap a picture), here are some 
important considerations:

 Science and psychology suggest that we draw conclu-
sions about people based upon their photograph in 40 
milliseconds. Your author photo has to be perfect —  
every second counts!

 A man can never look bad in a suit when posing for an 
author photo. Wear a dark suit with a light-colored 
button-down shirt and a tie, in front of a clutter-free 
background. Don't own a suit? Borrow one. Or rent one. 
Alternatively, wear the nicest clothes you own. Skip the 
t-shirt and cargo pants, please! 

 A woman should wear a suit or a professional blouse 
or a conservative dress. A psychology study proved 
that all the traits you're shooting for with a profes-
sional author photo are increased when opting for 
conservative attire over “sexy” attire. There's a place 
for “sexy” pictures; the back of your book is not one 
of them. 

 The orientation of the photo should always be portrait 
style (not landscape), and should attempt to be roughly 
twice as high as it is wide.

 A man's photo should optimally be shot head-to-chest; 
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don't cut yourself off at the neck and don't include the 
full body. 

 A woman's photo should optimally be shot head-to-
waist; don't cut it off at the neck and don't include the 
full body.

 It may go without saying, but do not cut off the top of 
your head.

 You should always be facing the camera. Your readers 
want to see your face, not your back. Studies demon-
strate that if you're a man, you should consider looking 
slightly off-camera. If you're a woman, you should con-
sider looking directly into the camera. 

 Try squinting your eyes ever so slightly. Data suggests 
that normal wide eyes can look fearful, uncertain, or 
vulnerable, while a slightly squinted expression (don't 
overdo it!) can increase perceptions of confidence and 
comfort. 

 Do not wear sunglasses in your author photo. Blocking 
your eyes is scientifically proven to cause negative per-
ceptions of your image, like untrustworthiness. 

 Avoid harsh lights or dark, obscuring shadows on 
your face or in the background. These are psychologi-
cally proven to drop perceptions of competence and 
influence.

 Avoid overly gregarious expressions. It's okay to smile, 
and if you're proud of your teeth, show them off. Studies 
have shown that a teeth-showing smile increases 
overall perceptions of likability, approachability, and 
competence. 

 Unless you have a co-author, no one belongs in your 
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author photo except you. Leave the family, friends, pets, 
guns, and cars behind the camera. This is your moment. 

Once you have a number of photographs that meet the 
above criteria, put them to the ultimate social test to pick the 
best one. Upload them to www.PhotoFeeler.com for real, un-
biased feedback on exactly what your photograph says about 
you. If you are writing non-fiction, you want to come across as 
knowledgeable and competent. If you are writing fiction, you 
want to come across as imaginative and adventurous. If you are 
writing a children's book, you want to come across as empa-
thetic and nurturing. 

Studies indicate that your photograph is responsible for 
90% of someone's initial perception of you, so your author bi-
ography accounts for only 10%. It's still important, so make it 
the best 10% it can be! 

Pick one name for your writing career and stick with it. Use 
the same exact name whenever you write or publish anything, 
whether it is a novel, a poem, a recipe, an article, or a blog post. 
If you wish to use a pseudonym (pen name) instead of your real 
name, that's okay; just commit to that pseudonym with all your 
writing. It's hard enough getting name recognition with one 
name, much less two.

Your author biography should be brief, and pack a powerful 
punch — meaning every word counts! It should be more than 
50 words and less than 100. Your biography should include top-
ical expertise, details about your relevant professional life, and 
details about your other relevant, topical publications. If you 
feel compelled to include personal information, limit it to one 
single, simple sentence at the end. 

Pick at least one Internet platform or presence, and always 
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include it in your biography. This can be a website/webpage ad-
dress, or your Facebook or Twitter handle, or the URL of your 
blog. Do not list six or seven different places. Just focus on your 
best, most-frequently updated one.
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WHAT CAN I DO TO ENSURE 
A PROFESSIONAL BOOK 

PUBLICATION?

DURING THE COURSE of self-publishing, you will most 
likely be confronted with some choices regarding the 
production of your book. Some authors have a hard time 
deciding which options are most important because 
they are publishing within a certain budget. Options or 
services that increase the value (and professionalism) 
of your book are usually more expensive than foregoing 
such options or services. That is why there are so many 
cheap-looking self-published books in the marketplace. 
Do you want to publish an amateur book or a profes-
sional book? 
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One of the best dollar-for-dollar investments you can make 
in your book is having it professionally edited. Without edit-
ing, you will invariably find mistakes after publication that you 
must incur fees and/or time correcting. Or, even more likely, 
your friends and family members will find mistakes, which is 
embarrassing. Or, even more humiliating still is when readers 
you don't even know publicly mention mistakes within their 
Amazon reviews of your book. Suddenly, those reviews are en-
couraging other readers NOT to buy your book, because of a 
few, small errors that could have been easily avoided.

Some authors mistakenly believe that the publisher is re-
sponsible for editing the book. That is true for traditional pub-
lication from those big New York houses, but it is not true for 
independently self-published books. The author is responsi-
ble for editing the book. In the absence of a formal degree in 
English, it is best to let a professional editor edit your manu-
script before it is published. And even in the presence of a 
formal degree in English, it is best to let a professional editor 
review your manuscript; you’re simply too close to the material 
to review it impartially. As the old adage goes, “A man who is his 
own lawyer has a fool for a client.”

If you absolutely cannot afford professional editing, have a 
second pair of eyes look it over front to back. And then use an 
online grammar/spell checker like Online-SpellCheck.com for a 
final review before submitting it. 

You may often see the term “copy editing” and “copyediting” 
(with and without the space) used interchangeably through-
out the publishing industry. Essentially, both are correct. 
Historically, “copy editing” as two words has been most often 
associated with the magazine publishing industry while “copy-
editing” as one word has been most often associated with the 
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book publishing industry. Search engine terminology and “best 
practices” now play a role in defining common conventions and 
popular word use, which is why online businesses sometimes 
use both in order to attract visitors who enter either version 
into a search engine.

Professional cover design is just as important as profes-
sional editing. Some might even argue it is more important, for 
the very fact that it takes a compelling, professional cover to 
motivate most buyers to open a book. The overriding element 
that attracts a new buyer to a new book or a new author is a 
fantastic cover. Secondly, there is the consideration of cost ver-
sus benefit. A professional custom cover design is often half the 
cost of a professional copyedit. 

