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Ahout This Book

very year, millions of authors publish books that no-
E body reads, not because their writing is bad, but be-
cause they never learned how the industry actually works.
Be the CEO of Your Book strips away the noise, the contra-
dictory advice, and the vendors preying on your ambition,
and replaces it with something rarer: clarity.

Drawing on decades spent in printing, publishing, and
public relations, ghostwriter and publishing consultant
Hugh Taylor lays out the real economics of a book sale, the
honest tradeofts between traditional publishing, self-pub-
lishing, and hybrid partnerships, and the hard truths about
agents, editors, and marketing that most authors never
hear until it's too late.

Thisis notabook about writing better. It's a book about
deciding better, so you can walk into every conversation

about your book, from cover design to publicity, as the
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one person who actually understands what you're trying
to achieve, and why.

You are the CEO of your book.

About the Author

Hugh Taylor is President of Manuscript Partners, a
tull-service ghostwriting and publishing resource. He has
written or ghostwritten 14 books over the last 30 years. He
has also served as a book publicist over the last 10 years.
The experience of trying to interest the media in cover-
ing books, which closely parallels the process of selling
books, informs much of Hugh's approach to publishing.
Printing and publishing are in Hugh's blood. At age 17,
Hugh started a printing and graphic design business in
New York City. After graduating from Harvard College,
he spent six years in the entertainment industry, produc-
ing made-for-T'V movies and learning how books become
films. Hugh earned his MBA at Harvard and went on
to serve in executive roles at Silicon Valley startups, Mi-
crosoft, and IBM—followed by more than a decade as a
freelance content writer in the technology industry. His

writing has appeared in The Daily Beast and HuftPost, in
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addition to his cybersecurity blog, The Journal of Cyber
Policy.

Learn more at https:/ /manuscriptpartners.com







Introduction:
Feeling
Overwhelmed?

ou are trying to write a book. Then, perhaps in the
Ylast few weeks, that simple goal turned into some-
thing much noisier. You are getting bombarded with ad-
vice from every direction, and most of it contradicts the
advice you got yesterday.

Someone tells you that you need a massive social media
following before anyone will take you seriously. Someone
else tells you to forget social media and focus on your email
list instead, because that is where the real money is. A third
person wants to sell you a spot in a "publishing accelerator”
that promises to reveal the secret formula for landing on
a bestseller list, for a price that would make a Wall Street
banker blink. You are being told to go to boot camp. You

are being told to hire a book coach. You are being told
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to insist on contract terms that were designed for authors
like Stephen King, even though you have never published
aword.

If you feel like you are drowning, that is a reasonable
response. You are not imagining the noise, and you are not
imagining that a lot of it does not apply to you.

Here is the part nobody tells you up front: most of
this advice is not actually about your book. It is about a
business model. There is an entire industry built around
the fact that people want to be authors, and that wanting
is a powerful thing to sell against. A lot of the people
selling into that want are legitimate professionals doing
good work. But plenty of them are not. They are preying
on your ambition, and in some cases, on your insecurity.
If you wrote a memoir about surviving something painful,
someone will find you and tell you that you owe it to your
story to hire a five thousand dollar a month publicist. If
you wrote a novel, someone will tell you that you need an
"author brand strategist” before you can even think about
querying agents. The pitch always sounds reasonable in

isolation. That is what makes it dangerous.
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There is a way through this, and it does not involve
working harder or spending more. It involves getting
savvy.

Getting savvy means understanding how the publishing
industry and the ecosystem around it actually work. It
means knowing who gets paid, how much, and for what. It
means being able to look at a vendor's pitch and ask a sim-
ple question: does this actually help me reach the people
who will buy my book, or does it just sound impressive?
Once you can answer that question with confidence, most

of the noise falls away on its own.

The Worst Kept Secret

Before we go any further, let's deal with the single most
important fact in this entire book, the one that explains
almost everything else. You, the author, are responsible for
selling your book. This is true whether you self-publish,
work with a small press, or land a deal with a major pub-
lishing houses. There are exceptions at the very top of the
industry, where a handful of household names get carried

by machinery built over decades of bestsellers. If you are
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reading a book like this one, you are not currently one of
those exceptions, and neither am 1.

I learned this lesson directly from a literary agent, who
once told me, with a straight face, that if I had a million
Twitter followers, he could get me a book deal. I remember
thinking that if T had a million Twitter followers, I proba-
bly wouldn’t be talking to him.

That comment tells you almost everything about how
the modern publishing business actually thinks about au-
thors. Publishers are not primarily looking for great writ-
ing, though it certainly helps. They are looking for a
built-in audience willing to buy. That built-in audience
is what the industry calls a "platform,” and we will spend
real time later in this book unpacking what a platform
actually consists of: a website, a social media following, a
marketing budget, and most importantly, a clear business
reason someone would want to buy your book in the first
place.

Once you accept that selling the book is your job, not
your publisher's job, a lot of decisions become clearer. You
stop chasing vanity metrics that do not move books and
start asking the only question that matters: who is going

to buy this, and why?
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Do You Even Know What You Are Trying to

Achieve?

Here is an uncomfortable truth that trips up more authors
than bad advice ever does. A lot of people sit down to write
abook without a clear sense of what success actually looks
like for them.

Do you want your book in bookstores? Do you want
it to generate leads for your consulting business? Do you
have an amazing story to tell, with unforgettable charac-
ters? Are you writing it to process a personal experience,
with sales being a distant second priority? Are you hoping
it becomes a calling card that gets you speaking gigs and
client introductions? Each of these goals points toward a
completely different publishing strategy, a different bud-
get, and a different definition of success.

An author chasing bookstore placement needs a tradi-
tional publisher and the infrastructure that comes with
one. An author writing a lead generation tool for their
consulting business needs a fast, well-designed self-pub-
lished book they can hand out at every meeting, and they

do not need a New York imprint to get there. An author
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processing a personal story might not need to sell a single
copy to feel like the project succeeded. None of these goals
is wrong. But applying the wrong strategy to your actual
goal is how authors end up disappointed, broke, or both.

This book will keep coming back to that question
throughout every chapter: who is this book for, and how
will they actually find and buy it? If you can answer that
clearly, you will be equipped to evaluate any piece of ad-
vice, any vendor pitch, and any publishing option on its
merits, rather than on how confident the person selling it

sounds.

What This Book Will Do For You

The publishing industry has changed more in the last two
decades than in the previous two centuries. Technology
has torn down almost every barrier that used to stand
between a writer and a published book. The good news
is that anyone can publish a book. The bad news is that
anyone can publish a book. This is why millions of new ti-
tles now appear on Amazon every year, the overwhelming

majority of which will sell fewer than ten copies.
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A lot of publishing advice still assumes we are living
in the old world, where a publisher controlled a scarce
resource (the printing press and retail sales channels), and
authors waited to be chosen. That world still exists at
the high end of the industry, but it no longer describes
the reality most authors are actually operating in. Con-
fusion sets in when old-world thinking gets applied to a
new-world situation.

This book exists to close that gap. Over the chapters
ahead, we will walk through the real economics of a book
sale, so you understand exactly who profits and by how
much. We will look honestly at the different paths avail-
able to you, such as traditional publishing, self-publishing,
and working with a professional publishing partner—and
what each one actually costs you in money, time, and con-
trol.

We will talk about how to prepare a manuscript that is
genuinely ready for readers, how professional editing actu-
ally works, and why your cover design is not a nice-to-have,
but rather one of the most important sales tools you will
ever create. We will talk candidly about literary agents,

about what success and failure actually look like for real
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authors, and about how to spot the people who are more
interested in your wallet than your book.

By the end, you should be equipped to make decisions
the way a savvy author does: clear-eyed about your goals,
realistic about the economics, and confident enough to
walk away from advice and services that do not actually

S€rve you.

How I Came to Write This Book

This book isn’t about me. It’s about you and your book,
but I wanted to mention briefly how I came to write it.
I’ve been involved in printing and publishing since 1978,
when, at the age of 13, I learned the art of traditional
letterpress printing. My school’s Monotype casting ma-
chine took two hours to change from 10-point type to 12.
I learned the tenets of book design, along with the full
physical process of printing and binding books. When I
worked in the commercial printing industry later in my
teens, typesetting a full-length book took weeks and cost
thousands of dollars. This was an extremely valuable back-
ground for what we’re doing now with Manuscript Part-

ners. We've come a long way...
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I have written or ghostwritten 14 books over the last 35
years. I’ve also done a lot of book publicity in my role as
a public relations professional. Between those experiences
and my earlier career of developing TV movies based on
books, I've developed a pretty strong sense of where au-
thors can go wrong (and right) in their pursuit of publish-
ing success.

What I have seen many times is a talented author who
hasn’t figured out the business reasons for him to be writ-
ing a book. Or, they’re being led astray by well-meaning
advisors who don’t know what’s right for this particular
book. Alternatively, they’re laying out a lot of money for
services that won’t help their books. I hear a lot of mis-
matched expectations in my PR work, in particular. It’s
the author who’s written a book about medieval tapestries
and demands to be on the Howard Stern show... I felt
a book could help people understand how things really
work and how they can get on the path to the kind of

authoring outcomes that matter.
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You Are the CEO of Your Book

There is one more idea worth planting right here at the
start, because it will echo through every chapter that fol-
lows: You are the CEO of your own book.

That means you are the boss. Not your agent, if you end
up with one. Not your editor, your cover designer, your
publicist, or the well-meaning friend who keeps sending
you articles about what worked for someone else’s book.
All of these people can be valuable advisors, and some of
them you will genuinely need. But none of them gets to
make the final call on your book. You do.

A savvy author is the CEO of his or her book. Being
the CEO of your book does not mean going it alone or
refusing help. Plenty of good CEOs lean on people who
know things they do not. It means something more spe-
cific: you are the one who has to weigh every recommen-
dation against your own goals, your own budget, and your
own definition of success, and decide what actually applies
to you. A piece of advice can be completely correct for
someone else's book and completely wrong for yours, not
because anyone is lying to you, but because their goals are

not your goals. A marketing tactic that makes sense for
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a thriller writer chasing bestseller lists may be a waste of
money for a consultant writing a lead generation book. A
publicity strategy built for a memoir may notfita technical
reference book at all. There is no universal playbook, and
anyone who hands you one without first asking what you
are actually trying to achieve needs is not aligned with your
goals.

This is also why understanding the industry, which is
what the rest of this book is for, matters so much. A CEO
who does not understand their own business is at the mer-
cy of whoever sounds most confident in the room. A CEO
who understands the real economics, the real incentives,
and the real tradeoffs behind every decision can listen to
the same pitch, the same advice, the same well-meaning
suggestion, and actually judge whether it serves the busi-
ness, or just serves the person selling it.

So as you move through the chapters ahead, do not read
this book looking for a single right answer that applies to
every author. Read it the way a good CEO reads a briefing:
gathering the information you need to make the calls that
are right for you and your book, even when those calls look
different from what worked for someone else. Nobody else

has to live with the outcome of this book the way you
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do. That is exactly why nobody else gets to make these
decisions for you.

You are the person who has to live with every decision
you make about this book. Nobody else has as much at

stake in getting it right as you do. Let's get you there.



The Worst Kept
secret in the Book
Business

an I let you in on the worst kept secret in the book
C business? It is this: You, the author, are responsible
for selling your book. This is true at nearly every level of
the industry, with only a handful of exceptions at the very
top, and if you are reading a book like this one, you are
almost certainly not one of those exceptions. Neither am
I. (And even at the top, you still seek millionaire bestselling
authors plugging their books on TV, and so forth. They’re
selling, too.)

I mentioned in the introduction that a literary agent
once told me, with a completely straight face, that if I
had a million Twitter followers, he could get me a book
deal. Thave thought about that comment for years, because

it is not really about Twitter. It is a window into how
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the entire industry evaluates authors. The agent was not
telling me my writing needed work. He was telling me that
the manuscript was never really the product. The audience
was the product. My job, in his mind, was to already have
one before I walked through his door.

That is a hard thing to hear, and an even harder thing
to accept. But once you accept it, the entire publishing

landscape starts to make a lot more sense.

The Publisher Is Not Going to Sell Your
Book For You

Most first-time authors carry around a quiet fantasy. They
imagine that once the manuscript is finished and accepted,
a publisher takes over. Editors polish it, a marketing de-
partment promotes it, a sales team gets it into stores, and
the author's job is essentially done. Maybe there is alaunch
party.

That fantasy describes a tiny sliver of the industry, re-
served for a small number of authors with proven track
records or manuscripts that publishers believe will sell
themselves. For everyone else, and that is the overwhelm-

ing majority of authors, including many who land legiti-
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mate traditional deals, the publisher's marketing effort is
modest at best. A publicist might send out review copies.
A catalog listing might appear. But the heavy lifting of
getting readers to actually notice, care about, and buy the
book falls on the author.

Consider what this actually looks like in practice.

Authors arrange their own book tours, calling indepen-
dentbookstores themselves to ask about an eventslot, then
showing up to read to an audience of twelve people, half
of whom are friends and family. Authors hire and manage
their own publicists, often out of pocket, to try to land
media coverage, because most publishers do not have the
bandwidth to pitch every title on their list to journalists
and podcast hosts. Authors sell books directly at con-
ferences, speaking engagements, and community events,
driving inventory around in the trunk of a car. Authors
build their own websites specifically to sell books to an
audience they have to find and grow themselves. Authors
build mailing lists, one subscriber at a time, because a list of
people who have opted in to hear from you is worth more
than almost any other asset you can build as a writer.

None of this is a failure of the system. It is the system.

Once you understand that this is simply how the business
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works, you stop waiting for someone else to make your
book succeed, and you start doing the work that actually

moves the needle.

