
  
    
      
    
  


  If you’re interested in publishing or self-publishing a book, you’ve probably got a lot of questions.


  There are so many tools, resources and services offering tips and information. How does it all work? How do you put a book together, get it out into the world, and get people to buy it? You might have questions like...


  
    	How do I get an agent or publisher?


    	How do I submit a query?


    	How do I optimize my Amazon sales page?


    	How do I build an author website?


    	How do I convert my files to ebook?


    	How do get into bookstores or libraries?


    	How much does publishing cost?


    	Should I use KDP select or Smashwords?


    	What should I write about?


    	How do I get book reviews?

  


  In the summer of 2014 my book cover design business had grown to the extent that I was regularly being asked to speak at book fairs and publishing conferences. At these events I found authors would ask me questions and I’d ramble on for 15 minutes or so, talking about all the cool stuff they could do to sell more books. I also reply to about a dozen emails every day from authors with publishing questions. So I decided to write them all down with quick, actionable feedback. I was planning on publishing a blog post called “100 Publishing Questions Answered” and I asked all my contacts if they had any questions I could add to the list.


  In fact I got much more than 100. Some of them I edited, and if there were repeats I grouped them together. I tried to organize them into topics, in roughly the chronological order that will match your publishing journey.


  There’s actually 134 in this book, but I kept the title because it’s cleaner (Surprise! You just got 34 extra answers!)


  These aren’t robust, full length answers, these are short, conversational responses that will point you in the right direction. Also keep in mind I’m a strong advocate of self-publishing, which gives authors more control, flexibility and earning power, so I may seem unreasonably biased against traditional publishing. But it’s a brave new world, and progressive thinking authors like me are making a killing selling books.


  I also decided to use this project to get me into doing videos – something immensely useful for building a platform and boosting traffic that I’ve been avoiding for several years. I thought posting answers to each question in a short video would be a great way to overcome my resistance and put out a lot of content. (You can find those on my YouTube channel).


  Some of my advice may be different from what you’ve heard from other people, and it’s very possible that I’m wrong about some things. That said, I hope these answers are useful to you, and if so, please help me out by posting a review and sharing this resource with your author friends.


  Also please remember this is a quick Q&A session – if you need more in depth guidance you should grab my other books, which I offer free on my website, www.creativindie.com.
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  A lot of writers are still resistant to self-publishing and are hoping to get their books published by a traditional publisher. This can be a good choice sometimes, for some books, but it often isn’t. Also, the line between “real” publishing and self-publishing is blurring – self-publishing just means taking more control and responsibility over your book.


  A lot of these questions are focusing on the wrong thing entirely: they are chasing the side effects of being a best seller, such as showing up in bookstores and libraries, or getting media attention. True, once upon a time those things came first and the sales followed. But now everything is in reverse: it’s up to you to sell the copies by connecting with readers and having an amazing book, after that things will become easy.
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  Q: What’s the best software programs or apps for helping you draft or outline your book?


  A: Whatever you’re familiar with. A lot of people recommend Scrivener, and it’s pretty great, but I know too many authors who put off writing until they’ve learnt how to use Scrivener (or any other new software). If you can do it in Word, or a plain text document, do it. The hardest part of writing is the writing. At the same time, a program that can get you to jot down proper story architecture can save you a ton of headache later. A lot of people write a rough draft and then try to add some story architecture or a plot arch later, and that’s really hard. Learn what you’re doing first. Make sure you hit all the key plot points that are staples for your genre. Final Draft or Dramatica Pro can help in this regard, but you could learn the same things from Larry Brooks Story Physics or Story Engineering.


  Finishing your book shouldn’t be your goal: your goal should be to write a book that sells, by fulfilling reader expectations, and that’s mostly about learning the craft and mapping it all out ahead of time.
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  Q: When you want to write a book and you finish it, where would you go to get it published?


  A: Finishing a manuscript is a big deal, and authors usually are so excited they want to rush out and publish it. There are two paths to publishing: you can send the manuscript, along with a book proposal and some other documents to a literary agent, so they can try to sell it to a publisher. If you get a deal, your book will be out in a couple years and you won’t make much money. You can also self-publish, but there’s a ton of competition, and your book needs to be brilliant and expertly designed (usually). And even then, you’re unlikely to make any money. With that in mind, you can either just pay a small press or an author services company to do everything for you (which is expensive and the quality may not be great) or manage everything yourself (which takes more work, but you’ll save money and can make sure you get the best design).