Once you have a potential buyer looking at the inside of 
your book, you want them to be impressed with the layout. 
Most average readers cannot necessarily articulate why a self-
published book looks amateurish, they just know that it does. 
Perhaps the headers, footers, or margins are not quite right. 
Perhaps the leading and kerning are off. Perhaps the font is ser-
if when it should be sans serif. Perhaps it looks like a computer 
or “conversion program” formatted it. Mistakes like this aren’t 
going to win you any readers, and they’re certainly not going to 
win you any awards. The average reader may not be able to de-
scribe what’s wrong with many self-published book interiors, 
but contest judges can. If you have hopes of winning some book 
awards, you absolutely must have full-service support helping 
you with your interior book formatting. 

Publishing a paperback is impressive, publishing a hardback 
is prestigious, and publishing an e-book is an afterthought. 
Which format should you choose for your book? All three.

You already recognize all the benefits of publishing an 
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actual book instead of just an e-book, right? You can't sign an 
e-book at events and you can't wrap an e-book as a present. 
Saying your book is “in the cloud” just isn't as impressive as 
saying your paperback is on Amazon, and holding your book in 
your hand is way more impressive than holding an iPad. Let's 
face it, publishing an e-book all by itself doesn't really count as 
publishing a book at all. They are great complements to hard-
copy publication, and multiple e-book editions should always 
be published along with your paperback, but e-book publica-
tion should never be a substitute for paperback publication.

On the other end of the spectrum are hardback books. 
Hardbacks are premium editions of your book. They're posi-
tively gorgeous. They make great gifts. They're magnificent for 
leaving your legacy, and declaring in no uncertain terms: You 
are a published author. They should not be a substitute for pa-
perback publication either. (For one, they're too expensive to 
use as marketing materials). 

Writing a book is hard, and publishing one is an investment 
that typically reaches into the thousands of dollars. If you can 
add a gorgeous casebound or dust-jacketed hardback for a few 
hundred dollars more, that is an outstanding cost-to-benefit 
value.



   PART 
THREE
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WHAT IS BOOK MARKETING?

BOOK MARKETING IS the pursuit of increased public 
awareness of your book. There are all kinds of market-
ing tactics, and when employing them for the purposes 
of increasing book sales, that encapsulated effort de-
fines book marketing.

One type of marketing is “word-of-mouth market-
ing” and this comes in the form of book reviews, reader 
testimonials, endorsements, and recommendations. 
When your friend mentions your book to her colleague 
at work, that is word-of-mouth marketing. When a 
reader posts a positive review of your book on Amazon, 
that is word-of-mouth marketing. This is typically the 
best type of marketing for books because it’s free and 
effective. 
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Another type of marketing is “guerrilla marketing,” which is 
a term coined by author Jay Conrad Levinson in 1984 to iden-
tify less traditional methods of marketing that don’t rely upon 
television, print, radio, or direct mail. Flash mobs are an exam-
ple of guerrilla marketing, as is the somewhat-frowned-upon 
practice of leaving copies of your book in bookstores without 
telling anyone. Like word-of-mouth marketing, guerrilla mar-
keting is inexpensive and effective.

One of the main goals of guerrilla marketing is to reach a 
point of critical mass where your marketing message transi-
tions into “viral marketing,” another inexpensive and effective 
type of marketing, albeit much harder to predict and control 
than the other forms of marketing mentioned above. Viral 
marketing spreads quickly and chaotically, like a virus (its 
namesake), which can be both scary and exhilarating. You lose 
control of your message, but it reaches the masses at a greater 
degree than you could ever hope to accomplish through most 
other (affordable) means. 

The cousin of viral marketing is “social media marketing,” 
which uses social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
and the other usual suspects to spread your message, guerrilla 
style, in the hope that something “goes viral.”

Which form of marketing is best for your book? All of them.
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WHAT IS A MARKETING PLAN? 

A BOOK MARKETING plan outlines the steps for market-
ing your book to readers. A typical marketing plan in-
cludes everything you need to successfully market your 
book, including promotional steps, specific marketing 
efforts, budgetary concerns, and other considerations.

Define your brand. When you communicate to 
people about your book, be sure to have a clearly 
defined message. 

 Set your objectives/goals. Do you want to enhance 
your professional reputation, share your message, 
or sell a lot of books and make a lot of money?
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 Establish a budget. Your budget should take into consid-
eration your time and money.

 Identify your target market. Who will purchase and 
benefit from and/or enjoy reading your book? Once you 
identify your target market, you can determine how best 
to reach those people with your marketing message.

 Identify your strengths and weaknesses. If public speak-
ing is not your strength, you may not want to include 
public appearances in your marketing plan. Not comput-
er savvy? You may need to consider hiring someone to 
create and maintain your webpage and/or social media 
platform.

Most marketing plans rely heavily on marketing kits. Here are 
some of the more typical components of a book marketing kit:

 A Sales Sheet. A sales sheet typically includes your 
book’s meta data information (title, subtitle, author 
name, ISBN, price), cover graphic, book summary, au-
thor biography and author photo.

 Book Reviews. Leverage positive book reviews to fur-
ther promote your book. Don’t have any positive book 
reviews yet? Get some! People are not likely to buy your 
book unless it has reviews on Amazon and/or Barnes & 
Noble. Ask people that you know to post honest, short 
reviews for your book online. Research bloggers who 
review books in your genres. Most bloggers who re-
view books will include instructions on how to get your 
book reviewed on their blogs. TheIndieView.com and 
TheBookBloggerList.com are websites that provide in-
formation about bloggers who review books. 
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 If you are not having success getting book reviews on 
your own or if you are seeking a more professional book 
review that you can use to help market your book, you 
should consider purchasing a guaranteed book review 
from Kirkus or Blue Ink. Kirkus and Blue Ink reviewers 
are book critics and they will provide honest feedback 
on your book. A guaranteed book review does not guar-
antee a positive review of your book; however, the cred-
ibility of the source will make a positive review more 
valuable for marketing purposes. 

 A Digital Downloadable Edition, either in PDF from 
your website or e-book format available from Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble, or iTunes.

 A Press Release.

 Author Copies. You will need plenty of physical copies of 
your book for signings, giveaways and, of course, selling 
on your own.

 Promotional Materials. Every author should have plen-
ty of business cards and/or bookmarks featuring your 
book information, cover image, and where to purchase 
the book. If you plan to do book signings, you may want 
to purchase promotional posters as well.