A Publicist's-Eye View

Working as a book publicist gave me a true appreciation
for how closely publicity and sales are linked. The job
of a publicist is to interest the media in covering a book,
and that process turns out to closely mirror the process of
actually selling the book. In both cases, you are answering
the same question a producer, a reporter, or a shopper is
silently asking: why should I care about this, and why right
now?

A book with a clear, timely hook gets covered. A book
that is simply "a good read” almost never does, no matter
how well written it is, because there is no news angle,
no problem being solved, and no reason for a journalist
to feature it over the dozens of other pitches landing in
their inbox that same week. This is a hard lesson, because
it means the quality of your writing, while important, is
often not the deciding factor in whether your book gets

attention. The deciding factor is whether you, or someone
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working on your behalf, can frame the book in a way that
gives a stranger a reason to care.

This is exactly the same skill required to sell books di-
rectly to readers. Good pitching and good sales copy come
from the same place: a clear understanding of the reader’s

problem and a confident answer to why this book solves it.

Why Publishers Want Authors to Have a

"Platform”

This is why the industry obsesses over something called
a platform. If you have spent any time near publishing
professionals, you have probably heard this word thrown
around like it explains everything, and in a sense, it does.
An author's platform is the sum of everything that gives
that author a built-in, addressable audience before the
book even exists. A platform can include a professional
website with real traffic. It can include a meaningful so-
cial media following, not just a large number of followers,
but followers who actually engage and would plausibly
buy something the author recommends. It can include
an existing marketing or publicity budget the author is

willing and able to spend. And underneath all of that, a
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platform requires a clear business reason someone would
want to buy the book in the first place: to learn a valuable
skill, to solve a painful problem, to be entertained, to feel
understood, or to gain some kind of status or advantage.

Publishers care about platform because it de-risks their
investment. Printing, warehousing, distributing, and mar-
keting a book costs real money, and a publisher wants some
evidence that an audience already exists and is reachable
before committing those resources. An author with ten
thousand engaged email subscribers who want to read
about parenting is a much safer bet for a parenting book
than an equally talented writer with no existing audience
at all, even if the second writer's prose is better.

This is uncomfortable for a lot of first-time authors to
hear, especially those who came to writing because they
love the craft, not because they wanted to become their
own marketing department. But understanding the plat-
form is not about becoming someone you are not. It is
about being honest with yourself regarding where you
currently stand, and what work, if any, you are willing to

do to build one before or alongside writing your book.
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A useful way to think about platform is to break it into
four rough components, each of which a publisher, or
you, would look at when sizing up a book's chances:

* Reach: How many people can you plausibly get a
message in front of, whether through email, social
media, a professional network, or media relation-

ships?

* Relevance: Does your existing audience actually
match the audience for this specific book, or is it
a mismatch, for example a following built around
fitness content trying to launch a book about per-

sonal finance?

* Engagement: Do the people in your audience ac-
tually pay attention to what you share and act on

it, or is your following large but passive?

* Resources: Are you able and willing to invest
time or money into promotion, whether that
means running ads, traveling to speak, or simply
showing up consistently to market the book over

months, not days?
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None of these four components has to be perfect. Very
few authors walk in with all four fully built out. But un-
derstanding where you are strong and where you are weak
lets you build a realistic plan, rather than hoping the gaps

somehow close themselves once the book is published.

The Upside of This Uncomfortable Truth

Here is the part that should actually make you feel better,
not worse. Once you accept that you are responsible for
selling your book, you gain enormous freedom.

You stop needing anyone's permission. If your success
depends on your own effort rather than a publisher's mar-
keting budget, then you do not have to wait to be cho-
sen. You can self-publish, build your own following, and
sell books directly to the people who want them, without
ever submitting a query letter to anyone. Many successful
authors today, particularly in nonfiction categories tied to
a business, a coaching practice, or an area of professional
expertise, have built substantial and profitable careers this
way, entirely outside the traditional gatekeeping system.

You also stop being surprised or resentful when a tradi-

tionally published book fails to sell despite a "real” pub-
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lisher behind it. This happens constantly, and it happens
precisely because so many authors assume the publisher
will handle the selling. When that assumption turns out to
be false, and it usually does, the author is left disappointed,
wondering what went wrong, when the honest answer is
simply that nobody did the work of finding and reaching
the audience.

Once you know the truth of how books actually get
sold, you can build a realistic plan instead of hoping some-

one else builds one for you.

How This Truth Plays Out Differently
Across Publishing Paths

The responsibility to sell your own book does not disap-
pear no matter which publishing path you choose, but it
shows up differently depending on the route.

If you pursue traditional publishing, you will still be
expected to bring a platform to the table before an agent or
editor will seriously consider your manuscript, and once
the book is out, you will still be doing much of the pro-
motional legwork yourself, often with a modest travel and

marketing budget and a publicist who is jugeling dozens of
gbudg p jugghng
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other titles at the same time. The prestige and distribution
of a traditional deal are real advantages, but they do not
exempt you from doing the work.

If you self-publish, the responsibility is total and imme-
diate. There is no publicist assigned to your book, no sales
team calling on bookstores, no pre-launch promotions on
Amazon, and no marketing department deciding which
outlets to pitch. Everything from cover design to advertis-
ing to media outreach either gets handled by you directly
or gets hired out, at your expense, to freelancers and service
providers. The upside is that you keep full control and a
far larger share of each sale.

If you work with a professional publishing partner,
sometimes called a custom or hybrid publisher, the re-
sponsibility for selling the book still rests with you, but
you gain a collaborator who can guide the process, help
you avoid costly mistakes, and in some cases connect you
to freelancers, distribution channels, or promotional re-
sources you would otherwise have to find on your own.
This path does not remove the burden of selling your
book, but it can meaningfully reduce the burden of figur-

ing out how to do it well.
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We will explore each of these paths in far more detail
later in this book. For now, the point is simple: no matter
which door you walk through, you will still be the one

selling the book on the other side of it.

So What Does This Mean for You, Right

Now?

If you are still writing your manuscript, this is the ideal
time to start thinking about your audience and how you
will reach them, rather than waiting until the book is fin-
ished to figure it out. Ask yourself who specifically would
want to read this book, and where those people already
spend their time and attention. Are they on a particular
social platform? Do they read specific newsletters or follow
certain podcasts? Do they belong to professional asso-
ciations, online communities, or local groups you could
reasonably reach?

If you already have some kind of following, whether that
is a modest email list, a professional network, a client base,
or a social media presence, start thinking about how you
will activate that audience when the book is ready. If you

do not yet have an audience, do not panic. Later chapters
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in this book will help you match your book to the pub-
lishing path that makes the most sense given where you
currently stand, because the right strategy for an author
with an existing following looks very different from the
right strategy for an author starting from zero.

What matters most right now is dropping the fantasy
that finishing the manuscript is the finish line. It is not. It
is the starting line for the part of the process that actually
determines whether your book reaches readers or quietly
disappears into the millions of other titles published every

year.

A Word on Realistic Expectations

Itis worth being blunt about scale, because most first-time
authors dramatically overestimate how many books they
need to sell to feel successful, and dramatically underesti-
mate how much effort it takes to sell even a modest num-
ber.

Selling five hundred copies of a self-published book,
entirely through your own effort, is a genuine accomplish-
ment that puts you ahead of the vast majority of authors

who publish every year. Selling five thousand copies with-
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out any outside marketing budget usually means you have
built something closer to a real business around the book,
with a mailing list, a following, or a network that took real
time to cultivate. Neither of these numbers requires a tra-
ditional publishing deal, and neither happens by accident.

Setting a realistic goal early, rather than chasing an imag-
inary bestseller outcome, will save you from a great deal
of disappointment later. It will also help you resist the
pitch from any vendor who promises to "make your book
a bestseller” for a fee. Nobody can promise that, because
bestseller status is a function of audience and timing that

no outside vendor controls.

Takeaway for the Savvy Author

The worst kept secret in the book business is not really
a secret at all. It is simply a truth that the industry rarely
says out loud to authors before they have already invested
months or years writing their manuscript. You are the one
who has to sell your book, whether you self-publish or land
a deal with an established house. That responsibility can
feel heavy, but it is also where your power lives. Nobody

understands your book, your story, and your audience
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better than you do. The rest of this book will help you turn

that understanding into a real, workable plan.



What Is a

Book, Really? The
Economics of
Publishing

et's set aside the romance for a moment. Set aside the

L idea of the book as a sacred artifact, a piece of your
soul bound in paper, a legacy that will outlive you. All of
that may be true, and none of it is wrong to feel. But if you
want to understand the publishing business, you need to
look atabook the way the industry looks at it: as a product.
A typical paperback is a couple of pounds of paper and
glue that costs a few dollars to manufacture and sells to
a reader for twenty dollars or more. Somewhere between
that few dollars of manufacturing cost and that twen-
ty-dollar retail price sits a pile of margin, often fifteen or

sixteen dollars per copy. Who captures that margin, and
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in what proportion, is the entire game of the publishing
industry. Once you understand how that money actually
moves, a huge number of decisions in this book will start

to make sense.

Following the Money on a Traditional Book
Sale

Let's walk through a real, if simplified, example. Say you
have a 250 page paperback that retails for twenty dollars.
Publishers typically sell books to retailers at a wholesale
discount, often around fifty five percent of the retail price,
so the wholesale price on this book is about eleven dollars.
Here is roughly how that eleven dollars gets divided
among the parties involved:
¢ The retailer, whether that is a bookstore or an
online seller, keeps the difference between the
wholesale price and the retail price, which works

out to about nine dollars of profit on the sale.

 The publisher keeps a little over five dollars as its
share, once the printing cost is subtracted from

the wholesale price.
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¢ The printer gets paid around four dollars to phys-

ically manufacture the book.

* You, the author, typically receive a royalty of
around fifteen percent of the wholesale price,
which comes out to roughly a dollar sixty five on

this particular book.

Sit with that for a second. You wrote the book. You
spent months, maybe years, developing the idea, doing the
research, writing the drafts, and working through revi-
sions with an editor. You are also, per the last chapter, the
one most responsible for actually getting people to buy the
thing. And for each copy sold through a traditional retail
channel, you take home about a dollar sixty five.

If you want to buy copies of your own book directly
from the publisher, for example to sell at a speaking en-
gagement or hand out to clients, you will pay the “au-
thor copy” price, which in this example might run around
twelve dollars a copy, a price set closer to cost than to
any kind of discount you might expect as the person who
wrote the thing.

Does that seem fair? It does not have to feel fair for it to

be accurate. This is simply how the traditional publishing
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economics work, and understanding the math is far more

useful to you than being upset by it.

A Note on Scale: Not Every Book Plays the

Same Game

The math above describes a fairly typical mass market
paperback, but the range of outcomes within traditional
publishing is enormous. A mass market bestseller might
sell five hundred thousand copies at twelve dollars and
ninety nine cents each, spread across chain stores, big
box retailers, and airport kiosks nationwide. A specialized
technology or professional book from a niche publisher
might sell only two thousand copies total, but at sixty
dollars a copy, aimed at corporate buyers and university
libraries who do not blink at a higher price point because
the information solves an expensive problem for them.
Both of these are legitimate, successful outcomes within
traditional publishing, even though the sales volumes dif-
fer by a factor of two hundred and fifty. The lesson here
is that "success" in traditional publishing looks complete-
ly different depending on your category, your audience,

and your price point. A niche professional book does not
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need bestseller-level volume to be a financial success for its
author, provided the price point and audience are right.
Keep this in mind later in this book when we talk about
matching your book to its actual audience, rather than

measuring every book against the same bestseller yardstick.

The Amazon KDP Math Looks Different

Now let's run the same twenty dollar book through
Amazon's Kindle Direct Publishing platform, commonly
known as KDP, which is the primary way independent
authors self-publish print and digital books today.

On a twenty dollar paperback sold through KDP, Ama-
zon typically takes around twelve dollars off the top, and
Amazon's own cost to print that copy runs somewhere
around four dollars. What is left over as your royalty is
roughly eight dollars per copy, a meaningfully better num-
ber than the dollar sixty five you would see from a tradi-
tional publishing deal on the same retail price.

If you want author copies to sell yourself, KDP's
print-on-demand pricing is also far friendlier, often letting
you buy copies at something close to Amazon's actual

printing cost, around five or six dollars a copy in this exam-
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ple, rather than the marked-up author pricing you might
see from a traditional publisher.

On the surface, this looks like an obviously better deal,
and in terms of per-copy economics, it usually is. But, the
comparison is not quite that simple, and a savvy author
needs to understand the tradeoffs sitting underneath those

better numbers.

What You Give Up With the Better Royalty

Choosing KDP or another self-publishing route generally
means giving up three things that a traditional publisher,
at least a well-established one, can provide.

First, you give up the publisher's editing capability.
Your editor at a publishing house guides you through the
process and helps you write your best book. (At least,
they should. This is not always the case.) Then, you get
the publisher’s brand aura. A book released under a rec-
ognized imprint carries a certain built-in credibility with
readers, booksellers, and media outlets that a self-pub-
lished title has to earn entirely on its own. This is not fair or
unfair. It is simply a reality of how buyers and gatekeepers

make snap judgments about a book's legitimacy.
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Second, you give up meaningful access to physical book-
store shelves. Traditional publishers have sales teams and
longstanding relationships with bookstore buyers that al-
low their titles to get stocked on shelves in the first place.
Self-published books can occasionally be special ordered
by a store or consigned locally, but the odds of your
self-published title sitting on a shelf at your local Barnes
& Noble are extremely low. If getting into physical book-
stores matters a great deal to you personally, this is an
important tradeoff to weigh honestly.

Third, and this connects directly back to the last chap-
ter, the entire burden of selling the book rests on you with
no exceptions and no safety net. A traditional publisher,
even one that does relatively little active marketing, still
provides some baseline distribution and legitimacy. With
self-publishing, there is no floor under you at all. Every sale
happens because you, personally, found a way to reach a
reader.

