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Self-Publishing is not for sissies .... 

Or 

What you need to know before you dive in 

 

Yes, you've all heard the stories about Joe Konrath and Amanda Hocking making mega-
bucks on their books on Kindle and other digital platforms. They make it sound so easy, 
don't they? 

It is easy--the same way riding a bicycle is easy. Do you remember all the times you fell 
off, scraped your knees, hurt yourself, and fell down? Do you remember the dreaded 
"Learning Curve?" There's a huge learning curve in self-publishing. I can give you some 
information and some facts, but in the end, it's up to you to try it or not. It's your choice. 

FIRST COMES THE STORY 

You have to have a great story. Hands down, no question. You must hone your book to 
within an inch of its life and you must present it as being professionally written. Polish 
it, shine it, make it glow. It doesn't matter if you have an amazing premise and a 
stunning character. If your grammar is bad or your punctuation is terrible, it will make 
a terrible impression on your reading audience. 

Remember this: if someone reads your book and is ∷ahem∷ less than impressed with its 
professionalism, they will probably not pick up another thing you write. You have one 
chance to make a first impression. Make absolutely sure that you make a good first 
impression. 

If you have never been professionally published before, it might behoove you to either 
join a critique group and have your work analyzed, or hire a professional editor. The 
fact that you've joined a writer's group is in your favor. You're making connections with 
other people who are serious about writing. See if you can find others who would be 
willing to critique your work (in exchange for your critique of theirs). 

Trust me: it will not hurt to have one more set of eyes read your books. You have never 
been critiqued until you have been critiqued by a total stranger. They will not pull 
punches and they will be honest with their opinions, unlike your friends and family. So 
take the time to get another opinion about your work before you decide it's ready to go. 

NEXT COMES THE DECISION 

You wrote the book, and now you want to publish it. There are a couple of ways to 
approach this. You can find a publisher (I recommend several small publishers as a 
place to start) or you can self-publish it. I won't go into how to find a publisher here. If 
you're interested, go to my web site: 
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 http://www.jayellwilson.blogspot.com/p/writing-tipspublishing-tips.html 

And look for the "Publish, Don't Perish" notes. I teach a class on publishing and there is 
a ton of information there about how to look for a publisher. 

In self-publishing, there are two avenues. You can pay someone to handle the 
publishing (usually called "Vanity Publishing" or "Pay For Publishing") or you can 
handle the publishing yourself. 

I won't discuss Pay for Pub here because I have never done it before. It involves an 
outlay of money on your part and in return, you're presented with books that you have 
to sell. You may or may not make a profit. There are many examples of people who 
succeeded at this. However, I have no experience with that type of publishing, so I can't 
talk about it. 

I can talk about the other type of self-publishing, though, which involves the author 
handling much of the publishing details and uploading content himself/herself. I call 
that type of self-publishing "On-Demand Publishing," because you make the book 
available ('on demand') for people to buy.  

How does it work?  

SELF-PUBLISHING IN THE DIGITAL AGE 

Let's say you've decided you want your book available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, 
and maybe some other sites (Fictionwise, for example) for people to download to their 
various e-reading devices. 

Amazon has a particular format it uses for books downloaded to its devices (it has the 
.mobi extension on the files). Barnes & Noble has a format for Nook. Fictionwise usually 
offers a variety of formats for people to choose from (.epub, .prc, etc.). You will need to 
take your book from its Microsoft Word format and convert it for use on those 
platforms. 

If you want the book to also be in print, then you'll need to use a vendor like 
CreateSpace (a partner with Amazon) where you format your book for printing. 

In addition to a formatted book, you need:  

 Cover art -- the cover is the first thing a reader sees, either on a bookshelf or 
online in an e-store. So make it the best cover you can. 

 Tagline - this appears on the cover with the book title, author name, etc. A good 
tagline will make people pick up a book to browse through it or flip it over to 
look at the ... 

http://www.jayellwilson.blogspot.com/p/writing-tipspublishing-tips.html
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 A back cover blurb - this is the summary that appears on the back of a book or 
online when you're browsing Amazon or Barnes & Noble. There are classes you 
can take on how to write a blurb. A good blurb is worth its weight in gold. 