What tactics do you want to use to reach your target mar-
ket and convince them to purchase your book? Your marketing 
plan should outline the marketing tactics you plan on pursuing 
based upon your goals and budget. 

 Starting local is a great way to “test” your marketing tac-
tics. Chances are, what works at the local level will also 
work on a larger scale.
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 People are usually very willing to help a member of their 
community. Many bookstores have local author sec-
tions and book signings/events featuring local authors. 
Other local opportunities include libraries and coffee 
shops for book readings and signings and local radio sta-
tions, newspapers, television, and churches. You can use 
Google Maps to easily search for and identify these es-
tablishments in your community. 
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WHAT ARE THE 20 MOST 
EFFICIENT & EFFECTIVE WAYS 

TO MARKET MY BOOK? 

WITH THE GLOBAL on-demand distribution that 
comes included with most full-service firms, it is easy 
to think “If I write it, they will come.” But they might 
not. Your book may be on Amazon, but so are 10 mil-
lion other books vying for readers’ attention! You 
have to market and promote your book if you hope to 
sell it.

Fortunately, there are hundreds of things you can do 
to market your book. The possibilities are endless.

Unfortunately, there are hundreds of things you can 



7

68
8

do to market your book. The possibilities are seemingly endless!

Therefore, if you have limited time and/or a limited budget, 
these are the twenty marketing tasks you should make your 
top priority. Makes it a little easier to focus, doesn't it?

1  Identify your audience. Many writers think their book 
is for everyone. It's not. You don't want it to be! The 
more people who might be interested in your book, 
the harder (and more expensive) it is to market to 
them. The reality is, the narrower your target market, 
the more success you will have. So picture your ideal 
reader. Is he male or is she female? What's the optimal 
age range of your readers? What do they do for a liv-
ing (or are they retired), and where do they live? What 
is their income level and where do they shop? What 
will they get out of your book? Once you answer these 
questions, you will have a great idea how to most effi-
ciently reach the readers most likely to buy your book. 
And that's the whole point of marketing it, isn't it?

2  You've heard of the term “elevator pitch,” right? An el-
evator pitch is a 30-second monologue in which you 
promote yourself (for a job) or your book (for an inter-
view, review, or opportunity). You should have your 
30-second elevator pitch memorized, and perfected. 
You should practice it over and over so that at any mo-
ment you can recite it flawlessly. The first step is writ-
ing one down, and getting it exactly right — the right 
length and the right message. Keep your audience 
in mind (see Step One), because your elevator pitch 
should be tailored for your best audience. An eleva-
tor pitch may be compiled partly or entirely from your 
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author biography, but only if it focuses on your book's 
benefits. Your audience will always be wondering 
“What's in it for me?” Your elevator pitch must answer 
that question.

3  Order marketing copies of your finished book. These 
“author's copies” will be invaluable when it comes time 
to enter contests, solicit book reviews, and capture 
the attention of bloggers. 

4  Start small, start slow. If you cannot get members of 
your family to care about your book, what chance do 
you have with perfect strangers? Market your book 
first to your immediate family, and then to your ex-
tended family, and then to your friends. Gradually 
build up to your neighborhood, and expand your focus 
from there. It's much easier to capture the attention of 
a local bookstore proprietor than the regional buyer 
at Barnes & Noble. Starting too big, too fast may de-
flate your hopes, while starting small will lead to suc-
cess, which leads to more confidence and even more 
success!

5  Widen your net. Nowadays, people expect to read 
books in whatever manner suits them best. Statistically 
speaking, most people still prefer the feel of a paper-
back, so it is imperative that you have a paperback edi-
tion of your book (especially since hardbacks are too 
expensive to use as marketing materials, and you can't 
sign an e-book). 

Speaking of hardbacks and e-books, both formats 
are recommended to widen your net — particularly 
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e-book editions. Make sure your book is available on 
the Amazon Kindle and Barnes & Noble NOOK at the 
very least. Distributing your book through iTunes and 
the Apple iBooks bookstore is also a savvy move for 
a savvy author. Now that smartphones are featuring 
larger screens, more and more people are turning to 
their phones instead of turning pages.

6  Speaking of nets, it's time to network! Remember those 
friends and family members in #4? Ask them if they 
know of anyone else who might be interested in your 
book. Ask them to put a link on their social media chan-
nels (Facebook, Twitter, what-have-you). Ask them to 
post a review of your book on Amazon and Barnes & 
Noble. Word-of-mouth publicity is the best kind of mar-
keting because it comes with an implied endorsement. 
When you've approached all your friends and family, 
extend your reach to your coworkers, acquaintances, 
and neighbors. If you're a member of a church or a par-
ticipant on a friendly neighborhood sports team, you 
have a lot of networking opportunities literally sitting 
next to you in the pew or on the bench. 

7  Make sure your online presence is ship-shape! When 
you've asked your friends and family members to men-
tion your book to their followers on social media plat-
forms, certainly you have already done this yourself, 
too! As an author in today's market, you absolutely 
must have an online presence, and that presence must 
be professional, compelling, and comprehensive. That 
means you absolutely must have a webpage. Beyond 
that, it's a good idea to have an active presence on 
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at least one of the other major social media sites — 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, Google+, 
WordPress, or YouTube. It's obviously better if you're 
on more than one, since each offers a slightly different 
method of promotion, and each reaches a slightly dif-
ferent audience. 

8  Submit your book to book award contests. Some con-
tests offer cash prizes and/or paid travel expenses to 
locations like New York or San Francisco. Others of-
fer publicity packages, award stickers, or other mar-
keting materials. But regardless of the prize, winning 
an award is its own reward because of the creditabil-
ity it grants to you and your book. Nothing separates 
one book from the piles of others quite like winning a 
book contest. Being an “award-winning author” of an 
“award-winning book” is a great addition to your au-
thor biography, pitch packet, and marketing materials. 

9  Have marketing materials on hand. This is typically 
referred to as a publicity kit, marketing kit, or media 
kit; but essentially, this is a well-organized collection 
of promotional materials geared toward increasing 
awareness of your book. In addition to being well-
stocked with paperbacks (see Step Three), you should 
also consider the following promotional materials: 
postcards, business cards, and bookmarks that fea-
ture your book cover. 