  



  3


  Q: Do I need a literary agent or should I query publishers directly?


  A: Some publishers require and agent, some don’t – so the first thing you should do is make a list of the publishers you’re aiming for. Go to the library and pick out 20 books in your genre or field that are “in the ballpark” of your own book. Write down the names of the publishers for those books. Those are your targets. Look them up and see if you can send them a manuscript or book proposal directly. If you can, make sure you follow their directions. If you can’t, look up agents who handle that genre or field. You can find them on:


  
    	www.agentquery.com


    	www.pw.org/literary_agents


    	www.querytracker.net/


    	www.writersmarket.com/cms/open/agent

  


  Both agents and publishers are going to want to see an author platform (your collective total reach, including your website, social media platforms, followers, friends and professional history). Your chances will also be improve by having an amazing author story (why did you write the book, and why should anyone care). If you don’t have any of that, you’re going to need to have written the greatest damn book in the history of the world, or else nobody is going to take a risk on it. Remember, publishers and agents want a book that makes money¸ so having a good book isn’t enough. You need to be able to help them sell it.
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  Q: I have been offered a publishing contract, which I have signed. It is a small publishing house that has limited resources. I have a lot of questions, because I will be responsible for much of the process myself...ie the cover art, marketing, book reviews etc.


  A: Have you accepted? Personally I wouldn’t take it, and I hear this from agents all the time too: small publishers help you design the interior and book cover, and help you upload the files, but you could probably hire a professional yourself (and get better quality design for less – and design is a HUGE part, virtually the only major part of publishing so it must be done right, and small presses aren’t usually very good at it. After the files are online, they won’t do much to promote you. You won’t get in bookstores until you start selling big numbers, and that’s all up to you. If you want more support and feedback and help, maybe it’s a good way to learn, but make sure you’ll be able to get the rights back if for example you don’t sell 10,000 copies in the first 2 years.
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  Q: How not to be nervous talking with agents and meeting industry professionals?

  A: Practice makes perfect. Make sure you can speak about your book intelligently. Make sure you can pitch it in 30 seconds, and you know the difference between the concept and the premise, and how they differ from the theme. Remember that you’re not asking for favors or help: you’re providing the valuable content that they are actively looking for. They are desperate to find the next big money-making book. Do you believe you’ve got it? If so you’re doing them a favor by talking to them and giving them the opportunity to get on board. If they pass, it’s their loss. If you don’t believe you’ve got the next big moneymaking book, maybe you need to write a better one. Also: dress well, smile a lot, get a haircut. If you have chronic social anxiety, think about experimenting with Kava Kava, St. John’s Wart, or a shot of vodka.
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  Q: If a publisher asks you to write a chapter for instance would there be a time limit or would you have free will?


  A: If an agent or publisher asks for pages or a sample chapter, get it back to them within 2 weeks or they’ll lose interest (although really, you should have finished it already before pitching, in which case you could send it immediately.)


  7


  Q: How do I write a query?


  A: Like this: “Dear (agent name), I just finished a book called (name of book), which is about (very short, 1 sentence concept + premise). I have an active email list of 5,000+ and my blog gets over 1000 unique hits a day. I see you worked with (author you admire) and also sold (this book) recently. Since mine is in the same genre I hoped you’d take a look and see if it’s something you can work with. I’m attaching the first 3 chapters as a Word document and a brief marketing plan. Sincerely…”


  Queries are just short pitches to get the book in front of someone who can help. Agents and publishers get lots of queries. The most important thing is to read and follow their directions, keep it short and casual. Don’t compare yourself or your book to great works of literature or famous authors. Don’t say it’s “Harry Potter meets Star Wars.” It’s OK to briefly introduce the numbers of your platform (if you’ve got them) or else your powerful background story (if it’s related and important from a marketing aspect). It won’t make the decision, but it may help them take a look and see it as a possible project. Having a marketing plan written up, even for fiction, will set you apart.