None of this means self-publishing is a worse choice. For
many authors, especially those writing to support a busi-
ness, a professional reputation, or a cause they care about
rather than chasing bestseller lists and store placement,

the better per-copy economics and full creative control of
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self-publishing make it the clearly smarter path. The point
is simply that you should make this choice with your eyes
open, understanding exactly what you are trading away in

exchange for a better royalty.

Don't Forget the eBook

Everything above focuses on print economics, because
print math is where the biggest gap between tradition-
al and self-publishing shows up. eBooks tell a some-
what different story. Whether you publish traditionally
or through KDP, eBooks carry far lower production and
distribution costs than print, since there is no paper, no
printing, and no physical shipping involved.

Traditional publishers typically pay authors a meaning-
tully higher royalty percentage on eBooks than on print,
often twenty-five percent of net receipts, because the pub-
lisher's own costs are so much lower. Through KDP, au-
thors can earn up to seventy percent of the digital list price
on eBooks priced within a certain range, making eBooks
one of the more favorable formats for self-published au-
thors specifically. For many nonfiction authors selling di-

rectly to a built audience, eBooks and print-on-demand
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paperbacks together, rather than any kind of large upfront
print run, make up the bulk of practical, low-risk sales
volume. The eBook is usually selling at a lower price point,

though. Seventy percent of 99 cents is not a lot of money.

How People Actually Buy Books

Understanding the split of the retail price is only half the
picture. The other half is understanding where and why
people actually buy books in the first place, because your
publishing strategy should be built around wherever your
specific readers are most likely to make a purchase.

More than half of all book sales in the United States now
happen on Amazon, which is one of the biggest reasons
independent authors gravitate toward KDP: it is simply
where the largest share of book buyers already are.

Chain bookstores like Barnes & Noble still account fora
meaningful share of print sales, particularly for books that
land traditional distribution deals or that build enough
word of mouth to earn shelf placement.

Independent bookstores represent a smaller slice of the

overall market, but they matter enormously for certain
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genres, particularly literary fiction, and for authors with
strong local or regional followings.

Big box retailers like Walmart and Costco move enor-
mous volumes of a very small number of titles, almost
exclusively bestsellers with major publisher backing, and
are essentially inaccessible to most self-published or newly
traditionally published authors.

Publisher websites and author websites, including spe-
cialized sites built around a coaching practice, a member-
ship community, or some other kind of platform, account
for a smaller overall share of total book sales but can repre-
sent an outsized share of sales for a specific author whose
audience already trusts and follows them directly.

Speaking events, workshops, and conferences are a sig-
nificant sales channel for many nonfiction authors, par-
ticularly those using their book as a business development
tool rather than a primary source of income in its own
right.

Finally, a meaningful number of books are never pur-
chased individually by an end reader at all. They are
bought in bulk, by a company, a nonprofit, or an organi-
zation, and distributed for free, whether as a client gift, a

conference giveaway, or a resource for a school or training
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program. Specialized channels through schools, nonprof-
its, and professional associations can represent a legiti-

mate and sometimes lucrative path to significant volume

for the right kind of book.

Why This Matters for the Decisions Ahead

The reason this chapter matters is not to depress you with
math or to talk you out of writing your book. It is to
arm you, the CEO of your book, with a clear, honest un-
derstanding of where the money actually goes and where
books actually get sold, so that every decision you make
from here forward—which publishing path to choose,
how to price your book, where to focus your promotional
energy—is grounded in reality rather than assumption.

A consultant writing a book primarily to generate leads
for a six-figure coaching practice should be making com-
pletely different economic calculations than a novelist
hoping to earn a meaningful side income from book roy-
alties alone. A memoirist self-publishing to reach a specif-
ic, already-engaged community should be thinking about

this math differently than an author pursuing a traditional
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deal specifically for the credibility and distribution it pro-
vides.

Keep this chapter's numbers in mind as you move
through the rest of this book. Every recommendation that
follows, about choosing a publishing path, preparing your
manuscript, investing in editing and design, and getting
your book to market, is built on the economic reality laid
out here. Understanding who profits, by how much, and
where readers actually buy is the foundation every other

savvy decision in this book gets built on top of.

Quick Gut Check

Before moving into the next chapter, take a moment to
run your own rough numbers. If you already have a sense
of your likely retail price and your likely publishing path,
sketch out what a single sale is actually worth to you, and
think honestly about how many of those sales you would
need to reach whatever goal matters most to you, whether
thatis a specific income target, a certain number of readers
reached, or simply covering your production costs.

This exercise is not meant to be discouraging. It is meant

to replace vague hope with a concrete target. A savvy au-
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thor knows their numbers before they need them, not after

alaunch has already come and gone.



How the Industry
Changed, and Why
the 0ld Rules Still
Confuse Us

f'you talk to anyone who worked in publishing before
I the 1990s, you will hear about a process that sounds
almost unrecognizable today. Getting a book from a fin-
ished manuscript into a reader’s hands used to take a long
time, cost a great deal of money, and require the coop-
eration of a small number of powerful gatekeepers. Un-
derstanding how dramatically that process has changed,
and how recently it changed, explains a great deal about
why so much publishing advice floating around today feels

contradictory or out of touch.
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What Publishing Used to Require

Not that long ago, an author who finished a manuscript
was really just getting started. The manuscript existed as
typed pages, which an editor would mark up by hand on
paper. Once those edits were incorporated, the correct-
ed pages went to a typesetter, whose job was to convert
typewritten text into printable type. This step alone went
through several generations of technology, starting with
hot metal typesetting, evolving into photographic type-
setting for offset printing, and eventually giving way to
early digital and laser typesetting systems, each faster and
cheaper than the one before it, but each still requiring spe-
cialized equipment and specialized labor thatan individual
author simply did not have access to.

Once abook was finally ready to print, the publisher had
to shell out money and accept risk by ordering a print run
of several thousand copies. Because setting up a printing
press was expensive, it only made financial sense to printin
bulk. If those copies did not sell, the publisher ate the loss,
and unsold inventory was eventually remaindered, sold off

at pennies on the dollar just to clear warehouse space.
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All of this meant that publishing a book required seri-
ous capital and serious institutional infrastructure. Only a
relatively small number of publishing houses could afford
to take on that risk at scale, which meant those houses
functioned as gatekeepers, deciding which manuscripts
were worth the investment and which were not. Combine
that with the fact that most people bought their books
from physical bookstores, which had limited shelf space
and relationships almost exclusively with established pub-
lishers, and you can see why the old system concentrated
so much power in so few hands.

It is worth appreciating just how thoroughly this scarci-
ty shaped the industry’s culture and its advice. Because
so few manuscripts could clear the financial bar required
to justify a print run, getting published at all became a
mark of validation in its own right. Landing a traditional
book deal was treated as proof that your work had already
been judged worthy by industry professionals, which is
part of why traditional publishing still carries so much
prestige today, even in an era when the financial gatekeep-
ing that originally justified that prestige has largely disap-
peared. Much of the language authors still use, waiting

to be "picked," being "discovered," having a manuscript
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"accepted,” reflects a mindset built for a world of extreme

scarcity that no longer exists in anything like the same way.

Four Innovations That Changed Everything

Starting in the 1980s and accelerating through the 2000s
and 2010s, a handful of technological shifts tore down
almost every barrier described above, one after another.
The first major shift was the arrival of electronic book
production. In 1987, Bantam published the 550-page,
government-issued Tower Commission report on the
Iran-Contra scandal. The book came out a few weeks after
the government report was released. This was a remarkable
event, and it represented the first time a book had gone
directly from a digital file, produced by the government, to
a printed mass market book. The Tower Commission re-
port from Bantam skipped the entire typesetting step and
eliminating a significant chunk of time and cost from the
production process in one move. What had required spe-
cialized typesetting equipment and trained operators—a
process that took weeks—could now be handled by any-

one with the right software and a digital file.
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The second shift was the rise of desktop publishing.
As personal computers became more powerful and design
software became more accessible, the ability to lay out a
professional-looking, typeset book stopped being the ex-
clusive domain of publishing houses. Suddenly, an indi-
vidual working from a home office could produce a man-
uscript formatted to a professional standard, something
that would have been unthinkable even a few years earlier.

The third shift was the internet itself, and specifically
the rise of e-commerce platforms like Amazon. This did
more than just create a new place to sell books. It funda-
mentally changed how readers discovered and purchased
books in the first place, moving a huge share of the buy-
ing decision away from physical bookstore browsing and
toward online search, recommendation algorithms, and
reviews.

The fourth shift, and in many ways the most transfor-
mative for independent authors specifically, was the de-
velopment of print-on-demand technology. Print-on-de-
mand, which utilizes digital printing presses, made it pos-
sible to print and bind a single copy of a book at the mo-
ment someone orders it, rather than requiring a large up-

front print run. This single innovation eliminated the two
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biggest traditional barriers to entry: the need for significant
upfront capital, and the financial risk of unsold inventory.
An author could now, for the first time in the industry’s
history, publish a book with essentially no upfront cost
and no risk of getting stuck with boxes of unsold copies
in a garage.

Taken together, these four shifts did not just make pub-
lishing faster and cheaper. They completely restructured

who gets to participate in it.

A Double-Edged Sword

The result of all this change is genuinely double-edged,
and it is worth sitting with both sides honestly. The good
news is that anyone can write and publish a book. The bad
news is that anyone can write and publish a book. See the
problem?

The financial and technical barriers that once kept pub-
lishing in the hands of a small number of institutions are
essentially gone. Anyone with a finished manuscript, a
modest budget, and some patience can produce and dis-

tribute a professional-looking book.
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On the other hand, that same accessibility is also the
source of a serious problem: nearly everyone else has access
to it too. Because the barriers to entry have collapsed, the
volume of new books entering the market every single year
has exploded into the millions. And the overwhelming
majority of those books, by some estimates as many as 70
percent, will sell fewer than ten copies over their entire
lifetimes.

This is the paradox at the heart of modern publish-
ing. The technology that democratized book publishing
also created an ocean of competition so vast that simply
publishing a book, on its own, guarantees almost nothing.
Being able to publish a book has never been easier. Being
noticed after you publish it has never been harder. This
is why the earlier chapters of this book spent so much
time on platform, audience, and the underlying econom-
ics: those factors matter more now than they ever did,
precisely because the old scarcity that used to do some of

that filtering work for you is gone.
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Why the Old Model Still Confuses Everyone

Here is where a lot of authors get tripped up. The old,
capital-intensive, gatekept model of publishing did not
disappear entirely. It still exists, fully intact, at the top of
the industry.

When a household name author with a long publishing
history releases a new book, that book still moves through
something close to the traditional model described earli-
er in this chapter. It gets a substantial print run. It gets
placed prominently in bookstores nationwide. It gets a
lavish advertising push on Amazon and all sorts of special
Amazon promotional services that are only available to
deep-pocketed major publishing houses. The author goes
on a media tour, appearing on major television programs
and top podcasts. Subsidiary rights, foreign translations,
film and television options, and paperback reprints all get
negotiated and sold. This is a real, functioning system, and
it produces real bestsellers.

The trouble is that most of the publishing advice you
encounter online, in courses, and from well-meaning ac-

quaintances is implicitly built around this old model, even
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when it is being handed to authors who have absolutely
no access to it. You will hear advice about contract terms,
marketing budgets, and promotional expectations that
only make sense if a major publisher is standing behind
you with real institutional weight. Applied to a self-pub-
lished first-time author, or even to a debut author signing
amodest deal with a smaller press, this advice does not just
fail to help; it actively misleads. It sets expectations that
have no realistic path to being met, and it recommends
strategies and expenditures that make no sense given the
actual resources and distribution available to most au-
thors.

Understanding this distinction is one of the most prac-
tically useful things you can take from this book. Before
you accept any piece of publishing advice, ask yourself a
simple question: is this advice assuming I have the back-
ing of a major publisher's marketing and distribution ma-
chine? If the honest answer is yes, and you do not have that
backing, set the advice aside. It was never written for you.

A quick way to spot old-model thinking in the wild:
it tends to focus heavily on things an individual author
has very little control over, like landing a coveted review

in a major national publication, negotiating an advance
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large enough to live on, or getting a book into an air-
port bookstore display. New-model thinking, by contrast,
tends to focus on things you actually can control: identi-
tying a specific, reachable audience, building a direct re-
lationship with that audience over time, and creating a
book genuinely suited to how and where that audience
already buys. Whenever you feel your excitement curdling
into anxiety after reading a piece of publishing advice, it is
worth checking which of these two models the advice was

quietly assuming.

What This Means Going Forward

The rest of this book operates from the reality most au-
thors actually face today, not the reality of a handful of
household names. That means focusing on the factors
within your control: understanding your audience, choos-
ing the right publishing path for your specific goals, invest-
ing wisely in editing and design, and building a realistic,
sustainable plan for reaching readers.

One more shift is already underway, and it is worth flag-
ging here even though it deserves its own deeper conversa-

tion elsewhere. Generative artificial intelligence (GenAl)



50 HUGH TAYLOR

is beginning to reshape publishing again, in ways that echo
the earlier shifts described in this chapter. Al tools are low-
ering the cost and time required to draft, edit, and market
a book even further, which means the accessibility trend
that started with electronic typesetting and print-on-de-
mand is about to accelerate again. That is likely to be good
news for savvy authors willing to use these tools thought-
tully. It is also likely to mean even more books compet-
ing for readers' attention in the years ahead, which makes
everything covered in this book, such as understanding
your audience, your economics, and your realistic goals,

more important, not less.

Takeaway for the Savvy Author

The industry you are entering today looks almost nothing
like the industry that existed even twenty-five years ago.
Understanding that history is not just trivia. It is the key to
recognizing which advice applies to you, and which advice

you can safely ignore.