10  Once you have armed yourself with marketing mate-
rials, author's copies, additional formats, and lots of 
practice locally with your family and friends, you are 
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ready to announce your book to a larger market — a 
global one: the Internet! Now is when you might con-
sider mailing out a custom publication announcement 
that features your book cover on the postcard. Rather 
than just a quick posting on Facebook or Twitter, now is 
the time to explore a graphic post featuring your book, 
along with some blurbs or excerpts. You may consider 
running a sponsored Facebook advertisement specifi-
cally targeted toward your audience (see Step One). 
You can set up a Facebook business account for adver-
tising at Business.Facebook.com. 

11 A “Virtual Book Tour” is a fantastic way to hit the 
Internet running, and you get to leverage the reach of 
other bloggers, book lovers, and writers in an exciting 
way that has the potential to go viral. Putting together 
a virtual book tour is quite a bit of work, but the steps 
are something like this: conduct a Google search for 
bloggers who you think are most likely to care about 
your book. Create a list of candidates. Put together a 
digital pitch packet, which contains your pitch letter, 
sales sheet, author photo, and a digital PDF file of your 
book. Email this digital pitch packet to all your poten-
tial bloggers, informing them of your Virtual Book 
Tour dates and suggesting that you are available for an 
interview, or a review, or a question-and-answer ses-
sion with their followers/readers. 

You may even compile a list of questions and answers  
proactively, which you can grant them permission to 
post on their website, provided they offer a link back 
to your author webpage (so interested people can 
buy your book!). Then, follow up with those bloggers 
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who express interest and arrange the details of your 
“appearance.”

12 Consider partnering with a marketing professional. 
After all, wouldn’t you rather hire a professional chef 
to cook you a soufflé and a professional builder to 
build you a house? That’s a pretty easy question to an-
swer when posed like that. But many authors make the 
mistake of believing they can promote a book just as 
efficiently and effectively as a book marketing profes-
sional. The cost of hiring a marketing assistant is usu-
ally earned back (and then some) when you consider 
their effectiveness and your time-savings. It's the 
single best thing you can do when you are starting to 
promote your book. 

13 Remember, when you are pitching to the media, pitch 
ideas; don't pitch your book. They aren't interested in 
your book. They are interested in entertaining and edu-
cating their audience, so tell them what they want to 
hear. Don't worry — you'll always get a chance to plug 
your book. But only if you get picked up by the media 
in the first place. And the way to do that, is by not plug-
ging your book. Plug a story. Plug an idea. People in the 
media always have a pressing problem. Their problem 
is how to educate and/or entertain their audience 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week. You are their solution.

14  Make a Top 10 List. Did you write a cookbook? Make 
a Top 10 List of the names of your favorite recipes 
(be sure they have mouth-watering names). Did you 
write a children’s book? Make a Top 10 List of the most 
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popular characters in children's literature, and why. 
Did you write a mystery? Make a Top 10 List of the best 
movie detectives of all time. Did you write a romance? 
Make a Top 10 List of love songs. The point is, no mat-
ter what kind of book you wrote, you can make a Top 
10 List that is related. Top 10 Lists are useful for email 
marketing, blog posts, interviews and social media 
memes. Everybody likes Top 10 Lists because they're 
often informative (or funny) and finite — meaning 
they're short. And they're great for search engines! 
Once you have your Top 10 List, publish it across the 
Internet. Post it on social media platforms. Make a 
video featuring your list and post it to YouTube. Use 
it on your Virtual Book Tour when appearing on blogs. 
Always be sure your Top 10 List mentions you and 
your book by name, along with a link back to your au-
thor webpage. 

15 Open up the floodgates on your marketing and pro-
motional efforts. This means keeping up your momen-
tum and pouring it on with multiple prongs of attack, 
including book fairs, advertising in national magazines 
(co-op ads make it more affordable), and the never-
ending pursuit of book reviews on Amazon and Barnes 
& Noble.

16 Giving away copies or excerpts from your book is 
an excellent way to get your book into the hands of 
readers and to get reviews. Word-of-mouth will take 
it from there. If your book is eligible, sign up for the 
Amazon Giveaway, a sweepstakes administered by 
Amazon. Simply answer a few questions to define the 



7

75
8

parameters of the contest and Amazon will take care 
of the rest. 

17  Join and become active on Goodreads.com. Goodreads 
is a website for readers and authors, and they have a 
giveaway program. You can also review books and ask 
reviewers to review your book. It is important to con-
tribute to the community. People are more likely to 
support your book if you are active in the community 
versus just trying to sell your book.

18 According to the McKinsey Group, email marketing 
campaigns are still more effective at generating sales 
than Social Media advertising. Create an email cam-
paign announcing the publication of your book and 
include links for people to purchase your book. Giving 
away excerpts of your book is a great way to collect 
email addresses for an email campaign. Be sure to 
update your email signature to include information 
about your book and links to purchase your book.

19 There is a lot of buzz in the book marketing world re-
garding social media and the value of social media in 
promoting authors and selling books. If you are at all 
computer savvy, social media is an excellent way to 
promote your book. 

Create an author Facebook page. Creating a public page 
is better than using your personal profile to market your 
book because Facebook pages are “likeable.” In addition, 
you can advertise a Facebook page and get analytics; plus 
you can separate your book from your personal life. Post 
links to purchase your book. Post videos and reviews.
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Advertising on Facebook is effective because it has 
an extensive user base and its targeting capabilities 
enable you to identify your target market based on 
countless characteristics, behaviors, interests, etc. 
You can also “boost” posts, which places them towards 
the top of a person’s news feed.

Create a YouTube channel and post videos to promote 
your book. The videos could be of you reading an ex-
cerpt from your book or a video of a speaking engage-
ment. You can also create a Book Video Trailer and 
post it to your YouTube channel.

Research other Social Media platforms to promote 
your book. Authors have had a lot of success with 
Twitter, Google+, Instagram, and Pinterest. What plat-
forms you decide to use depends on your computer 
skills, time, and target market.

20 Networking is essential, especially if you have written 
a non-fiction book. Book fairs and expos, writers’ con-
ferences, and literary festivals offer valuable opportu-
nities for you to promote your book and increase your 
exposure as an author. Read.gov provides lists of book 
fairs by state. Consider writing a blog or contributing 
to industry publications and related websites to build 
your credibility.
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HOW DO I HOST A SUCCESSFUL 
BOOK LAUNCH PARTY?