  However, if you go the agent/publisher route you’ll spend the next two years trying to publish this book. If you self-publish you can have it in stores in a month, and you can then start working on the next book.
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  Q: How do I write a book proposal?


  A: Do a lot of research, follow the unique directions on the site you’re proposing to. Focus on hard numbers and data. Don’t speculate. Don’t say your book is for “all women between the ages of 20 and 50.” Make a marketing plan and really think about how you’re going to make the right kind of connections (even better, do it first!). Book proposals and marketing plans are a lot of work, but you’re basically asking them for money. You wouldn’t go into an angel investor and say “Hey I’m awesome, give me money!” Don’t expect to do it as an author.


  9


  Q: Besides the usual suspects (Writer’s Digest, Querytracker.Net, writers conferences), what are some other placed to find agents who accept submissions? I’ve tried them all, and only found 150-odd agents who accept books in my genre (self-help).


  A: If you need 150 agents and they’ve said no, finding more isn’t the issue. If you submit to 20 agents and they turn you down, your pitch or book proposal or book isn’t good enough (or doesn’t have a big enough market). Remember, agents aren’t gate-keepers and they aren’t happy about turning you down. They want to find books that they can sell. But you’ve got to give them a full package (established author bio, professional headshots, beautiful website, thousands of targeted followers, an impressive professional history, and an excellent book) so that they can feel semi-comfortable sending it to publishers. If all you’ve got is a story, most agents will have to pass.
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  Q: How do you get your book translated? Amazon/KDP puts your book on their foreign sites, but does not translate it. What’s the benefit if it is in English on a French site?


  A: There are a lot of people living abroad who like to read in English, and you should expect to have a few sales a month from all Amazon channels. If you want to get your book translated, you’ll need to pay for translating on your own. It probably isn’t worth doing unless a) the book is highly targeted to another country (for example, it’s set in France) or b) it’s already selling really well in English.


  But keep in mind, most other languages have much smaller markets, so it’s doubtful you’ll hit huge sales numbers. You can also sometimes find someone who will translate your work for you, in exchange for a cut. Someone offered to do this to translate my books in German, we both take 50%, but I don’t pay him any upfront fees: that arrangement works great for me.


  I also sold translation rights to a major Russian publisher, who contacted me on the strength of my website and the media frenzy I’d conducted for one of my earlier books. The deal was a little sketchy since they weren’t used to dealing with authors directly, but the funds still came through.


  You can also send the manuscript out to lots of international publishers or companies that manage translation rights, just as you would pitch an agent or publisher. They are more likely to move on it if it will require less work (like a children’s book) or if it’s already selling really well.


  But here’s the main thing, if you can’t sell it to people who speak your language, in the biggest market, you won’t do any better selling it to people from other countries.
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  Q: How do you work with foreign publishers and contracts?


  A: If you get an offer from a foreign publisher, consider re-pitching some agents and attaching the offer, to see if they will help you with the deal (agents can often negotiate a better deal or fix a flawed contract, to help you keep more of your rights). Otherwise, just be careful you aren’t giving away too much. Personally, as long as I keep all the rights to my English version, I’m not picky about foreign language rights: I want the foreign publishers to be able to make enough money off it that they’ll work on promoting it, which will sell more of the English copies.
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  Q: What are the top selling topics for e-books? What should I write about (genre, topics, etc.) for commercial/financial success?


  A: Derek Doepker cites the ‘four blueprints’ laid out by Robin Hoffman (getpublishedcoach.com) in his book “Why Authors Fail”:


  
    	Tips


    	Outline, Step-by-step


    	Three Act Story (Hero’s Journey)


    	Essay

  


  If you’re writing a book that doesn’t follow one of these proven formulas, Doepker says, “You’re pretty much screwed from the start.”