Every Book IS
Different: Matching
Your Book to Its
Path

T here is no such thing as a standard book publishing
process. This is one of the mostimportant things to
understand before you make any decisions about editing,
design, or which publishing path to pursue, because so
much of the generic advice floating around treats "pub-
lishing a book” as if it were one uniform activity with
one uniform playbook. It is not. A mass market thriller,
a memoir, and a consultant's business book are essentially
different products, sold to different buyers, through dif-
ferent channels, for different reasons. Treating them the
same way is a recipe for wasted money and disappoint-

ment.
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This chapter walks through the major scenarios authors
actually find themselves in, and for each one, asks the
question that should sit underneath every decision in this
book: who is actually going to buy this book, and why?

It is worth noting up front that these categories are not
just marketing labels. They imply real, practical differences
in how a book gets edited, designed, priced, and sold.
They also represent widely divergent types of author deals.
A thriller and a thought leadership book might both be
roughly the same length and might both go through a
similar production process, but the way each one finds its
buyer, and what counts as success once it does, could not
be more different. Skipping this step, and simply assuming
your book will follow the same path as whatever bestseller
you happened to read most recently, is one of the most
common and most expensive mistakes a new author can

make.
Fiction vs. Non-Fiction: Two Very Different
Segments for Authors

Fiction and non-fiction differ significantly in terms of

deals, marketing, and paths to success for authors. Indeed,
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the conflation of the two segments is one of the main
drivers of author confusion and malformed advice I’ve
observed as a book publicist and ghostwriter.

There’s a lot to say, but I'll be brief. Non-fiction
presents many opportunities for self-publishing, custom
publishing, and other forms of author entrepreneurship.
Fiction does not. Yes, it is possible to be successful as a
self-published fiction author, but it’s rare and hard to do.
The best cases usually involve genre fiction categories, such
as vampires or fantasy, where a large online fan community
can create virality for a new title, even by an unknown,
self-published author. For historical fiction and literary
fiction, it’s nearly impossible to get anywhere. I don’t say
this to be mean or discouraging. ’'m just trying to help au-
thors understand where they stand and what is achievable.

With many types of non-fiction, on the other hand, the
reader has a compelling business or personal motivation to
form a relationship with the author. A reader may want
to lose weight, for example, so an engaging weight loss
author can market directly to him or her and sell the book.
For this reason, much of the book marketing advice and
services you see are far more appropriate for non-fiction

books versus fiction.
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Mass Market Books

The bestseller table at Barnes & Noble showcases major
fiction releases, celebrity books, and “important” non-fic-
tion, such as books written by nationally-known journal-
ists and political figures. This is what many people pic-
ture when they imagine "getting published.” The bestseller
table also represents traditional publishing's remaining
strengths: bookstore placement, wide distribution, and
marketing infrastructure. Traditional publishing process-
es matter the most here, because readers in these genres
often discover new books by browsing physical or online
bookstore shelves and category bestseller lists.

If you’re an unknown author, where do you fit in this
rarefied world? You’re outside it, and probably want to get
in. And, you should try, at least if you’re writing fiction.
If you’re not a celebrity or a notable, well-known person,
you will remain an outsider. This is the universe where all
those “rewrite your query letter 10 times!” types of advice
hold up. You do have to put a lot of effort into putting

your best foot forward. You will need an agent, and that
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can be a very steep mountain to climb before you can even
get started.

The system may seem unfair. The problem really has to
do with supply and demand. There are simply too many
aspiring authors and too few slots to fill at the top. The
system does work, though. It finds truly talented writ-
ers—the David Baldaccis and Michael Connollys of the
world—and promotes them to the world. The number of
people at that level is very small, however.

The savvy question here is whether your book, and you
as an author, can realistically compete for a traditional deal
in a crowded, agent-gated category, or whether your energy
is better spent building a readership directly, chapter by
chapter, book by book, the way many successful indepen-
dent genre authors have done. Both paths exist, and both
can work, but the buyer profile, meaning someone brows-
ing a genre shelf or algorithm, is largely the same regardless
of which path you take. As a result, packaging, cover de-
sign, and genre convention matter either way enormously.

A turther savvy question is this: Can you spot the hid-
den author platforms at the bestseller table? The celebri-
ty book exists because he or she can post on X and sell

100,000 copies. The celebrity book was not chosen for its
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literary quality. The notable person with the “important”
book is usually a media figure, able to go on national shows
and talk up the book. Even the bestselling fiction author
has a platform via his or her fanbase and the “shelf” of work

readers can peruse.

Niche and Literary Fiction

Literary fiction and niche genre fiction, horror, fantasy,
and other categories with smaller but deeply engaged au-
diences, tend to sell differently from mass market fiction.
Readers in these spaces are often more likely to discover
books through independent bookstores, literary press cov-
erage, book clubs, and word of mouth within tight-knit
online communities built around the genre.

The savvy question for this category is whether you can
realistically reach these specific, engaged pockets of read-
ers. A literary novel with no natural home in a specific
niche community or without access to literary review cov-
erage will struggle regardless of publishing path, because
the audience for literary fiction is smaller and more dis-
cerning than the mass market, and simply listing the book

on Amazon does very little to reach them on its own.
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Category Fiction: YA and Children's Books

Young adult and children's books operate almost as their
own separate industry, with distinct buying patterns. Par-
ents, teachers, librarians, and school systems often play as
large a role in the purchase decision as the young reader
does, which means these books frequently sell through
channels, school book fairs, library systems, and educa-
tor recommendations that look completely different from
adult fiction.

The savvy question here is who is actually making the
purchase decision? It is frequently not the eventual reader.
An author writing in this category needs a plan that ac-
counts for parents and educators as gatekeepers, not just

the young reader as the end audience.
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Serious Nonfiction: History, Journalism,

and Scholarship

Nonfiction works of history, investigative journalism, and
scholarship typically appeal to a smaller, more specific au-
dience than commercial fiction, but that audience often
has real purchasing power and a genuine hunger for au-
thoritative, well-researched work. These readers frequent-
ly discover books through reviews in serious publications,
recommendations from academic or professional peers,
and topic-specific communities rather than casual brows-
ing.

The savvy question for this category is whether you, as
the author, have the credibility and access required to be
taken seriously within your subject area. Publishers and
readers alike will ask what standing you have to write au-
thoritatively on this topic, and a lack of relevant creden-
tials, access to primary sources, or professional standing
can be a serious obstacle regardless of how well the manu-

script itself is written.



BE THE CEO OF YOUR BOOK 59

Thought Leadership Books for Consultants,

Coaches, and Executives

This is one of the fastest-growing categories in publishing
today, and it operates by an entirely different logic than the
categories above. A consultant, coach, or executive writing
abook to establish authority in their field is not primarily
trying to earn royalty income from book sales. The book
itself is often a marketing and credibility tool, meant to
open doors to speaking engagements, client relationships,
media appearances, and business opportunities that are
worth far more than the cover price of the book itself.
The savvy question here is not really "will this book sell
many copies?” It is, "Will this book do its job of estab-
lishing my expertise and generating business opportuni-
ties with the specific audience I already serve or want to
serve?” A thought leadership book that sells a modest one
or two thousand copies, but lands the author a handful
of high-value speaking engagements or a few significant
new clients, can be an enormous financial success even
though its raw sales numbers look unimpressive next to a

bestseller.
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In practice, the most successful thought leadership
books are built with the end use in mind from the very
first outline. The author knows, before a word is written,
that copies will be handed out at speaking engagements,
sent to prospective clients after a sales call, or offered as a
lead magnet on a website. That clarity shapes everything
from the chapter structure to the length of the book it-
self. A thought leadership book does not need to be four
hundred pages to do its job. It needs to clearly demon-
strate expertise, build trust quickly, and leave the reader
wanting to take the next step, whether that is booking a
consultation or signing up for a program. Authors who
chase an arbitrary word count or try to cram in every piece
of knowledge they have often end up with a book that is
harder to finish reading, and therefore less effective at its

actual job, than a tighter, more focused one.

Professional Reputation Books

Closely related to thought leadership books is the profes-
sional reputation book, written by someone like a soft-
ware engineer, an attorney, or a specialist in a techni-

cal field, aimed at building credibility and career oppor-
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tunities within their own industry rather than reaching
a general audience. These books often sell in relatively
small numbers directly to industry peers, professional as-
sociations, and specific companies, sometimes purchased
in bulk for internal training or professional development
purposes.

The savvy question here mirrors the thought leadership
category: is this book advancing your career and profes-
sional standing in ways that justify the investment, in-
dependent of how many individual copies it sells to the

general public?

Memoir and Personal Story

Memoir occupies a unique place in this list because the
motivation for writing one is often personal rather than
purely commercial. An author telling a difficult or mean-
ingful personal story may find real value in the writing
and publishing process itself, regardless of eventual sales
figures. That said, memoirs that do achieve strong sales
typically do so either because the author already has a pub-
lic profile and built-in audience, or because the book taps

into a specific community, an illness, an addiction recovery
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journey, a particular life experience, that recognizes itself
in the story and actively seeks out books like it.

The savvy question for memoir is an honest one: are you
writing this primarily for yourself and the people closest
to you, or are you hoping to reach a broader audience
of strangers who do not yet know your story? Both are
legitimate goals, but they call for very different publishing
strategies, and being clear about which one is driving you
will save you from chasing sales numbers that were never
really the point.

This distinction matters because memoir is also one
of the categories most frequently targeted by the kind of
predatory sales pitches this book will cover in more de-
tail later. Authors processing a genuinely difficult or trau-
matic experience are often, understandably, emotionally
invested in their story reaching a wide audience, and that
emotional investment can make them an easy target for
publicists and marketers promising exposure they cannot
realistically deliver. Being clear-eyed about your actual goal
for the book, whether that is personal closure, sharing
your story with a specific community who will recognize

themselves in it, or genuinely building a public platform
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around your experience, will help you evaluate any pitch

you receive with a clearer head.

Lead Generation Books for Entrepreneurs

An entrepreneur writing a book specifically as a lead gen-
eration tool, for example, a book of investment advice de-
signed to attract potential clients, is playing a similar game
to the thought leadership author, but with an even more
direct and measurable business goal. The book exists to
move a specific reader toward a specific action: booking a
call, joining a program, or becoming a client.

The savvy question here is whether the book actually
speaks directly to the pain points and language of the exact
prospective client the author wants to attract, since a lead
generation book that is too broad or too generic will fail
at its actual job even if it reads well and sells a reasonable

number of copies to an unrelated audience.
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Niche Industry and Professional Publishing

Finally, there is a category of books written for a specific
professional or industry audience. These include legal ref-
erence books, technical training manuals, and specialized
how-to guides for a particular trade. These books rarely
aim for a mass audience and often carry a much high-
er price point, reflecting the specific, high-value problem
they solve for a narrow, well-defined buyer.

The savvy question here is whether you have identified
the specific institutions, professionals, or organizations
who need this information badly enough to pay a premi-
um price for it, and whether you have a realistic way to
reach those buyers directly, since general consumer mar-
keting tactics rarely work well for this kind of specialized,

high-price, low-volume book.

Specialized Books = Specialized Presses

Frequently, though not always, a specialized book will be
suitable for a specialized press. John Wiley & Sons, for
example, which has published several of my books, sells
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higher-priced books that cater to professional readers like
software engineers. Wiley will not be interested in a mem-
oir about surviving cancer. MIT Press will only consider
books written by people with serious academic credentials,
and so forth. Selecting the right press is part of the thought

process required to get to success with your book.
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How the Savvy Author Puts This to Work

Look back over the categories above and be honest with
yourself about where your own book actually falls. Many
books blend elements of more than one category, and that
is fine, but every category comes with its own realistic
expectations for sales volume, its own primary discovery
channels, and its own definition of what a successful out-
come actually looks like.

Before you move forward with any publishing decision
covered in the chapters ahead, get specific. Write down, in
a sentence or two, exactly who you believe will buy your
book and why they will want it. If you cannot answer that
question clearly, that is not a reason to panic, but it is a
strong signal that you have more clarifying work to do
before you invest heavily in editing, design, or a particular
publishing path.

A simple exercise can help. Picture one specific person,
real or composite, who represents your ideal reader. Give
them a name if it helps. What is a typical day like for
them? What problem, question, or craving brought them

to a book like yours? Where would they be, physically or
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digitally, at the moment they discover your book exists?
What would make them stop scrolling or stop browsing
long enough to actually pick it up? If you can answer these
questions in vivid, specific detail, you likely already have
a strong instinct for your book's category and its natural
path to readers. If the picture stays vague and generic, that
vagueness will show up later in your marketing copy, your
cover design, and your promotional choices, so it is far
better to work through it now than to discover the gap
after the book is already published.

The rest of this book will be far more useful to you once
you know which kind of book you are actually publishing,

and for whom.



What Success
Looks Like

he previous chapter asked you to identify who is
T actually going to buy your book, and why. This
chapter takes that same idea and grounds it in real out-
comes. After all, it is one thing to talk about audience and
alignment in the abstract, and another thing entirely to see

what happens when an author gets it right or wrong.

Defining Success

A good CEO defines success so that he or she will know
when the company achieves it or misses the mark. As the
CEO of your book, you need to establish what success will
look like. Consider the following example. A nutritionist
has spent several years building an online wellness com-
munity. She writes and hosts newsletters on healthy eating,
answers questions in a private online group she moderates,

and has built a modest but genuinely engaged following
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of people who trust her guidance. She decides to write
and self-publish a book about weight loss, built specifically
around the approach she already teaches her community.

Notice everything that is already in place before she
writes a single chapter. She already knows exactly who
her reader is, because she talks to that reader every week.
She already knows what questions they ask, whatlanguage
they use to describe their struggles, and what has and has
not worked for them in the past. She already has a direct
channel, her newsletter and her community, to tell people
the book exists the moment it is ready. She is not hoping
a stranger discovers her book through a crowded Amazon
search. She is selling it to people who already know, like,
and trust her.