A WELL-PLANNED BOOK launch party can get your book 
marketing efforts started off on the right foot by attract-
ing the media and capturing new readers. Whether you 
are planning on hosting a book launch party at your own 
house or a more public place (recommended), these 10 
rules are ones every author should follow:

1  Set Realistic and Measurable Goals 

While a book launch party can, and should, 
include celebration, it is important to realize 
that it is also a marketing event; and its main 
purpose is to sell books. Therefore, think of it 
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as a business venture as well as a party. Track every 
cost so you can determine the ROI (return on invest-
ment). For instance, will you use custom printed post-
cards or note cards featuring your book as invitations 
or will you be using Evite.com? Will you host the party 
at your home, at a free venue like a bookstore, library, 
etc., or will you rent a professional party space for the 
event. Will you be engaging the services of an event 
planner, or handling all the details yourself? Event 
planners are an added expense, but they may possess 
the experience necessary to drive attendance. Be sure 
to set goals in terms of attendance (readers and me-
dia) and book sales (and book reviews). By determin-
ing your strategy and your budget in advance, you can 
analyze the results and make improvements for your 
next book event.

2  Pick an Appropriate Theme

Your event must appeal to your target readers to in-
crease the chances of them attending – and of having 
positive word-of-mouth afterward. For instance, if 
you've written a mystery, host a “murder mystery par-
ty.” By picking a theme that relates to your book, and 
making that theme a clear component of the invita-
tion, you ensure that everyone who attends is a prime 
candidate to buy your book at the end of the evening 
when you pull out your signing pen.

3  Call Upon Your Guests

Follow-up on every RSVP with a personal “thank you” 
that promises them a good time, a goodie bag (see 
below), and a great discount on a signed copy of your 
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book. Also ask if they know anyone else who might be 
interested in attending the book launch event of the 
season (hyperbole is okay when it's tongue-in-cheek). 
Make sure your guests know that they are welcome to 
invite/bring others to the event. If your guests start to 
use their social media reach to promote your event, 
your guest list can quickly climb, which means more 
book sales and more book reviews. 

4  Market to the Media

Appealing to the media requires having a unique and 
compelling angle. Fortunately, if you did a good job 
connecting with your readers, you probably already 
have a unique and compelling angle right at your feet. 
Now just write a press release about it:

Local Mystery Author Launches  
Highly-Anticipated New Novel  

with a Murder Mystery Party and  
YOU are invited!

Not a bad headline for a press release, right? Once you 
have your press release written, send it to your local 
newspapers, television, and radio stations. The more 
local the media, the more interested they will be. Are 
you going to attract Good Morning America to your 
book launch? Probably not (see Rule #1). But will the 
local news channel feature you in a segment? Perhaps, 
especially if you've accumulated an impressively large 
guest list. When the segment airs, record it and post 
it to your social media. Share it with your attendees. 
They'll all brag about being at an event that got on the 
news. What does that mean for you? More book sales!
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5  Get Social Online

Before and after your event, be sure to use the power 
of social media to spread the word. Prior to the event, 
use your social media platform to drive awareness, an-
swer questions, promote the event, and solicit attend-
ees. Afterwards, share lots of pictures of the fun time 
had by all (along with a link to your book, of course). 
Even if people aren't able to attend in person, they'll 
love to see the pictures and they still may buy the book 
(which is, after all, the whole point!).

6  Get Social Offline

Even though many writers are introverts by nature, 
your book launch party is not the time to be shy. So step 
out of your comfort zone and embrace the gregarious 
published author inside you. Strike up conversations 
with every single person in attendance. Be generous 
with your time and your smile. Rather than going for the 
“hard sell” take lots of pictures with everyone instead, 
using THEIR phones as well as yours. If they have pic-
tures on their phones, they are more likely to post those 
pictures on their social media platforms after the event, 
along with links to you and/or your book. Those online 
postings last a lot longer than your event ever will. 

7  Get Really Social Offline

The more fun your guests have, the better your sales 
will be at the end of the night (since everyone will still 
be there) and the better your word-of-mouth will be 
after the event (which means the better your sales 
will be afterward, too). So get ready to live it up on the 
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night of your party! Create lots of photo opportunities 
and encourage all your guests to take as many pictures 
as they can, not just of you or your book, but of the 
venue and/or decorations. Did your murder mystery 
guests don costumes (did you encourage them to by 
adding a costume contest to the proceedings)? Have 
them take posed pictures. Would your romance novel 
lovers mind posing next to a life-size cardboard cutout 
of a male hunk? Probably not. By connecting with your 
readers, creating a theme, and having fun, you'll create 
an atmosphere that encourages reader engagement, 
and that will translate to more book sales at the end 
of the night — in other words, a perfect book launch 
party!

8  Joint Ventures are Your Secret Weapon

A “joint venture” is a collaboration between two people 
or companies with mutually-beneficial goals and re-
sults. Any good party has goodie bags, right? But rath-
er than giving away copies of your book (you're trying 
to sell copies, after all), partner with local businesses 
who are seeking marketing opportunities of their own. 
Would your romance novel lovers enjoy the local bak-
ery's cookies (along with a coupon) inside their goodie 
bag? Of course! Would your action aficionados like a 
coupon for a free tub of popcorn with the purchase of 
tickets to the latest James Bond movie playing at the 
local Cineplex? Absolutely! Joint Venture partner-
ships like this are relatively easy in this day and age of 
social media, and you may be surprised how many of 
them will advertise YOUR event on their social media 
platforms, too. 
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9  Prepare to Sell Books

When you're in the middle of a fun party, the last 
thing you'll want to be burdened with is handling 
book orders. But of course, taking book orders is the 
whole point of throwing a book launch party. What 
a dilemma! Fortunately, with advance planning, you 
can make sure this important step goes just as flaw-
lessly as the party itself. Consider the logistics in ad-
vance in terms of cash, check, or charge. If you plan 
on charging sales tax, determine a discount to offer 
on your book that rounds the final cost to an even 
number (preferably in a cash-friendly denomination 
like $10, $15, or $20). You can promote the discount 
and you don't have to worry about counting pen-
nies for change. If you plan on taking credit cards 
at the event, is your smart phone hooked up with a 
way to do that, either with Square or PayPal, for ex-
ample? It's easy to hand-out business cards with your 
Amazon link printed on it, but the reality is that peo-
ple attending a book launch party will expect to be 
able to buy a signed copy of the book that night, and 
you want them to! Who knows whether they'll buy it 
the next day?

