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Should you self-publish? That’s a great question!

Everyone is rushing to do it right now, but as my mother used to say... 

“And if all the other kids were jumping off a cliff,  
would you do that, too?”

Mum was right (as usual). There are many excellent reasons to self-publish,  
but “everyone else is doing it” is NOT the reason that will give you the best chance 

of success and enjoyment in your self-publishing career.
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The best way to become a confident and effective self-publisher  
is to think carefully before you start. 

What do you want to achieve?  
Why are you writing a book in the first place?  

Is self-publishing the best option for you and your book and your readership?

In this book, we will answer 2 questions to help you decide 
if self-publishing is the right path for you.

1. What are some of the best and 
worst reasons for self-publishing?

2. What is the new world of  
self-publishing really like?

?
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#1  
My manuscript keeps 
getting rejected, even 

though agents or 
publishers say lots of 

positive things about it.  
I’m serious about getting 
my book into the world, 
and prepared to work 

hard to make it happen.

Yes! This can be a good reason for self-publishing. Are you surprised? Quite 
a few people have had success with self-publishing after the traditional route 
has failed. The keys are to make your manuscript the best it can be first, and 

then be determined to work hard and smart as a publisher.

A perspective adjustment>> I meet so 
many people who assume that if a book 
has been rejected by a publisher, it’s no 
good. That’s absolute nonsense. Only 
a tiny percentage of all books ever 
written get picked up by publishers, 
and the reasons for acceptance or 
rejection vary widely. When I was a 
staff editor with a Sydney publisher, 
I rejected some great books because 
they simply weren’t right for us. I’m not 
making this up to make you feel better. 
It just happens to be true.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng
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Here are several reasons a good book might be rejected,  
and how self-publishing can sometimes overcome those reasons:

“It’s not a good fit for our list right now.” 
Either they don’t publish that kind of book, 
or they do, but they signed one that was too 
similar last week. 

Self-publishers are less restricted 
by a “list”. They usually don’t 
have to worry about competing 
with their own books.

“It doesn’t have a defined genre.” Publishers 
are often wary of signing a book that 
crosses genre boundaries because they 
would struggle to promote it. It’s not clear 
where it should sit in a bookstore, or which 
demographic to target. 

Self-publishers can reach readers 
in different ways, and don’t 
rely on traditional advertising 
mechanisms. Many have had 
worthwhile results with cross-
genre books.

“no one/everyone is publishing books 
like this.” If a type of book is too popular, 
publishers may back off, because they 
suspect the wave is going to break before 
they can get that book to market. They may 
be equally wary if your style is rare. It’s a 
business, and they have to be savvy about it 
or they’ll go broke. 

Even in a saturated or seemingly 
non-existent market, determined 
self-publishers can sometimes 
make a book work, because they 
have low overheads and a very 
different set of risks. 

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng?
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We’re all a bit blind when it comes to 
our own books. Look for these signals:

• Did the agent or publisher 
communicate back and forth with 
you multiple times before finally 
rejecting it? Did you get a sense that 
it was going through several different 
phases of evaluation? That’s a sign of 
a very promising book.  

• Is there any specific feedback 
that you can interpret? Have they 
mentioned any strengths, aspects 
that they enjoyed, or possibilities for 
development? 

• The time they took to reply doesn’t 
necessarily mean anything. Don’t 
assume publishers rush to take 
advantage of good books, or that 
slowness means low interest. 

• Are the problems they’ve identified 
to do with your writing, or are they 
more about the market or your 
author platform? Platform, you 
can build. Market issues, you can 
possibly sidestep.

• If the comments were brutal, can 
you see ways to fix the weaknesses 
identified? Now that you’ve 
recovered from the pain, are you 
keen to persevere? 

how can I tell 
if my book is 
a good book 
or not?

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng?
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#2  
My book is time sensitive and needs to get to market 

immediately. As a self-publisher, I can move much 
faster than the traditional publishing process.

Yes, this can actually be a good choice when 
it’s done for solid reasons. (Note: If you’re 
simply impatient, see Reason #3!) 

With the Big 5 publishers, it would not be unusual 
to take a year to find a publisher, and then 
another year from signing to publication. 

Some smaller publishers are more agile, and 
sometimes the Big 5 will make a special case. But 

generally, traditional publishing is slo-o-o-ow.