When the book launches, she is not starting from zero.
She announces it to her existing list, offers it to her com-
munity at a modest price, and lets word of mouth within
that community do the rest. She does not need a tradition-
al publisher's marketing department, a five-figure adver-
tising budget, or a national media tour. She needs exactly
what she already built: a real, specific, reachable audience

and abook that speaks directly to that audience's problem.
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This is what success looks like in the vast majority of
cases covered by this book. It is rarely dramatic. It rarely
involves a bidding war between publishers or a spot on a
national bestseller list. It looks like a book, written for a
specific audience, sold directly to people who were already
looking for exactly what it offers. If you take nothing else
from this chapter, take this: alignment between your book,
your audience, and your promotional plan is worth more
than almost any amount of money or hustle applied with-
out that alignment in place.

It is worth noting that this kind of success is available
to far more authors than the traditional bestseller fantasy
suggests. You do not need a million followers, a celebrity
endorsement, or a big marketing budget to replicate what
the nutritionist in this example achieved. You need a real,
specific audience, even a modest one, and a book built to
serve that audience's actual needs. Many of the most finan-
cially successful independent authors are running exactly
this playbook in categories you have likely never heard
of, precisely because they are not competing for national
attention. They are simply serving their own corner of the

market extremely well.
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What Failure Looks Like

Now let's look at the other side, because understanding
failure is just as instructive, and often more common than
the success stories authors are shown.

Consider an author who writes and self-publishes a
work of historical fiction. She has no existing audience, no
email list, and no built-in community of readers interest-
ed in this specific historical period. Hoping to jump-start
sales, she spends a thousand dollars on an Amazon ad-
vertising campaign. The campaign generates two hundred
dollars in book sales, which, after Amazon's share of the
sale, nets her somewhere around one sixty dollars in actual
royalties.

This outcome is not about the quality of her novel, and
itis notreally about Amazon advertising being a scam. The
problem stems from a fundamental misunderstanding of
how digital advertising works for books without an exist-
ing audience or a strong, differentiated hook. Amazon ads
can be effective in reaching people who are already search-
ing for something similar to what you are offering. They
are far less effective at creating demand out of nothing for

abook with no existing reputation, no reviews, and no or-



72 HUGH TAYLOR

ganic momentum behind it. Throwing advertising dollars
at a book before it has any of that foundation in place is
one of the most common and most expensive mistakes in
self-publishing.

Now consider a different author, one who has written a
serious, well-researched book about military strategy. The
manuscript itself may be genuinely excellent. However,
the author has never served in the military or worked in
a government or defense capacity, and has no professional
credentials or access that would establish standing to write
authoritatively on the subject. Publisher after publisher
passes on the manuscript, not because the writing is bad,
but because the author lacks the platform and credibili-
ty this particular category demands. Recall from the last
chapter that serious nonfiction categories like this one
place importance on the author's standing to speak on
the subject. Without that standing, even a well-written
manuscript faces a steep uphill climb.

Finally, consider an author who writes a genuinely use-
tul advice book and lands a deal with a small independent
press. On paper, this looks like a success: a real publisher
wanted the book. But the author has no social media fol-

lowing, no email list, and no existing audience of any kind,
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and the small press, lacking the resources of a major house,
provides only minimal marketing support. No one hears
about the book. It sells almost no copies, despite being
genuinely good and despite having cleared what felt like
the ultimate hurdle: getting picked by a publisher.

This last example is worth sitting with, because it direct-
ly contradicts the fantasy many first-time authors carry, the
one this book addressed back in Chapter 2. Landing any
publishing deal, even a legitimate one, is not the finish line.
Without a plan for reaching readers, a good book with a
real publisher can still fail just as completely as a good book

that was never picked up at all.

The Common Gotchas

Looking across failure stories like these, the same handful
of mistakes show up again and again.

The first is expecting retail and library sales from a
self-published book. Self-published titles rarely get mean-
ingful placement in physical bookstores or library sys-
tems, which operate through relationships and distrib-
ution channels that most independent authors simply

do not have access to. Planning your sales expectations
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around retail and library channels you cannot realistical-
ly reach sets you up for disappointment before you even
launch.

The second is expecting a digital marketing campaign to
pay for itself directly through book sales. As the historical
fiction example above shows, most digital advertising for
books, especially for authors without an existing audience
or a strong organic signal already in place, loses money
when measured purely against direct book sales. Digital
marketing tends to work for books that fit a digital-friend-
ly profile, e.g., genre fiction with rabid fanbases, books that
track to high-volume keywords, and so forth. Advertising
can be a legitimate tool once you understand its real role,
often building visibility and reviews rather than delivering
an immediate positive return, but treating it as a guaran-
teed profit engine is a costly misunderstanding.

The third is expecting the book to sell itself. This con-
nects directly back to Chapter 2's worst kept secret. A
well-written book with no promotional plan behind it, no
matter how good the writing is, essentially never finds a
meaningful audience on its own in today's crowded mar-

ketplace. Quality is necessary but never sufficient.
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The fourth is lacking the standing to write your book.
This mistake shows up most often in serious nonfiction
and expert-driven categories, where readers, publishers,
and reviewers all expect the author to have earned the right
to speak authoritatively on the subject. Assess your own
standing honestly before investing heavily in a category
where credibility is the primary currency.

The fifth is misunderstanding the actual economics of
digital marketing. Many authors assume that spending
money on ads or promotion is inherently a smart invest-
ment, without understanding the real cost per sale, the
realistic conversion rates for cold traffic, or how much or-
ganic groundwork typically needs to exist before paid pro-
motion becomes efficient. Spend without understanding
these numbers, and you will very likely repeat some version
of the five thousand dollar mistake described earlier in this
chapter.

A sixth gotcha, closely related to the others, deserves
its own mention: confusing activity with progress. Many
authors spend enormous energy on tasks that feel produc-
tive, redesigning a website, tweaking a book description for
the tenth time, researching yet another marketing tactic,

without ever actually putting the book in front of a real
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potential reader. Genuine progress toward selling a book
almost always involves some form of direct outreach or
audience building, sending an email, having a conversa-
tion, making a pitch, showing up somewhere your reader
already is. It is worth periodically asking yourself whether
your recent efforts have actually reached a potential reader,
or whether you have simply been staying busy around the

edges of the real work.

The Tragedy of Misalignment

When a book and its author fall into one or more of these
traps, the cost is rarely just financial, though the financial
cost alone can be significant. There is real disappointment
in pouring months or years of work into a manuscript,
only to watch it disappear without finding readers. There
is often genuine anger, sometimes directed at a publisher,
a marketing vendor, or the industry itself, when the out-
come falls so far short of the vision the author carried while
writing. And underneath all of it sits a quieter, sadder cost:
lost opportunity. Time, money, and energy spent chasing a

mismatched strategy is time, money, and energy that could
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have gone toward a book, a platform, and a plan actually
built for success.

None of this is meant to scare you away from publishing
your book. It is meant to do the opposite: to make sure the
effort and investment you put into your book actually has
a fair chance of paying off, in whatever currency, money,
reputation, personal fulfillment, or business growth, mat-
ters most to you.

There is also a quieter cost worth naming honestly: the
toll misalignment takes on an author's confidence and cre-
ative future. Authors who pour themselves into a book
that fails to find its audience, for reasons that had little to
do with the writing itself, often walk away believing the
failure reflects on their talent or their worth as a writer.
That belief can be devastating, and it can keep genuinely

talented people from ever writing again.

Bringing It Back to Alignment

The thread connecting every failure story in this chapter is
the same thread connecting the one success story: align-
ment, or the lack of it, between the book, its intended

audience, and the strategy used to reach that audience.
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The nutritionist succeeded because every piece of her plan
pointed in the same direction. The authors who strug-
gled did not fail because they lacked talent or effort. They
failed because some piece of their plan, their audience,
their credibility, their marketing approach, was misaligned
with the reality of how books in their category actually get

discovered and sold.

Takeaway for the Savvy Author

Keep returning to this same question. Not "is this a good
book," but rather, "Is every piece of my plan, from manu-
script to marketing, actually aligned with how the specific
people who want this book will find it and buy it?" Get
that alignment right, and you give your book a genuine
chance to succeed. Get it wrong, and no amount of money,

effort, or talent can fully compensate for it.



Avoiding the Traps:
Predators,
Overpriced
services, and
Scams

N ot everyone in the publishing ecosystem has your

best interests at heart. This is an uncomfortable
thing to say in a book that has otherwise tried to be en-
couraging, but it would be a disservice to leave it out. The
moment you start telling people you are writing a book,
you become a target for an entire class of vendors whose
business model depends less on genuinely helping authors
and more on exploiting an author's ambition, ego, or vul-
nerability.
This chapter will not name specific companies or indi-

viduals. It does not need to. Instead, it will walk through
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the three broad categories of risk you are likely to en-
counter, so you can recognize the pattern the moment it
shows up, regardless of who is selling it or what they call
it.

It helps to remember why authors specifically make
such attractive targets. Writing a book is a deeply personal,
often years-long undertaking, and by the time an author
is ready to publish, they are usually emotionally invested,
financially committed, and eager for the project to succeed
after so much effort. That combination of investment and
eagerness is exactly what predatory vendors are trained to
spot and exploit. Recognizing that you are, structurally, in
avulnerable position at this stage of the process, regardless
of how savvy or skeptical you consider yourself generally,

is itself a useful piece of armor.

Being Preyed Upon

The first and most emotionally loaded category involves
vendors who exploit an author's ego or personal vulnera-
bility rather than their actual publishing needs.

Consider an author who has just finished writing a

memoir about surviving something genuinely traumat-
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ic. Finishing that manuscript took real courage, and the
accomplishment deserves to be celebrated. A predatory
vendor understands exactly how significant that moment
feels, and pitches accordingly. You did it, the pitch says.
You survived, and now you owe it to your story, and to
everyone else out there who needs to hear it, to make sure
the world knows about your book. Surely you are not
going to let it sit quietly on Amazon after everything you
have been through.

That pitch is emotionally powerful precisely because it
contains a kernel of truth. Your story does matter. But,
the pitch is designed to bypass your rational judgment
about whether the specific service being offered, often a
five thousand dollar a month publicity retainer, actually
makes sense given how few people are realistically going
to buy a memoir with no existing platform behind it. The
vendor is not lying about your courage. They are using
your courage as leverage to sell you a service that may do
very little to actually reach readers.

These are not scammers. They perform the service they
promise. It’s just not aligned with what you need.

This same dynamic shows up constantly outside of

memoir as well. An entrepreneur proud of finishing their
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first business book gets told they need an "authority accel-
erator” package to be taken seriously. A retiree who wrote a
novel they always dreamed of writing gets told that any real
author would invest in professional publicity to give the
book "the launch it deserves." In every case, the emotional
hook is the same: you have already invested so much of
yourself, don't stop short now.

The defense against this category of pitch is not cyni-
cism about your own accomplishment. It is a simple habit
of separating the emotional truth of your achievement
from the practical question of whether a specific paid ser-
vice will actually reach the specific readers you identified
back in Chapter 5. Your book can matter enormously to
you and to the handful of people it is genuinely meant to
reach, without that mattering translating into a need for
an expensive publicity package aimed at an audience that
was never going to find it anyway.

A turther useful tactic is to run a gut check when you
feel emotionally pulled toward a pitch like this: ask your-
self whether you would still want this specific service if
it were being offered by a stranger with no knowledge
of your personal story, purely on its technical merits. If

a publicity package only sounds appealing because the
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salesperson made you feel seen and validated, rather than
because you can articulate a specific, realistic mechanism
by which it will reach your actual readers, that is a strong

signal to slow down before signing anything.

Overpaying for Legitimate Services

The second category is less dramatic but arguably more
common. The service being offered is real, and the vendor
genuinely delivers it. The problem is simply that the price
bears no relationship to the actual value or difficulty of the
work.

A common example: a service provider offers to set up
your book on Amazon's Kindle Direct Publishing plat-
form for five thousand dollars. This is a real service, and
the resulting listing will likely be perfectly fine. But the
actual technical work involved in formatting a manuscript
and uploading it to KDP is something a reasonably capable
author can often do themselves for free, or that a freelancer
could handle for a few hundred dollars. Five thousand
dollars for this specific task is roughly ten times what a fair

market rate should be.



84 HUGH TAYLOR

This kind of overpricing thrives specifically because so
many first-time authors do not know what a task should
reasonably cost. Without a baseline for comparison, an
unfamiliar dollar figure attached to an unfamiliar task can
sound perfectly reasonable, especially when it is presented
alongside reassuring language about expertise, quality, and
avoiding costly mistakes.

Think like a CEO. Is this expense justified by a demon-
strable return on investment? For instance, if a program
costs $5,000, and you’re earning an $8 royalty per book,
you have to sell 625 copies of your book to make back what
you spent. A good question for the vendor is, “Will your
program enable me to sell over 625 books?” If they can’t
answer the question, or point you to a previous customer
who had such sales, the answer should be “no.”

The defense here is straightforward, if a little tedious:
get multiple quotes before committing to any significant
publishing expense, and ask specifically what deliverable
you are paying for and how long it should reasonably take
a competent professional to complete. A vendor with gen-
uinely competitive pricing and real expertise will not be
threatened by these questions. A vendor relying on your

unfamiliarity with fair pricing often will be.
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This same overpricing pattern shows up across nearly
every service category covered elsewhere in this book: edit-
ing, cover design, formatting, and marketing all have wide,
legitimate price ranges depending on scope and quality,
but they also all have a ceiling beyond which you are simply
paying for confident salesmanship rather than additional
value. Chapter 9 will walk through realistic cost ranges
for the core services every author needs, which will give
you a concrete baseline to compare against any quote you
receive. Until then, the safest general rule is this: if a price
feels surprising, it is worth pausing to understand exactly
why, rather than assuming the surprise reflects your own

lack of expertise rather than the vendor's pricing.