10 Call Upon Your Guests Again

If your attendees are old friends (or new friends who 
had a great time), they'll be happy to help you spread 
the word about your book – but they might not know 
how. So tell them. Be sure your venue has a number 
of placards or signs with instructions for posting re-
views on Amazon, sharing pictures on Instagram, or 
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commenting on the event on Facebook. Be sure to fol-
low-up personally with every attendee via email after 
the event with links to write a review, post a picture, 
or share a selfie. 
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HOW DO I GET BOOK 
REVIEWS ON AMAZON?

ONCE YOUR BOOK is published and available for sale on 
Amazon, one of the first things you need to focus on is 
getting (positive) Amazon book reviews. “Positive” is in 
parentheses because it is typically frowned upon to out-
and-out ask for a “positive” book review, but let's face it 
— only the positive ones are doing you any good! So that's 
certainly your goal — acquiring book reviews in the 4-5 
star range. Ultimately, however, as you get more Amazon 
reviews, your average star-rating will be out of your con-
trol. So, all you can really do is seek out Amazon book re-
views via the methods below, and hope your book is good 
enough to secure the “positive” reviews you need. 
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1  Reviews in Exchange for Free Copies

A widely accepted and common practice for acquiring 
Amazon book reviews is giving away copies of your 
book in exchange for reviews. This is usually the most 
successful when performed in person, when you liter-
ally hand a paperback or hardback copy of your book 
to someone you know and say something like: “If you 
enjoy this, I would really appreciate it if you could post 
your review on Amazon.” Offer to sign it. Then write 
something like, “I hope you enjoy this! <your signa-
ture>” as a “subtle” reminder. Not everyone you give 
your book to will write a review for it, but this has a 
high ratio of success. Obviously, the better you know 
someone, the more likely it is they will write a review. 
You can limit the number of free copies you give away 
by only offering copies to people who will appreciate 
or value your book. Don't give your hardcore horror 
novel to your grandmother, for example (unless you 
happen to know that's her cup of tea). 

2  Reviews in Exchange for Reviews

If you're at an author event and you are following the 
suggestion above by handing out copies of your book 
for reviews, don't be surprised to be on the receiving 
end of a similar request. This is a stroke of luck! Other 
authors are your most likely candidates for a book re-
view, because they want you to write a review of their 
book, too. Swap copies, vow to swap reviews, and sign 
each other's books! This type of networking is part of 
the benefits of being a published writer; take advan-
tage of it by broadening your reading library, widening 
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your network of colleagues, and increasing the num-
ber of reviews you receive.

This also helps you increase the number of reviews 
you write on Amazon, which is a highly recommended 
marketing tactic.

3  Reviews in Exchange for Giveaways

Nearly every book on Amazon has a “Giveaway” op-
tion associated with it. Just scroll down your Amazon 
sales page toward the bottom to see if your book qual-
ifies. If it does, you can purchase a number of copies 
of your book from Amazon for a “free giveaway” that 
Amazon will administer on your behalf. This has the 
added benefit of increasing your Best Sellers Ranking, 
because you are buying multiple copies all at the same 
time (plus you receive your royalty back from your 
publisher). Winners of your free books may feel more 
compelled to write a review of your book (especially if 
you suggest it within the body of the giveaway text).

You may wonder how this is different from suggestion 
#1 above, which also requires giving away copies of 
your book in exchange for reviews. The answer is that 
#1 centers around in-person book exchanges while 
#3 is conducted entirely online. Your ratio for success 
may be less, but you may make it up in volume. 

4  Review Swaps 

Here's another suggestion that may sound familiar. 
We've already discussed the concept of swapping re-
views with other writers in person, at book events, 
author events, or publishing events that you are 
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attending. There's no doubt vowing to swap reviews in 
person offers a high ratio of success, but the downside 
is the number of opportunities you have to pursue this 
tactic in person. Another downside is the number of 
physical books you must actually carry. They can get 
heavy!

These downsides bring us to the online review swap, 
where you offer a copy of your book to a community 
of other writers in exchange for a review, and they do 
likewise. All the benefits of suggestion #2 along with 
a significant increase in opportunities (and no back 
aches).

How do you suggest an online review swap? By asking 
for one. “Hello, I'm so-and-so, author of such-and-such, 
and if you'd like to swap Amazon book reviews, please 
get in touch with me.” You can either vow to purchase 
each other's books (thereby increasing your respec-
tive best sellers rank and getting your author royalties 
back), or you can exchange digital editions. 

This is a great way to build camaraderie in your writ-
ing community, but only if you follow through. Don't 
participate if you don't intend on fulfilling your end of 
the bargain (i.e., purchasing the book, providing the e-
book, or writing your reciprocal review). It only takes 
one rotten apple to ruin the bushel. 

5  Amazon's Top Reviewers

Contacting other readers within reading commu-
nities is all well and good, but what would be even 
better? Contacting REVIEWERS within reviewing 
communities!
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Reviewing communities? Is there such a thing? Not 
only is there such a thing, there is the best thing — a 
community of the top reviewers on Amazon. These 
are the individuals that Amazon has identified as 
consistently writing the most frequent, most helpful 
reviews.

There are two different listings of Amazon’s top re-
viewers: A listing of Amazon’s “Hall of Fame Reviewers” 
and a listing of Amazon’s “Top Reviewer Rankings.” You 
can find both lists at http://www.amazon.com/review/
top-reviewers.

Being identified as a “Top Reviewer” is a lifestyle for 
some of these individuals, and the only way they can 
maintain their ranking is by continuing to write re-
views. That means they are highly motivated! 

Some of them are impossible to contact; others are 
not. Some of them are very specific about the types 
of products they review; others are not. Some of them 
provide very specific instructions for how to solicit a 
review; others do not.

But if you start at the top of each list and work your 
way down through the profiles of each reviewer, you 
will identify candidates for your book review. Pay at-
tention to the types of books they enjoy, since your 
chances of receiving a (positive) review will increase 
dramatically if you send them the type/genre of books 
they've reviewed positively in the past. Follow their 
instructions for contacting them to the letter, and al-
ways be respectful.
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SHOULD I GIVE AWAY MY BOOK 
IN ORDER TO MARKET IT? 