  My friend Tom Knowles at TCK publishing put up a post of the “top 100 most competitive Kindle categories.” I’ve rearranged the findings without the specifics to give you a general idea of the top categories:


  
    	Romance (Contemporary, Erotica, Romantic Comedy, New Adult & College, Suspense, Holidays, Westerns, Christian, Sports)


    	Literature & Fiction (Coming of Age, Women’s Sagas, Historical Fiction, War, Gay, Horror/Occult)


    	Mystery, Suspense and Thriller (Women Sleuths, Police Procedurals, Psychological, Private Investigators, Espionage, Hard-boiled, Legal, Crime)


    	Science Fiction & Fantasy (Epic, Fantasy Romance, Paranormal, Paranormal & Urban, Werewolves and Shifters, Sword & Sworcery—I can’t tell if this is a typo or the name of the genre—, Space Opera, Witches and Wizards, Fairy Tales)


    	Teen & Young Adult (Paranormal & Fantasy, Action & Adventure, Paranormal and Urban, Contemporary Romance, Dystopian)

  


  For non-fiction


  
    	Health, Fitness & Dieting (Diets & Weight Loss)


    	Biographies


    	Memoirs


    	Historical Christianity


    	Christian Living/Spiritual Growth


    	Self-Help/Personal Transformation/Motivational

  


  What does all this mean for you? If you want to sell a lot of books, you should probably be in one of these categories. However – those categories are really competitive, so it’s harder to get up in the rankings and stay there enough for people to discover you. Except that – there’s also a whole bunch more readers in those categories, devouring up lots of books, so even if you’re one of several hundred, they might find you if you’re selling steadily (and yet, there may be thousands of books in the category that you’re competing against).


  So it’s tricky: you could pick a much less busy micro-niche, so you can rank as the “#1 bestseller” in the category and get found by people searching for your tiny niche topic, but that doesn’t mean you’re selling many books. Or you could get in a huge major category with tons of readers. Try to do a little bit of both: find your popular category above, then get as niche and targeted as you can within that category.


  If you don’t know how to do that: just pick your two categories in KDP and then set your Keywords to match the exact categories you want to be in. If that doesn’t work, contact customer support and they’ll fix it.


  What if you aren’t writing in a popular genre? Even if your book sells well, gets great reviews, and is a bestseller in your category, you aren’t going to earn a ton of money for it. Start writing more books.


  Also note, the only non-fiction books that are bestsellers are religious/spiritual, self-help and motivation, or biography/memoir (and those are almost always of famous, successful people who already have a big platform).


  If you want monthly, detailed sales info per genre, you could check out http://k-lytics.comrun by Alex Newton. I just went over the August 2014 data and learned:


  1. Fiction outsells non fiction by about 4 to 1. (The top 100 titles in fiction are selling an estimated 632 copies, while the top 100 non-fiction are selling 153).


  2. The top 100 Romance books sell an estimated 485 a day; Mystery and Thriller 353; Science Fiction and Fantasy 202, Teen and Young Adult 180. That means if you're writing a romance you may sell 4X as many copies as you would have writing a Young Adult.


  3. The top 100 business and money books only sell 42; compared to religion and spirituality (68).


  So you can see, choosing the right genre/topic can make a huge difference in sales volume. I'm writing non-fiction books to build my platform, but I can't wait to start writing some fiction (I'm planning to finish 10 novellas by the end of 2014) so I can take advantage of this imbalance.
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  Q: People often have questions about titles (are they copyrightable? What should they choose? How long is too long?).


  A: Titles usually aren’t copyrightable unless you’ve done something unique and new, like “Freakonomics.” There’s a good chance if you search for the title you have in mind for your book, you’ll find it’s taken. A few years ago I designed a book cover for a project called The Lust Boat. Another author/designer team who had made a similar cover for the same title claimed I’d copied their idea. I responded by pointing out there were at least six books on Amazon called The Lust Boat, going back into the 70s. And what else are you going to put on the cover about a cruise-ship-romance, besides a romantic couple and a big boat? The discussion was getting heated so my author decided not to publish her book at all, at least with that title.


  It’s usually OK to use the same title as one that’s taken, but you should try to avoid it. If you have to do it, make sure the other book isn’t selling well, so that they won’t show up anywhere in the bestseller lists (where you will be, right?)


  Also you should add a tagline or subtitle, something to set your book apart. Finally your book should have a much better book cover; given two books with the same name, people will assume the pretty one is the “real” one and the other the knockoff.


  According to The BookStrapper Guide to Marketing Your Book,


  “The worst possible title is one that makes someone sound stupid when saying it out loud. For example, no one will ever recommend a book with a title they can’t pronounce or makes them feel stupid.”