Authors who have a book related to current events, fads or 
emerging technology can often achieve a much tighter timeframe 

if they do it themselves. Tip>> you’ll have a stronger long-term writing and 
publishing career if you aim to find a balance between quality and speed.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng
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#3 
I don’t want to waste 

time editing and revising 
my book—I just want 

to get it out there!

Oops, sorry, not a good reason. 
Publishers make you revise 
because every writer needs it, 

no matter how experienced they are. 

Without extensive polishing, your 
book will get bad reviews and no 
one will buy it. Even worse, your 
reputation as a writer—and your 
professional reputation if your book is 
linked to it—will suffer. 

Once again, self-publishing is not an 
escape from hard work. Dang.

Fear not, everyone’s First Draft needs lots 

of work. Check out my blog for what to do 

when you’ve finished the First Draft.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng

✗
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#4 
I’m aiming for a traditional publishing career, and 
successful self-publishing gives me an opportunity 

to catch the eye of agents and publishers.

Just a few years ago, people would have sneered at this idea, but now an 
increasing number of authors are making it work.

Click the links below to read these articles about indie authors who went on to 
secure traditional book deals. You’ll find plenty more in 15 minutes on Google.

Ronald h. balson, and 10 other big successes
Ronald is the author of Once We Were Brothers, a story about a family in a small 
Polish town struggling to make it through the Nazi occupation. When publishers 
refused to bite, he self-published with his son. In this Huffington Post article he tells 
his own tale of being picked up by St Martin’s—and the successes of 10 others.

Jennifer l. Armentrout, romance writer
In this interview with digitalbookworld.com, Jennifer explains how she’d been 
previously published by a small press, but no one would risk her new book... until 
it became a self-published No. 1 bestseller, that is.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng
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Kerry Wilkinson, crime writer 
This UK author’s goodreads.com profile tells the tale of the successful self-
publishing of his debut Locked In, which went ballistic on Amazon UK and was 
picked up by Pan MacMillan—along with the whole series of Jessica Daniel 
detective books, and a second sci-fi series. 

What about literary agents and self-published writers?

This article from Forbes goes all the way back to late 2010. In it, a number of 
literary agents explained their attitude. Some were eager to consider successfully 
self-published works. Others were more circumspect, but even that long ago, the 
stigma was beginning to dissolve. Self-publishing was being seen as a way to “test-
market” a book. 

This second article from Forbes in August 2013 talks about the difficulty many 
literary agents are having in picking up successful self-published authors. They now 
need to be able to prove they can do better than the author is already doing for 
themselves!

The concept of a “hybrid author” has emerged. Some choose to self-publish but 
have an agent represent them for parts of publishing that they prefer not to handle—
for example, print rights or movie rights.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng?
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Clearly, not every self-published author 
has Big 5 publishing houses banging on 
their door, one month after they hit the 
“publish” button! 

My observations about the realities:

• Most of these crossover authors 
have made a serious effort with 
self-publishing, even if only as an 
experiment. The majority haven’t 
done it as some kind of holding 
pattern while they wait to get 
noticed. being picked up by a 
publisher has come as a bonus, 
later. So, working hard and doing 
a professional job would be 
vital—especially now that the self-
published market is so flooded. (It’s 
harder to stand out these days.) 
 

• If you have made a success of self-
publishing and a traditional publisher 
or agent comes knocking, you have 
increased negotiating power, and 
more freedom to choose. You no 
longer feel quite so “desperate and 
grateful”, so you are happier to wait 
them out until they come up with 
an offer that suits your goals. You 
may even choose to refuse an offer, 
because you are getting better returns 
or more control and satisfaction as a 
self-publisher.

What’s my 
best chance of 
a traditional 
publishing deal?

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng?
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#5 
Self-publishing is the best choice for 
me and my book and my readers.

Self-publishing is the best choice for many projects. 
Here are a few:

• The author has an existing marketing platform —
either online or offline—and will use it to promote 
and distribute their book.

• The author has the skills and connections to make 
self-publishing inexpensive and effective.

• It’s a specialist book or a family history with a 
very small print run.

• The author is building a career which includes 
ongoing self-publishing as a major component.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng
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#6 
So I can become an 

overnight millionaire and 
never have to work again.

Er, no, sorry. I wish this one were 
true, but sadly, this is why it 
doesn’t work:

1. Maybe .0000001% of self-publishers 
become overnight millionaires. (And 
the majority of that .0000001% 
worked hard for many years 
before they became “an overnight 
success”!)