 A sense of what keywords should be used by people to search for your book. 
You will be asked for this when you upload the book or when you send it to 
someone else for formatting -- what are the keywords? 

 What the book's genre is and how it should be categorized - this is where it will 
be shelved in a bookstore or how it will be sorted in an online site. 

Note that if you opt to use a traditional publisher, they do a lot of this for you. The 
author still has to write the tagline and the blurb, but the publisher will handle the 
cover art, keywording, etc. 

Questions to ask yourself 

 How technical are you?  

 Are you willing to invest time and energy in creating cover art? 

 Are you willing to invest time and energy learning how to format your book for 
different digital and print platforms? 

 Are you willing to learn how to upload books and troubleshoot them if 
something goes wrong? 

For information about self-publishing, pros and cons just Google "indie publishing" and 
see what you find. Here's a few: 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2010/04/how-to-format-for-kindle.html.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2010/10/its-your-universe.html 

http://howtowriteshop.loridevoti.com/2011/11/is-self-publishing-for-you/ 

http://howtowriteshop.loridevoti.com/2011/02/how-to-create-book-cover/ 

You can find information about formatting and converting your books in a variety of 
places. Here are some links: 

 Kindle Direct Publishing: https://kdp.amazon.com/self-publishing/help. This 
tells you have to get started publishing with Amazon. It's very straightforward 
and easy to understand. 

 Createspace: https://www.createspace.com/. Check the Free Publishing 
Resources link for details. 

 Smashwords: Smashwords (SW) is a clearinghouse for people to upload their 
books. You can, for example, upload a book to SW and SW will then distribute it 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2010/04/how-to-format-for-kindle.html
http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2010/10/its-your-universe.html
http://howtowriteshop.loridevoti.com/2011/11/is-self-publishing-for-you/
http://howtowriteshop.loridevoti.com/2011/02/how-to-create-book-cover/
https://kdp.amazon.com/self-publishing/help
https://www.createspace.com/
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to Barnes & Noble, Fictionwise, etc. They do this for a small fee. They'll also 
distribute to Amazon, but I distribute mine to Amazon on my own (and thus 
save the fee). SW has excellent information about their service. Start here: 

https://www.smashwords.com/about/supportfaq#GettingStarted 

I am a highly technical, computer-savvy person. I also work full-time, I write full-time, 
and I have very little free time. So I read through all the information about formatting, 
etc., and I chose to have someone else do the formatting for me. 

I also wanted professional looking covers, and I knew I couldn't do them. So I had to 
hire someone to do my covers for me.  

Details 

 Formatting: I've used a few different people to do formatting for me. Any of 
them can do the work for you. Probably the simplest (for me) was to use 
Formatting 4 U (http://formatting4u.com). I know Judi (who runs the company) 
and she does great work. She will upload the documents for you if you provide 
her with a password to your account at Smashwords, Amazon, and so on. Her 
prices are reasonable and her work is good. 

 Cover art: I could do an entire presentation on how to create cover art. Here is 
the process in a nutshell (using my most recent book, Twistered, as an example): 

o I usually have a concept in mind. I wanted a tornado on the cover, maybe 
a yellow brick road (it's an Oz-based book), and a pair of red sneakers. 
You will save a LOT of money and time if you have a good concept in 
mind before contacting an artist. 

o I went to istockphoto.com and a few other sites and looked at photos. I 
selected a couple that I thought were okay and I downloaded a sample. 
Do not try to just use images that you find on the web for your work. You 
may be violating copyright and could get into trouble. ALWAYS purchase 
your artwork once you've decided it's what you want. 

o I sent the samples, my cover tagline, and my ideas for the font for the title, 
etc., to the woman who has done my cover art in the past (Kim Mendoza, 
admin@torridfaith.org). You can find other people to do your artwork for 
you.  

o Kim mocks up a cover and sends it back to me. Here are the first ones she 
sent me. She sends me full-sized covers (8"), but for this paper, I've 
reduced the sizes. 