  I made that mistake when I published my MA Thesis with the title “Jesus Potter Harry Christ.” People didn’t know what it was about and they would never remember the order or how to say it. Pick a simple title, and add a subtitle until it’s very obvious what genre/subject the book fits in.
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  Q: What makes a good book blurb?

  A: “Blurb” is a confusing word, but it usually refers to a shortened piece of a review. You put blurbs on the front cover, “Bold and daring! –Boston Globe” or sometimes longer blurbs on the back of the book cover. Blurbs are paired with the back cover copy or sales copy, which is often sometimes referred to as a blurb.


  What you don’t want to do is brag about your book yourself in the sales copy, like “This book is passionate, moving and incredible, it will change your life!” You can’t say that in sales copy because people won’t believe you. But if you can get somebody else to agree to say it, that would make a great blurb (in other words, blurbs do the kind of bragging that you can’t do yourself, by putting the words into other people’s mouths).


  Blurbs should also complement the sales copy and introduce any relevant info not found elsewhere. Often blurbs are just for social proof or to establish credibility, so that people will trust the stuff you say in the sales copy.


  As for the sales copy, you probably need to get it edited. It should not just be a summary that says what happens in the book. You shouldn’t give away the main scenes or revelations. You want to hook interest and pose questions. Frame the story with the setting, the initial kick that gets things started, and the main conflict, then ask “Will the hero survive?” etc.


  


  15


  Q: If I publish through Amazon, does that mean my local booksellers won’t carry my book?


  A: Not necessarily; though booksellers are unlikely to sell your book even if traditionally published. Small/independent bookstores sometimes try to steer clear of Amazon... and local bookstores may be more likely to support books of local authors, but in general, bookstores are businesses that need to make money, so they will sell whatever people are buying.
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  Q: How do I even get into contact with a publisher?


  A: Email or phone, or mailing your manuscript. But that will probably be a waste of time unless your manuscript is finished (and excellent), you have a large blog following or big connections. Make sure you have something to pitch/offer that they can’t ignore – and it can’t just be the book.


  But first ask the question, what do I need from a publisher? If you are expecting them to take all the risk, spend all the money, publish and market the book for you, that’s about as likely as somebody leaving a pot of gold on your doorstep. It can happen, if you’re persistent and the book is good… but you’ll have a much better chance if you write some other books that sell well, build a platform, and have more to offer.
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  Q: What is the probability of your book being a hit? What isthe pay like?


  A: The probability of a book being a hit depends mostly on the genre; does it connect with a popular genre and deliver what readers expect? If so, it should do reasonably well. But to be a big hit, it needs to be different and original as well (conform to genre expectations but over deliver).


  The money isn’t great, unless you start selling really well, then it can be fantastic. It’s more likely to happen after you’ve built a platform and have several books out.
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  Q: There are so many publishing companies out there, what are the best ones to start with if you are an amateur?


  A: There are lots of different kinds of publishing companies, and to answer the question correctly I’m going to need to talk about the different publishing options. The first kind of company are the big, mainstream publishing companies, and they are failing because the publishing industry is changing. They rarely take risks on new authors with no platform. To get into them, you need to have a great book, a great pitch and book proposal, find an agent and get them to sell the book – you’ll get a big advance (hopefully) and they’ll do some media and marketing for you. Even so, the majority of books published by these companies lose money which is why they are increasingly risk-adverse, which means very hard to get into.


  The other type are the small presses – little, independent publishing companies. Some of them are reputable and focus on niche topics, and getting published by them (if they are well known) may be good for you. BUT they usually offer small advances, around $5000 or $10,000, and you give up a lot of your earnings and rights.


  Small presses may not have the money or the pull to do much marketing for you, so you are basically giving up control and earnings so to partner with them: that’s fine if you need help designing and publishing your book, but you are unlikely to earn more than you would self-publishing, and if they don’t do an amazing job of your book design, you may actually be worse off.


  Then there are other companies – and these are popping up more and more these days – that call themselves small presses but are actually vanity publishers. Which means, they charge you money for a publishing package; often several thousand dollars. They’ll give you a bunch of author services, including (perhaps) website design, book cover and interior formatting, getting your book listed on bookselling sites, and distribution. They may or may not also take a percentage of sales. They often market and advertise themselves hard, but they are in the business of providing author services, not selling books. That means, they don’t need your book to actually sell, they just need you to pay them.