2. Self-publishing is a lot of work. Any 
kind of publishing is a lot of work. 
It’s satisfying work, yes, but still a lot 
of work.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng

The key to self-publishing joy>>  
OVER-estimate the amount of work 
you will have to do, and UNDER-
estimate the amount of money you 
are likely to make!

✗
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The hard truth about self-publishing income

A rare few make an income in the hundred-thousands or even millions. 
Usually they have stumbled upon an extraordinary combination of 

circumstances, and the likelihood of it happening again is as strong as the 
chance of winning the lottery. (Er, that is, not much chance at all.)

Some people make a solid full-time income. Usually they have many 
books for sale, and multiple modes and income streams: paperbacks, 

ebooks, audiobooks, speaking, teaching, coaching, online courses, 
membership programs.

Many more make a small income—they are able to afford treats 
for their family or perhaps contribute to a nice vacation from 

what they’ve earned, but it doesn’t pay the mortgage or put 
food on the table.

The majority either just break even, or actually lose money 
on self-publishing. Some are disillusioned by this, but 

others are happy because they have chosen to see it as a 
hobby. Just as they spend money on other hobbies, they 

enjoy seeing their books in print, and being able to 
share their thoughts with readers.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng?
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Some self-publishers do make an 
income, but wise indies don’t risk their 
family’s food and shelter, because they 
know it might take a year or even two to 
get much return on their investment. 

expenditure philosophies that can work:

The author-entrepreneur model>>  
If you are creating a new career, or 
partial career, start slowly and choose 
carefully which things to pay for, and 
when to recruit volunteers. You can 
always release a new edition with a 
better cover or deeper editing once 
the money starts coming in. Multiple 
products and multiple formats are the 
key to this type of success.

The business marketing model>> If you 
are writing a book to build your own 
reputation as an expert, it’s not so much 
about direct income from book sales, so 

you fund it from your business marketing 
budget. How much would you spend on 
a major advertising campaign? Within 
those constraints, aim for the best quality 
you can afford. Beware: A poorly-edited, 
badly-presented book is more likely to 
damage than enhance your reputation. 

The hobbyist model>> If you are writing 
your book mostly for fun, think about it 
in terms of how much you would spend 
on a favorite hobby. Try to keep costs 
down, at least to begin with. Then if 
financial returns come, they will be a 
lovely bonus.

ReASonS foR Self-publIShIng

So does this 
mean I can’t 
ever expect to 
make money?
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new technologies that have revolutionized self-publishing

Self-publishing now is very different to the olden days (like, 2003) when you had to 
print and pay for 4000 copies of your book, store it in your garage, and try to sell it 
to family, friends and hapless strangers in the street.

1. print on demand (poD) was the first big change. You create computer files for 
your book, set it up in an online system, and then each time someone orders 
your book, one copy is printed, bound and shipped. You never have to touch 
it. And you only pay for the setup. The printing and shipping cost is subtracted 
from the amount the buyer pays, then what’s left over is paid to you.

2. ebooks became common a few years later. They can be read on a variety of 
devices, and the text flows into different shapes and sizes to suit.

3. global distribution was the really big change. Everyone thinks it was ebooks, 
but without distribution, ebooks are just kinda neat. Once big online bookstores 
like Amazon agreed to stock and sell self-published POD books and ebooks, a 
whole new world opened up.

For more on how these systems work, and a video of a POD machine in action, 
check out my blog article about the new world of self-publishing.

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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This is how the responsibilities of the author compare between  
traditional publishing and self-publishing.

ReSponSIbIlITIeS of The AuThoR
Traditional publishing Self-publishing

Writing the book Yes Yes
Developmental editing* Sometimes Yes
Structural editing* Sometimes Yes
Copy editing* Only rarely Yes
Cover design Yes
Book design Yes
Typesetting Yes
Proofreading* Yes
Ebook creation Yes
Print management Yes
Distribution management Yes
Marketing and publicity Yes indeed! Yes
Financing Sometimes partial Yes

Note that many reputable publishers today are demanding a lot more investment of time, marketing energy and even money 
from their authors than they did in past years. The industry is under enormous pressure.

*See this blog post for a description of different phases of editing.

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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Does that sound like 
a lot of work?

Fear not. The list does look 
intimidating, but there are ways to 
get help and support so you are not 
alone. 