 

https://www.smashwords.com/about/supportfaq#GettingStarted
http://formatting4u.com/
mailto:admin@torridfaith.org
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o Note that the images are blurred. We haven't purchased any artwork yet, 
we're using samples. Once I've decided on artwork, I purchase it for her to 
use in the final. 

o Okay. She sent me 5 different layouts/samples. I looked through them 
and decided I wanted a combination of all of them (not unusual). I sent 
her my ideas and she sent the next round of pictures. 
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o And so on. For this book, we only did 3 rounds of edits. Here's the final 
cover. We changed the font color slightly, rearranged some text, did some 
subtle changes. 

o The cost will vary, depending on much time you take to reach a decision 
and how much the artwork costs. Usually my covers run around $125-
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$150 (2012 prices). Keep in mind that I've been doing this (helping design 
covers) for a while, so I am very efficient at doing it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FINAL PRICE 

Okay, I've paid Formatting 4 U to format my book for print, and I've paid Kim for the 
cover. I also paid another person to do the digital formatting ($60). I had arranged for 
someone to do the digital before Formatting went into business, so that's the only 
reason I didn't use Formatting 4 U for that.  

I paid $100 for print formatting (Judi created a back cover for me and an ebook store 
site, plus print formatting). Her prices are listed on the Formatting4U web site, so check 
there for the most recent pricing.  

Cost so far: $160 (cover) + $100 (print formatting) + $60 (digital formatting) = $320. 
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This does not include any promotional materials I'll be creating. I'll do a recipe card (my 
usual promotion for a book - $30 for 100), I'll have a banner made ($35), plus I've 
already reserved spots on web sites, etc., for ad space. 

HOW DOES IT WORK? 

Remember I said that a formatter will make files that can be used by various sites 
(Barnes & Noble, Kindle, etc.) If you use Formatting 4 U, she uploads the files for you to 
the various sites. You tell her the price you want to set, and she'll set it for you at the 
site.  

If you have someone do formatting and they return the files to you, then you have to do 
the uploading and go through the process of setting the price, entering the blurb 
information, etc. It's relatively easy -- Smashwords and Amazon make it simple. I've 
never uploaded directly to Barnes & Noble via their Pubit system, so I'm not sure how 
easy that is. I always let Smashwords distribute my files to B&N, etc. 

You will need to obtain an ISBN for your book. You can buy a block of ISBN numbers if 
you want, or you can use a free ISBN assigned by the 'publisher' (Createspace, 
Smashwords, etc.) Note that when you upload to Amazon, you'll be assigned an 
Amazon identifier which works like an ISBN for Amazon. 

Read the FAQs at each site for info about ISBN numbers. It can be a bit confusing but 
you have to have one. 

At each site (Createspace, Smashwords, Amazon, etc.) you have a "Dashboard" where 
you can see what works you have there and what their status is. That also tells you how 
many copies have sold, what price they sold at, etc.  

When you register with a site, you'll give them payment information: your social 
security number, bank account information (or PayPal account information), etc., so 
your royalty payments can be credited to you. Most of them pay quarterly, but you can 
look at your royalty information as often as you like. It's all relatively current 
(compared to a traditional publisher, that is).  

THE BOTTOM LINE 

I really recommend that you go online and read about self-publishing. Read the FAQ 
and the How To guides at each site, so you have a sense of what's involved.  

There are benefits and drawbacks to self-publishing. In the end, you need to decide for 
yourself if it's for you. Here's one cautionary note I'd like to leave you with: 

Don't think of self-publishing as a shortcut. If you've been submitting or pitching your 
work to publishers and agents and you're being turned down with a 'good rejection' 
(one that tells you what they consider wrong with the story), don't think you can 
publish the book yourself and have it sell.  
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Yes, it's possible those publishing experts just don't recognize how unique and good 
your book is. But it's also possible your book really isn't ready for prime time yet.  

Will I make the money back that I put into my books? I have no idea. I suspect I will 
because my books will remain available for purchase as long as I want them out there. 
I've priced the books at a good price, I think. Here are links. You can buy the product 
for yourself and tell me if you think it's worth the money  

Print book: https://www.createspace.com/3878840 

Amazon digital: http://astore.amazon.com/jlwi-20/detail/B0084V0XPY 

 

  

  

https://tsw.createspace.com/title/3878840
http://astore.amazon.com/jlwi-20/detail/B0084V0XPY