  In addition, many of these publishing companies have very poor quality book design (one the biggest and most important publishing considerations). They make more money if they do things they aren’t really qualified to do, like formatting or web design, or else hire a cheaper provider. AKA, they are incentivized to charge high prices and under-deliver on quality. While it may seem easier to just pay someone to take care of everything, you can very often pay much less to hire a few design experts and get much higher quality work.


  Your question may also be referring to book printing and distribution sites (Createspace, Lulu, Lightning Source) or ebook distribution sites (BookBaby, Smashwords). If so, Createspace/Kindle is the cheapest and most powerful for selling books, but you also want your book to get out on all the other platforms as well.


  Which publishing company should you choose? You don’t need one. Focus on getting the best cover design and interior formatting that you can, sign up on a few book distribution platforms (Kindle, Createspace, Smashwords) and you’re done.


  Common objections to this advice, like “but if I self-publish how will my book get into bookstores or get major media placement” will be addressed in other answers.


  Note: Lightning Source is actually for medium or big publishers, and it was a pain in the ass and not worth it for self-publishers, but they’ve launched a new platform called IngramSpark. IngramSpark is not so bad for print titles, and makes it easy to offer hardcover books, but the ebook distribution is not a good deal. Still I wouldn’t recommend using them over Createspace.
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  Q: I’ve always wondered about publishing under a pseudonym. Do you have to go through a legal process to publish under another name? If you’re not using your own name, is it different when you publish through a literary agency than when you self-publish? How to manage two or multiple pen names/online personas with various social media accounts (or should this be avoided with all the non-writing work and time involved?


  A: I discourage using pen names, since it’s harder to make a real connection with people if you’re hiding behind a fake name. Writing shouldn’t be your dirty little secret, unless perhaps you’re still working and the office people wouldn’t appreciate your robot porn. A lot of people seem to use them for YA since they are worried about turning off either girls or boys, and want a gender-neutral name that won’t alienate. But that can just be your own initials, not a totally fake name. If you have several different online personas, you’ll have different websites, social media profiles, and it will all get confusing. One brand platform is hard enough to maintain.


  The only difficulty with this is if you have certain books for two radically different audiences, so much so that one audience may hate the stuff you do for the other audience. But in that case, rather than using a fake name, I’d just keep my two online lives and communities separate. You don’t want to make it a big secret, because then you’ll get “found out” and people may be livid (people are so easily livid these days). But you don’t need to share everything with everyone.
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  Q: I am of course looking to make a decent profit, how do you know what you can profit from a good novel if it is published?


  A: Profit = genre + quality. Not every genre has the same number of readers, so choosing a major genre (thriller, romance, mystery) is a huge indicator of success. If you want commercial success, write something marketable. Writing a commercial genre fiction is usually about using the templates that all bestsellers in that genre have. Look up the genre and read the top ten bestselling books. Is your cover design, your author bio, your story, all pretty similar to theirs? If your story doesn’t use the same story architecture or doesn’t fit in with those other bestsellers, it probably isn’t a bestselling book.


  If you’re a bestseller, you can make a ton of money. Let’s say a good goal is to sell 100,000 copies a year. If you profit $3 per sale (easy to do if you price your ebook at 3.99, and your print book at around 9.99) you could make $300,000 a year (but only if you self-publish… if you went with a publisher and are only making around 10% of sales, you’ll need to sell much more). Pretty good. But selling that many copies (10,000 a month, 300 per day) is really, really difficult.


  Which is why it’s very difficult for an author to make a living off of just one book. But let’s say you have the same goal, but you write ten novels. Now each of them can sell 10,000 a year, or about 28 per day. That’s still a lot, but not extremely difficult for a decent book with a nice cover in a major genre.
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  Q: What’s the best way to make the most money? I know the book really won’t generate that much income, but whatever resources will?


  A: Long Term (One Year): Start with short stories and the beginnings of serials. Learn how to write and how to self-publish. Learn how to design and format books, or market, or find some other niche publishing or writing skill that you can become known for. (The stories aren’t enough). Craft yourself an amazing personal journey story that connects with people. Write genre fiction and short popular non-fiction. Blog about everything you’re doing or learning, every struggle you face and how you overcame it. Put out at least 10 books on Kindle before you worry about the money – have those books link back to your website or mailing list. Make sure they have great reviews, and a lot of them. By this time, even if you only have 100 people on your mailing list, you can run a contest or give prizes for reviews (be careful of how you manage this so they don’t qualify as “paid reviews.”)