WHEN YOU PUBLISH with a self-publishing company, 
you may receive a number of free “author's copies” of 
your book. Having extra copies of your book acts as a 
constant reminder that you need to be proactive in your 
book marketing efforts. And you always want to be pre-
pared if opportunities to sell or promote your book arise. 
What if you get invited to do a book reading at your local 
coffee shop, or if the local gift shop wants to carry cop-
ies of a local author's book? Marketing a book requires 
having copies of your book at your disposal at all times. 

Extra copies of your book can serve as inspiration to 
seek out and act upon opportunities that don't just drop 
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into your lap. In fact, once you identify opportunities on a local 
level, you may be surprised how easily you start to recognize 
opportunities on a grander scale. So with that, here are ten ways 
to use copies of your book right in your own neighborhood.

1  Your neighborhood or community has a library. If 
you're not yet familiar with your local library, this is 
the perfect time. Go there and talk with the librarian. 
Tell him/her you are a local published author and have 
a copy of your book with you. Ask what resources are 
available to share your book with the community. If 
the cover catches the librarian's eye, she may even ask 
if you want to perform a reading. Of course you do! If 
nothing else, offer to leave a copy with her.

2  Your library most likely has information about local 
writer's groups, a writer's guild, association, or organi-
zation. Get your hands on all the information you can 
about local opportunities like this. These types of or-
ganizations generally offer authors plenty of opportu-
nities to read from and discuss their books with other 
writers. Many members will have great information or 
contacts that can help you increase your sales, so be 
ready to furnish copies to people who may be able to 
pass them along to important power players, or who 
may simply be interested in reading your book in ex-
change for an online review (or both!).

3  During your trip to the library, you may also learn 
about reader's circles or book clubs. Find the organiz-
ers of these groups and introduce yourself. Attend one 
or two of them and, if appropriate, mention that you 
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are a local published author and would like to submit 
your own book for consideration. Leave a copy with 
the organizers. Book clubs rarely turn down a chance 
to read books where they are certain to get the chance 
to meet the author personally.

4  Local elementary, junior high, and high schools pres-
ent an opportunity to not only find more readers but 
to give back to your community. Introduce yourself to 
the Principal or Vice Principal and mention that you 
are a local published author and that you are available 
to speak to a class. Leave a copy of your book with him 
or her. Obviously, some books are more appropriate 
for this than others. Picture books are great for young-
er children, while juvenile fiction is perfect for slightly 
older kids. Certain non-fiction may be appropriate for 
history or social studies, for example. If you have chil-
dren attending school, use those connections to meet 
your kids' teachers personally. Rare is the educational 
curriculum that doesn't jump at the chance to have a 
published author speak to a class.

5  Your neighborhood or local community most likely has 
its own local newspaper. Small-town publications reg-
ularly feature news briefs and announcements on ev-
erything from church events to student achievements 
to business grand openings. It's not unusual for local 
newspapers to write feature stories on newly pub-
lished books from local authors or to publicize book 
signings or local events. Become fast friends with the 
editor; it will pay off ten-fold! Leave him/her a copy 
when you take him/her out for coffee. In addition to the 
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feature story, ask if the newspaper has a book review 
section. Leave another copy for the book reviewer.

6  Speaking of church, you will often find a receptive au-
dience among fellow members of your faith. Check 
the bulletin boards for reading circles, pin up some 
information about your book, or leave a few copies in 
the common areas, along with some promotional ma-
terials. You could even take out an ad in the bulletin. 
At church sponsored events or pot-lucks, have copies 
of your book on-hand to follow-up on your previous 
promotional efforts. Like everything else, this works 
better for some books (especially religiously-themed 
books) than others.

7  Local bookstores: rumors of their death have been great-
ly exaggerated. Yes, your neighborhood still has indepen-
dent bookstores. Mom and pop shops, especially ones in 
your hometown or local community, are often far more 
receptive to independently published authors, especially 
local ones, than the giant chain bookstores. Give them a 
free promotional copy of your book and any promotional 
materials you have, so they can determine whether to 
carry it. They’ll get a better deal ordering directly from 
you than if they order from Ingram. And you’ll get the 
most interest from them if you offer to leave them copies 
on consignment. The more you save on author's copies, 
the more you can negotiate terms that please you both.

8  Getting stocked in local, independent bookstores is 
just one course of action. The other is to have an au-
thor event in order to drive more business to the 
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store. Owners of independent bookstores must com-
pete with larger chains, and one way they do that is 
by offering their customers a level of service that the 
Barnes & Nobles of the world cannot match — like 
meeting a local author! You'll find the bookstore pro-
prietor will be much more willing to host your event 
if you offer to share the promotional responsibilities. 
You'll also want to be sure the bookstore is getting an 
attractive profit on each copy of your book that sells 
during the event, so negotiate those terms in advance, 
and show him/her that you have plenty of copies on-
hand to meet demand. Leave him one or two “reading” 
copies as he makes up his mind. Follow up consistently, 
but politely.

9  There are other local businesses that are prime “drop-
off” locations for your book. Where do you often find 
yourself sitting around waiting and grabbing the near-
est magazine from a coffee table? The doctor's office? 
The tire shop? The beauty salon? The barber shop? The 
coffee shop? The dentist? The mechanic? Wherever 
there is a waiting room (or couches and magazines), 
there is an opportunity to leave your book for other 
patrons. If they become engrossed enough while they 
are waiting or sipping their espresso, they may go to 
Amazon to get their own copy when they get home. 
I’ve even seen local restaurants with books at the ta-
ble for patrons to read while they wait for their food.

10 The more comfortable you become with your amazing 
accomplishment of publishing a book, the more you 
will be asked about it. Every time the topic of your book 
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comes up there is an opportunity to make a sale. Be 
ready with an “elevator speech” — a short, compelling 
summary of you and your book that will make a reader 
want a copy right that minute. More importantly, be 
ready with a copy of your book! Once you've gotten 
their interest, ask them if they'd like a signed copy and 
offer them a discount. They may take you up on that 
right then and there as they reach for their wallet. If 
they don't, weigh the pros and cons of offering them 
a complimentary copy in exchange for a review on 
Amazon. Stress the importance of their review so they 
know how important it is to you. After all, that's why 
you're willing to give them a copy. Giving away one 
copy for one positive review on Amazon may turn into 
2-3 online sales — after all, reviews sell books.
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SHOULD I ENTER 
BOOK CONTESTS?