Scams

The third category is the most straightforward to name
and, in some ways, the easiest to avoid once you know
what to look for, even though it can be the most financially
damaging when it succeeds.

Outright scams in the publishing space take many
forms: fake editorial or publicity services that take pay-

ment and deliver little or nothing of value, phishing at-
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tempts disguised as publishing opportunities designed to
steal personal or financial information, and wildly inflated
promotional packages sold on false promises of guaran-
teed media coverage, bestseller status, or Hollywood inter-
est that no legitimate vendor could actually deliver.

A real example illustrates just how aggressively this hap-
pens. My own mother, who wrote and published a modest
book about ornamental plants roughly a decade earlier,
was contacted out of the blue and offered a fourteen-thou-
sand-dollar promotional package. The book had been out
for years. There was no legitimate reason a promotional
campaign at that scale would suddenly make sense for a
decade-old niche gardening title. The pitch relied entirely
on the hope that an author, flattered by the sudden atten-
tion and unfamiliar with realistic publishing economics,
would not stop to ask the obvious question: why would
anyone recommend spending fourteen thousand dollars
to promote this particular book, right now, after all this
time?

Scams like this succeed by combining flattery, urgency,
and inflated promises, exactly the same emotional levers
described earlier in this chapter, but pushed to an extreme,

and often targeting authors who are the least equipped to



BE THE CEO OF YOUR BOOK 87

evaluate the claims critically, including elderly authors or
those with little prior exposure to the publishing industry.

The defenses against outright scams overlap significant-
ly with the defenses against the first two categories, but
a few specific red flags are worth calling out directly. Be
wary of any unsolicited outreach that arrives with unusual
urgency, pressuring you to decide quickly before an op-
portunity disappears. Be wary of any guarantee of specif-
ic outcomes, bestseller status, a certain number of media
placements, guaranteed sales, since no legitimate vendor
can actually guarantee results that depend on factors out-
side their control. And be especially wary when a pitch ar-
rives completely out of context, with no clear explanation
for why now, for this particular book, after however much

time has passed since it was published.

The Filter That Protects You From All
Three

Here is the good news buried inside this chapter's oth-
erwise cautionary content: the same understanding that

makes you a savvy author in every other chapter of this
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book is also your best defense against all three categories
of risk described here.

If you know who your book is actually for, and you have
arealistic sense of how that specific audience discovers and
buys books, you are equipped to evaluate any pitch on its
actual merits rather than on how good it makes you feel
or how urgent it sounds. When someone tells you they
can get your book into bookstores, and you already un-
derstand from earlier chapters that bookstore placement
is largely inaccessible to self-published authors without
a distribution deal, you know immediately to ask hard
questions. When someone offers a publicity package built
around media outreach, and you understand that most
media coverage depends on a timely, newsworthy hook
rather than simply having a good book, you can ask what
specific hook they intend to use, and judge whether their
answer makes sense.

This filter will not catch every bad actor, and it will not
make you immune to a particularly well-crafted pitch on
a day when your guard happens to be down. But it will
dramatically reduce how often you find yourself paying

for something that was never going to work, sold to you
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by someone who understood your hopes better than they

understood your book’s realistic path to readers.

Insight for the Savvy Author

Not every vendor in this industry is a predator, and it
would be a mistake to walk away from this chapter as-
suming otherwise. The overwhelming majority of editors,
designers, publicists, and publishing partners you will en-
counter are honest professionals doing genuinely good
work, often for reasonable prices. This chapter exists not
to make you suspicious of everyone, but to help you rec-
ognize the specific patterns, emotional exploitation, unex-
plained overpricing, and outright deception that separate
the small minority of bad actors from the professionals
genuinely worth working with. Trust your gut, ask direct
questions, and remember that anyone offering real value
to your book will welcome your scrutiny rather than trying

to rush you past it.



Do You Need a
Literary Agent?

ew figures in publishing carry as much mystique, or
F generate as much confusion, as the literary agent.
Depending on whom you ask, an agent is either the essen-
tial gatekeeper standing between you and a real publish-
ing career, or an unnecessary middleman you can bypass
entirely if you are willing to publish on your own. The
truth, as usual, is more specific than either extreme, and it
depends heavily on which publishing path you identified
for yourself back in Chapter 1.

What Literary Agents Actually Do

A literary agent's core job is to represent an author's in-
terests to publishers. In practice, this breaks down into a
handful of specific functions.

Agents evaluate manuscripts and proposals, deciding

which projects they believe they can successfully sell to



BE THE CEO OF YOUR BOOK 91

a publisher. This evaluation is not purely about writing
quality. As earlier chapters have discussed, agents are also
weighing an author's platform, the marketability of the
subject or story, and how the project fits into what pub-
lishers are currently buying.

Agents pitch manuscripts directly to editors at pub-
lishing houses, using relationships built over years or even
decades in the industry. This access matters enormously,
because most major publishers do not accept unsolicit-
ed manuscripts directly from authors at all. In practical
terms, a literary agent is often the only door into tradition-
al publishing for a given house.

Agents negotiate the business terms of a book deal,
including the advance, the royalty structure, subsidiary
rights such as foreign translation and film or television
options, and various contractual protections for the au-
thor. A good agent's experience negotiating these terms
can be worth far more than their commission, particularly
on larger deals with more complex rights considerations.

Agents also frequently provide editorial guidance be-
fore a manuscript ever goes out to publishers, helping au-
thors strengthen a proposal or manuscript to improve its

chances in the marketplace. This is not universal, but many
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agents see it as part of protecting their own investment of

time in a project.

How Agents Get Paid

Literary agents typically work on commission, earning a
percentage, commonly around fifteen percent domestical-
ly and often higher on foreign or subsidiary rights deals, of
whatever the author earns from a book deal. This commis-
sion structure matters because it aligns the agent's financial
interest directly with the author's: an agent only gets paid
if they successfully sell the manuscript and the resulting
deal generates income.

This alignment s generally a good thing for authors, but
it also explains why agents are selective about which pro-
jects they take on. An agent investing significant unpaid
time into pitching a manuscript needs reasonable confi-
dence that the project will actually sell, and sell for enough
money to justify the effort. This is precisely why platform,
credibility, and marketability weigh so heavily in an agent's
decision to represent a given author, a theme that should

sound familiar from Chapter 2.
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Reputable agents do not charge upfront reading fees or
require payment before securing a deal on your behalf. If
someone claiming to be a literary agent asks for money
before selling your manuscript, that is a significant red flag
worth revisiting through the lens of the previous chapter
on scams and predatory pitches.

It is also worth understanding a subtler distinction: a
legitimate agent's commission comes out of money the
publisher pays the author, not money the author pays
the agent directly. The agent typically collects the ad-
vance and any subsequent royalties on the author's behalf,
deducts their commission, and forwards the remainder.
This structure means a legitimate agent is never asking you
to write them a check. Money flows from publisher to
agent to author, with the agent's cut taken along the way,

never the reverse.

What Agents Are Actually Looking For

Given everything covered so far in this book, it should
come as no surprise that agents are looking for more than
strong writing alone. A submission that stands out to an

agent typically combines a genuinely compelling manu-
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script or proposal with evidence that the author already
has some meaningful platform or built-in audience, a clear
sense of comparable titles that have sold well in the same
category, and a demonstrated understanding of who the
book's specific readers are and why they will want it.

For fiction, agents generally want to see a complete, pol-
ished manuscript before they will consider representation,
since fiction sells largely on the strength of the finished
work itself. For nonfiction, a strong book proposal, often
including sample chapters, market analysis, and an outline
of the author's platform, is frequently sufficient to secure
representation and even a deal before the full manuscript
is written.

This is worth pausing on, because it surprises a lot of
first-time nonfiction authors. If you are writing a nonfic-
tion book intended for traditional publication, you may
not need to finish the entire manuscript before pursuing
representation and a deal, provided you can put together a
compelling proposal that demonstrates both the strength
of the idea and your ability to execute it. Fiction authors
do not have this option. A novel needs to be complete and
polished before an agent will seriously consider it, since

there is no reliable way to evaluate whether a novel's voice,



BE THE CEO OF YOUR BOOK 95

pacing, and payoff will actually work until the whole thing

exists on the page.

Do You Actually Need An Agent?

Here is the honest answer: it depends entirely on which
publishing path makes sense for your specific book and
goals, a question this book has been circling since Chapter
1.

If your goal is a deal with one of the major traditional
publishing houses, a literary agent is close to a practical ne-
cessity. As mentioned above, most of these publishers sim-
ply do not accept unsolicited manuscripts, which means
an agent is often your only realistic path through the
door. If bookstore distribution, publisher-backed credi-
bility, and the traditional publishing experience genuinely
matter to your goals for this book, pursuing agent repre-
sentation is a reasonable and often essential step.

If you are self-publishing, or working with a profession-
al publishing partner rather than pursuing a traditional
deal, you do not need a literary agent at all. Agents exist
specifically to broker deals with traditional publishers, and

if you are not pursuing that particular path, an agent's core
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function simply does not apply to your situation. Spend-
ing time and energy trying to secure representation you
do not actually need is, itself, a form of the misalignment
discussed in Chapter 6.

If you are genuinely undecided between paths, it can
still make sense to test the traditional route with agent
queries before committing fully to self-publishing, pro-
vided you go in with realistic expectations about your odds
and a clear timeline for how long you are willing to pursue
this path before pivoting. Querying agents costs time but
no money if done properly, which makes it a reasonably
low-risk way to explore whether a traditional deal is realis-
tically available to you, aslong as you do not let the process
drag on indefinitely at the expense of actually publishing

your book.

A Realistic Look at the Odds

It is worth being direct about how competitive tradition-
al representation actually is. Literary agents receive vastly
more query letters than they can possibly take on, and
the large majority of queries, even well-written ones from

talented authors, are declined. This is not necessarily a
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reflection of your manuscript's quality. It often reflects an
agent's current list capacity, their sense of what publishers
are currently buying, or simply the reality that they can
only take on so many new clients in a given year regardless
of how much they admire a particular submission.

Agents’ high level of selectivity also reflects a shift in
the publishing industry over the last few decades. There
has been significant consolidation, and a move to fewer
big-selling titles dominating the business. This so-called
“hit-driven” pattern, which rewards a small group of
best-selling authors, has made it harder for new authors
or “mid-list” authors to get deals. The gate the agents are
guarding has gotten a lot smaller over the years, so it’s
harder to get signed by an agent.

Understanding these factors going in can help you ap-
proach the querying process with the right mindset: treatit
as a genuine, worthwhile exploration of one specific pub-
lishing path, notasa referendum on your worth as a writer.
A string of rejections from agents says very little about
whether your book deserves to exist or find readers. It says
more about the extremely narrow, competitive gate that
traditional publishing represents today, exactly the kind

of old-model scarcity described back in Chapter 4, still
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operating at full force for authors pursuing this particular

path.

Setting a Time Boundary

Because the odds are what they are, it is worth setting a re-
alistic time boundary for yourself before you begin query-
ing agents. Decide in advance roughly how many months
you are willing to spend pursuing traditional representa-
tion, and roughly how many queries or rejections you con-
sider a meaningful signal, before you pivot to self-publish-
ing or a professional publishing partner instead. Withouta
boundary like this, it is easy to let the query process drag on
indefinitely, revising and resending the same manuscript
for a year or more while your book sits unpublished and
your own motivation slowly erodes.

This is not a suggestion to give up too easily. It is a sug-
gestion to make the decision to pivot a deliberate, planned
one, rather than something that happens by default after
months of accumulated discouragement. Authors who set
a clear boundary going in tend to move forward with far

more confidence, whichever path they ultimately choose,
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than authors who simply let the traditional publishing

process wear them down.

Takeaway for the Savvy Author

A literary agent is a specialized tool for a specific job: secur-
ing a deal with a traditional publisher who does not accept
direct submissions. If that is genuinely your goal, a good
agent can be an invaluable advocate, negotiator, and in-
dustry guide. If your goals point toward self-publishing or
a custom publishing partnership instead, an agent simply
is not part of the equation, and your energy is better spent
elsewhere. As with every decision covered in this book, the
right answer depends entirely on knowing what you are
actually trying to achieve, and choosing the path that gets

you there most directly.



The Four Steps to a
Published Book

verything covered so far in this book has been about
E building the right mindset and understanding: how
the industry actually works, who is responsible for sell-
ing your book, how to match your book to its audience,
and how to avoid the traps that catch so many first-time
authors. This chapter shifts from understanding to ac-
tion. Regardless of which publishing path you ultimately
choose, every author needs to move through the same four
foundational steps before a book is genuinely ready for

readers.

Step One: Decide How You Want to Publish
Your Book

Before anything else, you need to choose the path that

fits your goals, and by now you have everything you need
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from earlier chapters to make this decision with real clarity
rather than guesswork.

You have three main choices. Traditional publish-
ing means a publishing house acquires your manuscript
and manages editing, design, and distribution, typically
through an agent, in exchange for a smaller royalty per-
centage but real institutional credibility and, in some cases,
meaningful bookstore access. Self-publishing means you
retain full control over every decision and every dollar of
profit, handling each step yourself or hiring freelancers
as needed, with the tradeoff that the entire burden of
production and promotion rests on you. A professional
publishing company, sometimes called a custom or hy-
brid publisher, sits between these two options, offering a
guided partnership through the entire process while you
remain the one steering the ship and making the final calls.