But you are also wise to go in with 
your eyes open (they don’t need to 
be terrified-kitty-open, just open).

getting help>> The smart way to self-
publish today is to team up with other 
like-minded people who will partner 
with you on your journey. Sometimes 
these are people you hire, and other 
times they are friends—especially new 
friends you have made online. Social 
media—especially Twitter, which has 
become the go-to for writers—is the 
powerhouse of the new self-publishing. 

Check out my blog article on Twitter for 
writers: Two golden rules.

You might also find these articles handy:

• Why emerging authors need Twitter

• How NOT to annoy your Twitter 
followers

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe?

how can you get value for money with your 
own investment in self-publishing?

A whole set of services has grown up around the burgeoning self-publishing 
industry. Some are more focused on making a living themselves than seeing you 
actually become successful. Others mean well, but are not actually well-informed, 
and can steer you in the wrong direction. These basic tips can help save you from 
financial heartache:

• Do your research. The more you know about how self-publishing 
works, the harder it will be for anyone to take unfair 
advantage of you. (On p 29 I list four blogs that are a good 
place to start.)

• Read the fine print. Always know what you are signing, 
and if you’re not sure, ask a lawyer’s advice.

• be careful about package deals. Sometimes they can 
represent good value for multiple services, but 
sometimes you will pay for items you don’t 
actually need.

?
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For the three “expenditure philosophies”, these are some tips for where you might 
get most value from paying for help, asking volunteers or doing it yourself.

Author-entrepreneur
The Author-Entrepreneur is seeking to set up a business with self-publishing as a 
major component, and will eventually have a whole suite of products.

When To ASK foR help, AnD WheTheR To pAy foR IT
Writing the book It’s worth learning to write with confidence
Developmental editing Volunteer beta readers, possibly pro for later editions
Structural editing Volunteer beta readers, possibly pro later
Copy editing Worth hiring a pro if you can afford it
Cover design Consider hiring a pro, it lends credibility
Book design Start with an ebook, which is not as design-intensive
Typesetting Delegate to pros if you can, otherwise DIY
Proofreading Definitely worth hiring a pro if you can, it really helps 

with credibility but is a less expensive service
Ebook creation Perhaps DIY to start if you can, delegate to pros later
Print management Start with an ebook, then use profits to hire for print
Distribution management Start with DIY, or delegate if it’s too hard
Marketing and publicity Welcome to your new career! DIY! (at least to start)

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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business Marketer
The Business Marketer is writing a book to boost their career or business credibility, 
and funds the publication from their marketing budget. If this is you, always keep in 
mind how much your time is worth to the business!

When To ASK foR help, AnD WheTheR To pAy foR IT
Writing the book Coaching can help
Developmental editing Volunteer beta readers, or pros for fast turnaround
Structural editing Consider a pro if the budget can cover it
Copy editing Definitely worth hiring a pro for your reputation
Cover design Definitely worth hiring a pro for your reputation
Book design Ideally use a pro
Typesetting Ideally use a pro
Proofreading Definitely worth hiring a pro for credibility
Ebook creation use a pro to save your time
Print management use a pro to save your time
Distribution management You may be distributing personally, otherwise pro
Marketing and publicity You will be heavily involved in this, because it’s the 

point of the book.

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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hobbyist
The Hobbyist is doing it primarily for fun, and income will be a bonus rather than a 
necessity. Start small, and pay for extras from profits when they come.

When To ASK foR help, AnD WheTheR To pAy foR IT
Writing the book Write it yourself, that’s the fun!
Developmental editing Volunteer beta readers
Structural editing Volunteer beta readers
Copy editing Consider a pro if possible, otherwise special beta read
Cover design Consider a pro if you can afford it, otherwise DIY
Book design Start with an ebook, which needs less design
Typesetting DIY if you enjoy it, otherwise hold off on print
Proofreading Worth getting a pro if you possibly can—it’s 

comparatively inexpensive and boosts credibility
Ebook creation DIY if you’re techy, consider a pro if you’re not
Print management DIY if you enjoy it, otherwise hold off on print
Distribution management Start with DIY, use a pro if you need help
Marketing and publicity Part of the job, DIY!

WhAT IS Self-publIShIng ReAlly lIKe??
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DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...

So, is  
self-publishing 
right for me?

The Quiz...

There’s no quick and easy answer as to whether self-publishing is right for you or 
not... but this quiz might help you evaluate. Read each question, think carefully 
about your answer, and total your score at the end.

Score Thought starters

1. how hard would you like to work on your book?

I just want to finish my first draft and get it out there 
quickly. 