BECOMING AN “AWARD-WINNING” author will instant-
ly give you a leg-up in the competitive marketplace. 
Not only is this a beneficial claim that remains valid for 
future writing and publishing efforts, but it is a great 
“hook” to begin or end every biographical blurb about 
you and your book. Plus, an “Award Seal” or “Graphic” on 
your book cover can give your book that extra oomph to 
turn a browser into a buyer.

In alphabetical order below you will find a collection 
of vetted, reputable book award contests to consider 
entering. Look at their deadlines and plan your market-
ing efforts accordingly (especially since many of them 
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offer “early bird” discounts). 

Yes, nearly all book award contests involve an entry/sub-
mission fee, so be sure to check out their websites for the re-
quired fees, early bird discounts, specific deadline dates, and 
detailed eligibility requirements. 

Benjamin Franklin Awards

 Deadline: Fall/Winter

 Website: IBPABenjaminFranklinAwards.com

 Details: Held by the Independent Book Publishers 
Association, the annual Benjamin Franklin Awards is 
one of the premiere contests in independent publish-
ing today, where Gold Medal winners in each category 
receive an engraved crystal trophy acknowledging their 
accomplishment.

Eric Hoffer Book Awards

 Deadline: January

 Website: HofferAward.com

 Details: One submission automatically makes you eli-
gible for numerous category considerations, including 
most-thought provoking work, best cover, best first-
time author, and best over-all book, which comes with a 
$2,000 Grand Prize.
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INDIEFAB Awards

 Deadline: Dec/Jan

 Website: IndieFab.ForewordReviews.com

 Details: Held by the prestigious review journal Foreword 
Reviews, the INDIEFAB Awards are a cornerstone of the 
independent publishers marketing foundation. Not only 
are winners featured in the print and digital editions 
of Foreword Reviews, but they play a role in a national 
publicity campaign.

International Book Awards

 Deadline: Spring

 Website: InternationalBookAwards.com

 Details: If your copyright date is within the past three 
years, you are eligible for the International Book 
Awards, with your chance to win national exposure in 
media outlets, social media channels, and at the Book 
Expo of America. 

The National Indie Excellence Book Awards

 Deadline: Spring

 Website: IndieExcellence.com

 Details: Unlike most contests, your book remains eligi-
ble for entry into this contest for up to three years fol-
lowing its publication date. This gives you the flexibility 
of “spreading” your marketing budget for contest sub-
missions across multiple years. 
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New York Book Festival

 Deadline: Spring

 Website: NewYorkBookFestival.com

 Details: Unlike many contests in which only English 
books can be submitted, The New York Book Festival ac-
cepts published books in English, French, German, Italian, 
or Spanish. You have up to five years after publication to 
enter and the prize includes a flight to New York City for 
the awards gala plus $1,500 in spending money. 

Next Generation Indie Book Awards

 Deadline: February

 Website: IndieBookAwards.com

 Details: Do you want to be represented by a New York 
Literary Agency? Then submit your book to this award 
contest and be among the top 70, according to their 
judges. You’ll also be honored at the Book Expo of 
America Gala Awards Reception. 

Reader Views Literary Awards

 Deadline: December of your copyright year

 Website: ReaderViews.com/literaryawards

 Details: With numerous categories and various awards 
per category (including cash prizes and publicity pack-
ages), the Reader Views Literary Awards should not be 
missed. And it's easy to miss them! They have the earli-
est deadline among all these contests, so plan early.



7

99
8

San Francisco Book Festival

 Deadline: Spring 

 Website: SanFranciscoBookFestival.com

 Details: Want to win a free trip to San Francisco, 
plus $1,500 in cash? Then consider entering the San 
Francisco Book Festival Awards. The deadline may be 
“Spring” but there is no restriction on copyright or pub-
lication date, so this is another contest you can enter at 
any time after publication. 

USA Best Book Awards

 Deadline: Fall

 Website: USABookNews.com

 Details: This contest is another option to spread your 
marketing dollars, as they accept manuscripts up to two 
years after publication. All winners receive industry and 
media exposure.

Writer's Digest Self-Published Book Awards

 Deadline: Summer

 Website: WritersDigest.com

 Details: From one of the most prestigious writing maga-
zines in the country comes one of the most prestigious 
book award contests. And it just may be your stepping 
stone into the glitzy world of New York publishing, since 
the Grand Prize winner often wins a trip to New York 
(plus thousands of dollars in spending money!). 
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AFTERWORD

WHEN I STARTED Outskirts Press in 2002, I was simply 
trying to solve my own problem - how to get a book pub-
lished and available for sale. Back then, the concept of 
self-publishing was relatively novel, and the idea that 
anyone could publish a book and get it listed on Amazon 
alongside blockbusters like Harry Potter seemed like 
wizard’s magic! I was frustrated with the available op-
tions, myriad of roadblocks, and the Herculean learning 
curve necessary to professionally self-publish my own 
books. I knew I couldn’t possibly be the only one feeling 
this way. So, with the help of my family, we created a so-
lution to the self-publishing conundrum.

We started small on the outskirts of Denver, 
Colorado. Over the next decade, Outskirts Press was 
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recognized three times in the Denver Business Journal and four 
times in Inc. Magazine. Now, nearly two decades later, we are 
extremely proud to say that our quest to solve our own publish-
ing problem has resulted in helping thousands of authors pub-
lish and bring to market more than 22,000 different formats of 
their books and earn millions of dollars in royalties.

From the beginning, Outskirts Press has helped authors 
develop and publish high-quality books by offering exceptional 
design, printing, publishing, distribution, and book marketing 
services. We are ranked #1 by Top Consumer Reviews because 
we deliver outstanding customer service, affordable pricing, 
and industry-leading royalties.

All our services are designed to make it easy for authors 
to publish and sell their work. We work with first-time writ-
ers and established authors alike. When we say “full-service” 
we mean it. Our expert team of hands-on, US-based publish-
ing professionals will help you navigate the publishing process 
and help you make important decisions about your manuscript. 
We work with you directly, personally helping you, from edit-
ing and design, all the way through production, distribution, 
and marketing.

In short, we take the complexity and guesswork out of 
quality publishing, and our mission is to bring your publishing 
dreams to life. Our most important commitment is to you, to 
help you publish your passion, your way.

Brent Sampson,
Founder/President
Outskirts Press
www.OutskirtsPress.com
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