Each of these three paths comes with a different re-
lationship to the four steps covered in the rest of this
chapter. Choose traditional publishing, and much of the
editing and design work described below will eventual-
ly be handled or coordinated by the publisher, though
you should still expect to be closely involved, particularly

in manuscript revision. Choose self-publishing, and you
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personally own every one of these four steps, either do-
ing the work yourself or hiring and managing freelancers
individually for each stage. Choose a professional pub-
lishing partner, and that partner typically coordinates all
four steps on your behalf, drawing on an established net-
work of editors and designers, while keeping you informed
and involved in the decisions that matter most. Keeping
this relationship in mind as you read through the rest of
this chapter will help you understand which parts of the
process you will be handling directly, and which parts a
partner or publisher may take off your plate.

The savvy question to ask yourself here is not simply
which path sounds most prestigious. It is which path will
cost you the least and earn you the most, given your specif-
ic goals for this book, or, if prestige and brand association
genuinely matter more to you than maximizing revenue,
which path best serves that goal even if it means earning
less per copy. An executive writing a book specifically to
enhance a personal brand may rightly choose a traditional
deal even at alower royalty, because the credibility of being
traditionally published serves a business purpose that no
self-published royalty rate can replace. A consultant writ-

ing a lead generation tool for their own coaching practice
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may rightly choose self-publishing, because speed, control,
and a far higher per-copy return matter more than any
prestige a traditional deal might confer.

There is no universally correct answer here. There is
only the answer that is correct for your specific book, your
specific goals, and the specific audience you identified back
in Chapter 5. Make this decision deliberately, using every-
thing you have learned in the earlier chapters of this book,
rather than defaulting to whichever path simply sounds
the most impressive to say out loud at a dinner party.

It is worth building in a specific checkpoint for this
decision rather than treating it as something you settle
once and never revisit. Many authors start down one path
and discover partway through that their circumstances, or
their goals, have shifted. An author who began querying
agents might, after six months of rejections and a growing
sense of urgency to get the book into readers’ hands, decide
that self-publishing better serves their actual goal.

An author who started self-publishing might realize
partway through that the scope of professional services
they need, such as editing, design, formatting, and dis-
tribution, would be more efficiently and affordably han-

dled by partnering with a professional publishing compa-
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ny rather than managing every vendor relationship per-
sonally. Revisiting this decision is not a sign of failure. It is
asign that you are staying honest with yourself about what
actually serves your book, which is exactly the mindset this

entire book has been trying to instill.

Step Two: Prepare Your Manuscript for

Publication

A polished manuscript is the foundation everything else
in this chapter gets built on top of. Once your first draft
is complete, resist the urge to rush toward publication.
Take real time to revise for clarity, pacing, and consistency,
reading through your own work with as much distance
and objectivity as you can manage.

Once you have done what you can on your own, bring
in trusted beta readers, people who represent your actu-
al intended audience and who can offer honest feedback
from a genuine reader’s perspective rather than simply
telling you what you want to hear. Their insights will often
reveal gaps, confusing passages, or missed opportunities
that you, having lived inside this manuscript for months

or years, can no longer see clearly on your own. Only after
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several rounds of revision, incorporating the feedback that
genuinely improves the work, should you consider your
manuscript ready for the next stage of professional editing.

Take the time to get this right, and genuinely listen to
the feedback you receive, but do not let this stage stretch
on indefinitely. There is a point of diminishing returns
where further revision cycles produce smaller and smaller
improvements, and at some point you, as the author, need
to trust your own judgment that the manuscript is ready
to move forward.

A word of caution belongs here, because this stage of the
process attracts a particular kind of unhelpful voice. The
writing world has more than its share of know-it-alls and
bitter, unsuccessful writers—people who never managed
to finish or publish their own work and who, consciously
or not, want to dump on yours. Sometimes this comes
from genuine jealousy. Sometimes it comes from a desire
to psych you out, convincing you your book is worse than
it is, so you will pay them to "fix" it for you. Watch for
feedback that feels less like constructive criticism and more
like an attempt to make you feel small or dependent.

At the same time, watch out for the opposite failure

mode: well-meaning friends and family who love you but
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genuinely do not know what they are talking about when
it comes to publishing or your specific genre. Their en-
couragement can feel wonderful, but it is not a substitute
for feedback from people who actually represent your in-
tended readership. Learning to filter feedback, taking what
is useful regardless of how it is delivered, and discarding
what is not, regardless of how confidently it was delivered,
is one of the most valuable skills you can develop during
this stage.

A practical note on beta readers: aim for a small group,
somewhere between five and ten people, rather than
crowdsourcing feedback from dozens of casual readers.
A handful of thoughtful, engaged readers who genuinely
represent your target audience will give you more use-
tul, actionable feedback than a large group of scattered
opinions that end up contradicting each other and leav-
ing you more confused than when you started. Give your
beta readers specific questions to answer rather than a
blank request for general thoughts. Ask where they got
bored, where they got confused, whether the ending felt
earned, or whether the core argument of a nonfiction book
felt convincing. Specific questions produce specific, usable

ANSWETS.
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Increasingly, authors are also using Al tools during this
stage, both to help identify structural weaknesses in a draft
and to accelerate revision itself. Used thoughtfully, these
tools can help you spot pacing issues, inconsistencies, or
gaps in an argument faster than manual review alone.
They are not a substitute for genuine human feedback
from real readers who represent your actual audience, but
as a complement to that feedback, they can meaningfully
speed up this stage of the process, an evolution of the same

accessibility trend described back in Chapter 4.

Step Three: Professional Book Editing

Editing is where a good manuscript becomes a genuinely
great one, and it is not optional if you want your book
to compete credibly in whatever category you identified
for it. Professional editing typically happens in stages, and
skipping any one of them tends to leave gaps that readers
and reviewers will notice, even if they cannot always artic-
ulate exactly what feels off.

Developmental editing comes first and addresses the
biggest-picture elements of your book: structure, pacing,

narrative arc for fiction or argument flow for nonfiction,
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and whether the manuscript as a whole delivers on what
it promises the reader. A good developmental editor may
ask you to reorganize entire chapters, cut sections that do
not serve the book's core purpose, or expand areas that
are underdeveloped. This is often the most challenging
stage emotionally, because the feedback can touch funda-
mental choices you made about your own book, but it is
also frequently where the most meaningful improvements
happen.

Copyediting comes next and works at the sentence and
paragraph level, refining grammar, tone, word choice, and
consistency throughout the manuscript. A skilled copy-
editor smooths out awkward phrasing, catches inconsis-
tencies in names, dates, and details, and helps ensure your
voice comes through clearly and consistently from the first
page to the last.

Proofreading is the final stage, catching the small er-
rors, typos, formatting inconsistencies, and stray mistakes
that slip through even after developmental editing and
copyediting have done their work. This stage is decep-
tively important. A manuscript with a handful of typos

or inconsistencies can undermine a reader's confidence in
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the book's overall quality and professionalism, even if the
underlying content is strong.

Investing in each of these stages protects your credibility
as an author and gives your book the polish that readers
and reviewers genuinely expect. Recall the earlier lesson
about learning to listen, even when it hurts, but pair it
with the same caution from Step Two: be aware of ulterior
motives, and learn to distinguish between an editor gen-
uinely trying to strengthen your book and anyone using
the editing process to erode your confidence or pad their
own invoice unnecessarily.

Choosing the right editor deserves real care. Ask any
prospective editor for a sample edit of a few pages before
committing to a full manuscript, so you can see firsthand
how their style and judgment align with your own voice
and goals. Ask about their specific experience in your genre
or category, since an editor skilled at tightening literary
fiction may not be the right fit for a technical nonfiction
book, and vice versa. And ask what stage of editing they
actually specialize in, since not every editor who advertises
broadly is equally strong at developmental work, line-level
copyediting, and proofreading. Many experienced free-

lance editors focus on one or two of these stages rather
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than claiming expertise across all three, and a specialist is
often a better investment than a generalist trying to cover

ground outside their core strength.

Step Four: Book Cover Design and Interior

Formatting

Your book's appearance shapes a reader’s first impression
before they read a single word of the actual content, and in
the modern marketplace, this impression usually forms in
a fraction of a second. A professional cover signals quality
and helps your book stand out in an extremely crowd-
ed marketplace, and this is particularly true on Amazon,
where a potential buyer scrolling through search results
gives your cover roughly a third of a second to convince
them to stop and look closer. Covers are not a place to
cut corners, no matter which publishing path you have
chosen. Your cover has to sell your book in that instant,
before the reader has even glanced at your description.
Clean, professional interior formatting matters as well,
keeping readers engaged in the content rather than dis-
tracted by awkward layout, inconsistent fonts, or poor

spacing. Formatting requirements differ meaningfully
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across formats, so your manuscript needs to be prepared
correctly for print, for eBook, and for any other version
you plan to release, ensuring a consistent and profession-
al reading experience no matter how a reader encounters
your book.

At minimum, this stage requires an eye—catching,
genre-appropriate cover design that signals to readers ex-
actly what kind of book they are looking at, a clean and
readable interior layout for any print edition, properly for-
matted eBook files that display correctly across the range of
devices readers actually use, and print-ready files that meet
the technical specifications required by whichever printer
or platform you are publishing through.

When evaluating cover design options, resist the temp-
tation to design a cover that pleases you personally rather
than one that will perform well with your actual target
reader. This is a genuinely common mistake, especially
among first-time authors who have strong personal feel-
ings about how their book should look. A cover's job is
not to reflect your personal taste. Its job is to instantly and
accurately signal genre and quality to a stranger scrolling
past it, in whatever fraction of a second you actually have

to catch their attention.
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Before finalizing any cover, look at the current best-
sellers in your specific category and notice the visual
patterns they share, color palettes, typography choices,
and imagery style, since readers in every genre have been
trained by years of exposure to recognize certain visual cues
as signals of quality and fit. A cover that deliberately breaks
too far from those category conventions, no matter how
striking it looks in isolation, risks confusing readers about
whatkind of book they are looking at, which can hurt sales

even when the design itself is objectively beautiful.

Bringing the Four Steps Together

These four steps do not always happen in a strict, linear
sequence. Many authors begin thinking seriously about
their publishing path, Step One, while they are still finish-
ing their manuscript, Step Two. Cover design, Step Four,
sometimes begins in parallel with editing, Step Three, par-
ticularly when working with a publishing partner who can
run multiple workstreams simultaneously. What matters s
not rigid sequencing, but making sure none of these four
steps gets skipped or rushed, because each one addresses a

distinct and necessary part of what separates a genuinely
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publication-ready book from a manuscript that merely
exists as a file on your computer.

It is worth naming honestly that this stage of the
process, moving from a finished manuscript through edit-
ing and design to a genuinely publication-ready book, is
where a significant share of your overall budget and ef-
fort will go, regardless of which publishing path you have
chosen. The next chapter will walk through the practi-
cal mechanics of actually getting your finished, polished,
professionally designed book onto Amazon or in front of
a traditional publisher, along with a realistic breakdown
of what the full process tends to cost. But none of that
matters until the book itself, the manuscript, the edit, and
the design, is genuinely ready. Rushing through these four
steps to save time or money is one of the most common
ways a promising book ends up underperforming its po-
tential, regardless of how well it is eventually marketed.

Give these four steps the time and investment they de-
serve, and you give your book, whatever category it falls
into and whatever path you ultimately choose for it, the
strongest possible foundation to actually reach the readers

you have spent this entire book learning to identify.
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A Realistic Timeline for the Savvy Author

Authors frequently underestimate how long these four
steps genuinely take when done well, so it is worth setting
realistic expectations here. Manuscript preparation, in-
cluding beta reader feedback and multiple revision passes,
often takes one to three months beyond the completion
of a first draft, depending on the manuscript's length and
how many rounds of revision it genuinely needs. Pro-
fessional editing, across developmental editing, copyedit-
ing, and proofreading, commonly adds another two to
four months, particularly if developmental editing reveals
structural issues that require substantial rewriting. Cover
design and interior formatting can often run in parallel
with the later stages of editing, typically adding another
few weeks to a month once final content is locked.
Altogether, most authors should expect something in
the range of four to eight months from a completed first
draft to a genuinely publication-ready book, assuming
steady, consistent effort throughout. This can compress
significantly with focused effort, or with the kind of Al-as-
sisted acceleration touched on earlier in this chapter, and

it can stretch considerably longer if any single stage gets



BE THE CEO OF YOUR BOOK 115

rushed and then has to be revisited. Building this realistic
timeline into your own planning, rather than hoping to
move from a finished draft to a published book in a matter
of weeks, will help you avoid the frustration of a schedule

that was never realistic in the first place.



Getting Your

Book to Market:
Amazon, Traditional
Publishers, and
Real Costs

our manuscript is written, edited, and designed.
Now comes the part thatactually gets it into readers’
hands. This chapter walks through the practical mechan-
ics of the two most common routes to market: publishing
through Amazon, and pursuing a traditional publishing
deal. It also offers an honest breakdown of what the full

process tends to cost, regardless of which path you choose.
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Publishing Through Amazon

For the majority of authors reading this book, Amazon
will be either the primary or a significant secondary chan-
nel for reaching readers. Learning how to publish a book
on Amazon opens your work to the largest bookselling
platform in the world, and the mechanics of doing so are
more accessible than most first-time authors expect.

Kindle Direct Publishing, commonly known as KDP, is
Amazon's self-publishing platform, and it is where most
independent authors start. Through KDP, you can pub-
lish a paperback edition using print-on-demand technolo-
gy, meaning copies are printed individually as orders come
in, with no upfront printing cost and no risk of unsold
inventory sitting in a warehouse. KDP also supports hard-
cover editions for authors who want a more premium
print option, and eBook publishing for Kindle devices and
the Kindle reading apps available across phones, tablets,
and computers. You can even get an instant, digitally-gen-
erated audiobook on KDP at no extra cost.

One of KDP's real advantages, beyond the print-on-de-
mand model discussed back in Chapter 3, is the level of

control it gives you. You set your own pricing within Ama-
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zon's guidelines, you can adjust that pricing at any time,
and you can update your manuscript files whenever you
need to fix an error or release a revised edition, all without
needing anyone's approval. Royalties are calculated auto-
matically and paid out on a regular schedule, and Ama-
zon's reporting dashboard gives you real, granular visibility
into exactly how your book is performing, information
that traditional publishers rarely share with anywhere near
this level of detail.