0 Check p 9 and see if you 
change your answer.

I plan to edit and revise thoroughly myself, then get 
beta readers to help me refine it even further.

3

I can budget to hire editors at different stages to help 
me get my manuscript to a professional standard. 

3

?
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Score Thought starters

2. After reading the list of responsibilities on p 18, how do you feel about the 
practical duties of the self-publisher?

Terrified. That cat on p 19 looks calm compared to 
me right now.

1 You may enjoy learning about 
it, if other factors are OK.

Wary, but optimistic that I can get a handle on it. 2

Excited—it sounds like a great adventure. 3

Relaxed—I can afford to pay people to do it for me. 3

3. how much money do you want or need to make from self-publishing?

I need to make money right now to pay essential bills 
and I’m counting on my book to help me do that.

0 Check some more balanced 
philosophies on p 16.

I’m relaxed about it—any income will be a bonus. 3

I don’t need it to make any money—I’m using it to 
build my platform and am happy to finance it from 
my business marketing budget.

3

I hope to make an income, but I can cope if it takes 
a while, and I’m prepared to work hard and try 
different things to make it happen.

3

DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...?
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Score Thought starters

4. how do you feel about possibly spending hundreds or even thousands of 
dollars on your self-publishing career?

My book will make me a millionaire tomorrow, so it 
doesn’t matter.

0 Reread p 14 and see if you’d 
like to choose another option.

My budget is very tight and I’d have to find ways to 
do it for free.

2 This can take longer, but is 
still doable!

I can budget for it in my marketing expenditure for 
my business.

3

I can accept that there might be expenses, but I also 
think I can find ways to make it affordable for me, 
by being smart about what I do spend, teaming with 
others, or waiting till later for some things.

3

DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...?
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Score Thought starters

5. how do you feel about marketing your book?

I’m not going to do marketing, authors shouldn’t have 
to do marketing.

0 Read the list on p 18 again.

I’m going to join Twitter and blitz people with “buy 
my book buy my book” messages 24/7.

1 You might like to read Twitter 
for Writers: Two golden rules.

It’s intimidating, but I’m not afraid of hard work and 
I’m prepared to do my research and try a few things 
until I see what works.

3

I’m excited about discovering different types of 
marketing that suit me and my book and my readers.

3

TOTAL SCORE

Scores
11-15 It sounds like you have a solid basis for considering self-publishing.
7-10 Take your time about researching and exploring your options.
1-6 Now may not be the right time to self-publish. If you still yearn to do it, 

that’s OK, just keep writing your book, and learning about self-publishing.

DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...?
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DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...

The next steps

I hope this has given you some information, ideas, and inspiration for exploring 
your dreams of self-publishing. It can be an exciting and rewarding hobby or career, 
if you go about it in a well-informed and realistic way!

My top tips:

1. Write a great book, first and foremost. It’s all about the book!

2. get educated about your options, and the way the self-publishing industry 
keeps growing and changing. (See my blog sampler list on the next page; it’s a 
great place to start.)

3. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Recruit friends and volunteers if you’re a 
hobbyist or on a small budget. Choose carefully selected pros for selected tasks 
if you have a bigger budget.

4. enjoy it!

Wishing you every success, 
belinda pollard, Small blue Dog publishing
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JoAnnA penn  
at www.thecreativepenn.com
An experienced and successful self-
publisher. Masses of free resources. She 
is especially good on book marketing, 
and also does a lot of video and 
podcasting.

Molly gReene  
at www.molly-greene.com
From pro marketing writer to indie 
author. Great posts on blogging and 
social media for newbie authors, in a 
very approachable and non-confronting 
style.

Joel fRIeDlAnDeR  
at www.thebookdesigner.com
A veteran of the book industry, 
transferring the skill set to indies. 
Particularly strong in cover design, text 
design, and the technicalities of self-
publishing.

MIChAel hyATT  
at michaelhyatt.com
Former CEO at a major publishing 
house. 300,000+ subscribers. Check out 
his posts particularly under the topics of 
Platform and Publishing.

Where to find more great tips about self-publishing

There are dozens of excellent websites I visit regularly for the latest in self-
publishing news and ideas, and this is my sampler of just four to help you begin. 

For more details on each blogger and some specific pages you could read first, see 
my article: 4 useful blogs to get you started in self-publishing.

DeCISIonS, DeCISIonS...?
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Was this book useful?

Share it with your friends and networks

Click heRe to share on 
these and other networks

?
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