For authors who want to extend their book into an
additional format, Amazon's ACX platform handles au-
diobook publishing and distribution. Through ACX, you
can either narrate the audiobook yourself, if you have the
voice and equipment for it, or find and hire a professional
narrator, often working on a royalty share basis rather than
requiring a large upfront payment. Audiobooks represent
a genuinely growing share of the overall book market,
and for certain categories, particularly memoir, business
books, and narrative nonfiction, an audiobook edition can
meaningfully expand your reach to readers who prefer lis-
tening over reading.

Getting a book live on KDP is a largely mechanical

process: uploading a correctly formatted manuscript file,
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uploading your cover art in the required specifications,
writing your book description and selecting your cate-
gories and keywords, and setting your pricing. None of
this is difficult once you understand the requirements, but
it does require attention to detail, since formatting errors
or missed specifications can delay your launch or, worse,
result in a book that displays poorly once it goes live. This
is exactly the kind of task where, as discussed in Chapter 7,
paying a fair price for competent help is reasonable, while
paying dramatically inflated prices for the same task is not.

Two details deserve special attention because authors
frequently underestimate their importance. The first is
category and keyword selection. Amazon allows you
to place your book into specific browse categories and
to select keywords that influence how your book sur-
faces in search results. Choosing categories and keywords
thoughtfully, based on genuine research into where your
specific target reader actually browses and searches, rather
than guessing or choosing the most obviously popular
options, can meaningfully affect your book's discoverabil-
ity. A niche, accurately targeted category where you can

realistically rank well often serves an author better than
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a broad, highly competitive category where a new release
will be buried within hours.

The second is your book description, the sales copy that
appears on your Amazon product page. This short block
of text is doing real selling work, and it deserves the same
care and attention you gave your cover design. A descrip-
tion that clearly speaks to your specific reader’s problem
or desire, in language that mirrors how they actually think
and talk about it, will consistently outperform generic,
vague copy, no matter how well written your actual man-

uscript is.

Publishing With a Traditional Publisher

If you are pursuing traditional publication, the mechanics
look quite different, and Chapter 8 already covered the
central role a literary agent typically plays in this process.
To recap briefly in the context of actually getting to mar-
ket: most established publishers only accept submissions
through literary agents, which means securing representa-
tion is usually the essential first step before a publisher will

even consider your work.
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Once you have an agent, or if you are pursuing one of
the smaller presses that do accept direct submissions, your
agent, or you directly, will submit either a query letter,
a book proposal, or a complete manuscript, depending
on the category and the specific publisher's requirements.
For nonfiction, a well-developed book proposal, including
an overview of the book, a competitive analysis of similar
titles, a marketing plan that demonstrates your platform,
and sample chapters, is often the primary document that
secures a deal. For fiction, publishers generally want to
see and evaluate the complete, polished manuscript, since
fiction succeeds or fails on the execution of the whole work
rather than a summary of its premise.

If a publisher makes an offer, the negotiation, ideally
handled by your agent, covers the advance, the royalty
structure, and the various rights being granted, e.g., print,
digital, audio, foreign translation, and potentially film or
television. Once terms are agreed and a contract is signed,
the publisher takes over much of the production process
described in the previous chapter, coordinating editing,
design, and eventual distribution, though you should still
expect to be closely involved throughout, particularly dur-

ing editorial revisions.



122 HUGH TAYLOR

The traditional publishing timeline tends to run con-
siderably longer than self-publishing. Between the query-
ing process, the submission and offer process, and the
publisher's own production schedule, it is common for
eighteen months to two years to pass between signing a
deal and actually seeing your book on shelves. This is a
meaningful tradeoff to weigh against the credibility and
distribution benefits discussed in earlier chapters, partic-
ularly if timing matters to your specific goals for the book.

It is also worth understanding what happens if a tradi-
tional deal does not come together, whether that means
an agent declines to take on your project or a round of
publisher submissions does not result in an ofter. This
outcome does not need to be the end of the road. Many
successful self-published books began as manuscripts that
were shopped, unsuccessfully, to traditional publishers
first. Some authors even choose to self-publish deliberately
in order to build a sales track record and an audience,
then return to traditional publishers with a subsequent
book once they have real evidence of their ability to sell,
an approach known as building a platform in reverse.

There is no shame in pivoting between paths as your

circumstances and evidence change, and doing so deliber-
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ately, rather than treating a traditional rejection as a final
verdict on your book’s worth, keeps you moving toward
readers regardless of which specific door ultimately opens.
Time was, going the “vanity press” route carried a stigma

of failure. This is less true today.

What It Actually Costs to Publish a Book

One of the most common questions authors ask is how
much it actually costs to self-publish a book, and the hon-
est answer is that it varies enormously depending on your
choices, but it is possible to sketch out realistic ranges for
the core expenses involved.

Editing typically represents the largest single line item in
a self-publishing budget. Costs vary based on manuscript
length and the level of service required, with developmen-
tal editing generally costing more per word than copyedit-
ing or proofreading, given the deeper level of engagement
and expertise involved. A full-length manuscript moving
through all three stages of professional editing described in
the last chapter can easily represent several thousand dol-

lars of investment, and authors should budget accordingly
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rather than being surprised by the total once quotes start
coming in.

Cover design and interior formatting represent the next
major expense category. A professional, custom cover de-
sign from an experienced designer familiar with your
genre's conventions typically costs several hundred to a
couple thousand dollars, depending on the designer's ex-
perience and the complexity of the design. Interior for-
matting, preparing your manuscript for print and eBook
with correct specifications, is a comparatively smaller ex-
pense, though it still requires genuine technical skill to
execute correctly across multiple formats. (Atticus soft-
ware, however, which you buy once for less than ahundred
dollars, can do your book layout.)

An ISBN, the unique identifier required for a book to
be properly cataloged and sold through most retail and
library systems, represents a smaller but necessary cost if
you want full ownership and control of your publishing
identity. Amazon will provide a free identifier for books
published exclusively through KDP, but purchasing your
own ISBN, rather than using a free one tied to a specific
platform, gives you more flexibility and more professional

legitimacy if you plan to distribute beyond Amazon alone.
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Marketing costs are the most variable of all, ranging
from essentially nothing, if you are relying entirely on or-
ganic promotion through an existing audience, to many
thousands of dollars for authors running paid advertis-
ing campaigns, hiring publicists, or investing in a broad-
er launch strategy. Recall the cautionary example from
Chapter 6: spending on marketing without a clear, real-
istic understanding of the expected return is one of the
fastest ways to turn a modest publishing budget into a
significant loss.

Taken together, a realistic, professionally produced
self-published book, covering full editing, custom design,
formatting, and a modest marketing budget, commonly
falls somewhere in the range of several thousand to ten
thousand dollars or more, depending heavily on manu-
script length, genre, and how much of the work you are
able to handle yourself versus hiring out entirely.

It is worth pointing out that this range represents a
full-service, professionally produced book, not a mini-
mum viable version. Authors working with tighter bud-
gets can still produce a genuinely respectable book by be-
ing strategic about where they spend, investing heavily

in the areas that matter most for their specific category,
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such as editing for a serious nonfiction book aimed at
establishing professional credibility, or cover design for a
genre fiction title competing for attention in a crowded
category, while economizing elsewhere. What matters is
spending intentionally, based on what your specific book
and audience actually need, rather than either assuming
you must spend the maximum in every category or trying

to cut corners uniformly across the board.

Where Al Tools Fit In

It would be incomplete to discuss publishing costs today
without addressing how generative artificial intelligence
is beginning to reshape this budget picture, an evolution
of the same accessibility trend traced back in Chapter 4.
AT tools are increasingly capable of assisting with drafting,
providing a first pass of editorial feedback, generating mar-
keting copy, and supporting other tasks that previously
required hiring a human professional for the entire job.
This does not mean Al tools eliminate the need for
professional editing, design, or genuine human judgment,
particularly at the developmental level where deep un-

derstanding of story, argument, and audience still matters
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enormously. But used thoughtfully, as a complement to
rather than a replacement for professional services, these
tools can meaningfully reduce the time and cost required
to reach a publication-ready manuscript, potentially low-
ering the overall budget needed to produce a profession-
al-quality book. Savvy authors willing to learn how to
use these tools effectively, without cutting corners on the
judgment and craft that still require genuine expertise,
stand to benefit considerably as this technology continues

to mature.

How the Savvy Author Builds a Budget

Rather than asking what publishing costs in the abstract,
ask what your specific book, in your specific category,
aimed at your specific audience, genuinely needs to com-
pete credibly. A niche professional book selling at a premi-
um price to a small, well-defined audience may need rela-
tively modest design investment but exceptional editorial
credibility. A commercial thriller competing for attention
in a crowded genre may need to invest more heavily in
cover design specifically, since visual genre signaling mat-

ters enormously in that category. Use everything covered
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in the earlier chapters of this book, your understanding
of your audience, your category, and your realistic goals,
to build a budget that actually serves your book’s specific
path to market, rather than either underinvesting in ways
that undermine your book’s credibility or overspending
on services that will not meaningfully move the needle for

your particular readers.



Conclusion: Be the
GEQ of Your Book

ack in the introduction, this book asked you to start
B thinking of yourself as the CEO of your own book.
Now that you have made it through everything in be-
tween, the economics, the publishing paths, the traps, the
four steps to a finished manuscript, and the real mechanics
of getting to market, it is worth returning to that idea one

last time, because it is really the whole point.

Setting a Course for Success

A CEO does not wait around hoping the market sorts
itself out. A CEO looks at the real information available,
weighs it against the company's actual goals, and sets a
course. That is exactly the job in front of you now.

You know, in a way most first-time authors never bother
to learn, how the money actually moves on a book sale,

and why your royalty looks the way it does depending on
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which path you choose. You know that the responsibility
for selling your book rests with you, not with whichever
publisher, if any, ends up putting their name on the spine.
You know that your book belongs to a specific category,
with its own buyers, its own discovery channels, and its
own realistic definition of success, and that borrowing
someone else's playbook without checking whether it fits
your book is one of the fastest ways to waste money and
heart. You know what a fair price looks like for editing,
design, and formatting, and you know the shape of the
pitches designed to relieve you of far more than that. None
of this makes the decisions in front of you effortless. It
makes them yours to make, with real clarity instead of

guesswork.

Alignment Over Everything

If this book has a single thesis running underneath all its
chapters, it is alignment: alignment between your book
and its intended reader, between your publishing path and
your actual goals, between your budget and what your
specific category genuinely requires. Every failure story in

this book traced back to some version of misalignment,
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e.g., a book aimed at the wrong reader, a strategy bor-
rowed from a bestseller with nothing in common with
your project, a dollar spent where it would not drive book
sales, and so forth. Every success story traced back to the
opposite: a book, an audience, and a plan pointed in the
same direction.

As CEO, alignment is your job to protect. Nobody else
in this process, not your editor, your designer, your agent
if you have one, or any well-meaning advisor, carries re-
sponsibility for the whole picture the way you do. Each of
them is, quite reasonably, focused on their own piece of
the puzzle. You are the only person positioned to see the
entire board and make sure every piece still fits together as

the project moves forward.

Understanding Where You Might Need
Help

Being the CEO of your book does not mean doing every-
thing yourself, and it would be a mistake to close this book
thinking that is the lesson. Capable CEOs build teams,
hire specialists, and lean on people who know things they

do not. The real skill this book has tried to teach is not
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self-sufficiency for its own sake. It is judgment: knowing
which parts of this process genuinely call for your direct
hand, and which parts are better handed to someone with
real expertise, so long as you have chosen that person delib-
erately and understand what you are paying for and why.

This is where the choice between doing the work your-
self and bringing in professional help really comes down
to a return on investment calculation. Only you can run
those numbers honestly because only you know what your
time is worth, what your budget actually allows, and what
level of control genuinely matters to you. Self-publishing
gives you complete creative control and keeps the largest
possible share of every sale, but it also means coordinating
every step yourself: editing, design, formatting, distribu-
tion, marketing, often while climbing a real learning curve
as you go.

Working with a professional publishing partner trades
away some of that control and some of that margin in ex-
change for guidance through a process that trips up a great
many first-time authors, freeing you to spend more of your
time and energy on the parts of this project only you can
actually do, namely the writing itself, and whatever comes

next.
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Neither choice is inherently right or wrong. The only
real mistake is making it by default, drifting into whichever
option required the least thought in the moment, rather
than choosing it deliberately with your specific goals in

view.

A Few Keys to Keep in Front of You

As you move from reading this book to actually pub-
lishing your own, a handful of ideas are worth keeping
close at hand. Weigh your available time honestly against
your budget and your goals, rather than assuming you
have unlimited amounts of any of the three. Align every
decision, from manuscript to marketing, with your busi-
ness goals for this specific book, rather than with someone
else's definition of success. Watch for the moment when
a pitch is speaking to your ego or your insecurity rather
than to your book's actual needs, and slow down when you
notice it. And remember that DIY effort and professional
assistance both offer full control over the outcome. How-
ever, professional assistance often reduces the number of

costly errors along the way, so choose the mix of the two
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that actually serves you, rather than treating either one as

morally superior to the other.

The Last Word

You picked up this book because you are trying to write,
and eventually publish, something that matters to you.
Nothing in these pages was meant to talk you out of that.
It was meant to make sure that when you do publish it, you
do so with your eyes open, your expectations realistic, and
your decisions genuinely your own. You are the boss of this
project. You always were. Now you have the information

to act like it. Go be the CEO your book deserves.

Want to talk? We'd love to hear about your book project.

Visit us at https:/ /manuscriptpartners.com