  Once you have enough reviews, make sure the book covers are amazing; test new ones and see if sales improve. Make sure all the traffic you are getting to your blog is utilized (you make an offer and get them to take action). Make sure you’re connecting with people on Twitter and sharing valuable content (not just links to your books). See if you can partner with other authors or get reviews on bigger sites. Write guest posts for larger sites, about things your target readers connect with. Get reviews by bigger name authors or bloggers. Test advertising and see if you can make ads that work well enough that you earn back the money you spend in book sales – if so, you can just keep running ads until it stops working. Create a product or online course from everything you’ve learned, or that solves a specific problem. Start attending events and meeting new friends. By now you should have a medium sized platform, at least a few thousand people on your list, and some traffic, which you can use to make money or direct people towards your products. If you have a great cover in a popular genre, and at least 10 books (even really short ones!) you should be making around $1000 a month (1 or 2 sales a day of each book, not too difficult to pull off).


  The Short Term: (One Month). Set up a website with a big promise but not much content – a “squeeze page.” Have people sign up to get the free manifesto or amazing course that you haven’t written yet. Advertise or guest post hard to drive a ton of traffic to your list. This is much harder to do for fiction; so consider a free guide like “How to write stronger dialogue” or “the 100 greatest opening lines in literature.” A little bit of research will give you a powerful offer. Keep this up until you have at least 1000 people on your list, then finish writing the guide and put it out. Ask your followers what they need/what troubles they are having, see if you can help or solve them. Turn all that experience into a course or package.
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  Q: What is the cheapest way to publish?


  A: Finish your manuscript, use a free ebook converter, get a cover from Fiverr (or Canva) put it on KDP and do a free giveaway – notify all the sites that your book will be free during these days.
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  Q: There are so many people writing about the same subject, why should I write another book about it?


  A: People don’t stop reading after the first book; they’ll keep reading similar books to recreate their experience. It’s great if there are a lot of other people reading about the same subject. But you need to be (for non-fiction) a confident and masterful writer, you have to be extremely knowledgeable in your field, and you need to be trustworthy. For fiction, you need to tell an amazing story that only you could write.


  


  


  



  Self-Publishing
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  Q: How would you self-publish? What are the steps involved?


  A: Self-publishing sounds really scary and intimidating, but is actually simple. All you need is to prepare your cover design file, and the interior files. That’s it. You can use KDP or Smashwords, upload your files and fill out the details, and hit “publish.” Your files will be online for sale in under 24 hours. (If you aren’t a US citizen, things will be a little more difficult and they may withhold a larger percentage for tax purposes). For print books, upload your interior print file and full cover file with back and spine to Createspace (recommended) or Lulu or IngramSpark.


  But just because it’s available doesn’t mean anyone will find it or buy it, so while self-publishing is easy, selling books is not necessarily so. Being a successful self-publisher requires some of these things as well:


  
    
      -Building your own ‘platform’ which includes your blog or website and social media profiles
    


    
      -Connecting with fans of your work and converting them to zealous evangelists
    


    
      -Professional quality design in everything you do
    


    
      -A winning “author story” that answers why you write, your purpose and intention.
    


    
      -Finding a way to relate your story to current events or specialized organizations
    


    
      -Researching bloggers, writers or journalists who would be interested in your book and cultivating relationships with them.
    


    
      -Networking with other authors in your genre for mutual support and benefit
    


    
      -Finding ways to bring a lot of traffic to your and your book (like guest-posting)
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  Q: If you self-publish, will a publisher or agent pick you up later?


  A: Yes. It happens all the time – but with increasing frequency. You see, publishers are already taking a big risk on most books. If you self-publish and grow your own fans and platform, you do most of the work for them: once you are selling steadily and the ball is rolling down the hill, agents and publishers will be eager to sign you up. However at that point, you may be losing more money by signing than you would if you stayed independent (but it can be nice to have them get more physical books out there and make a bigger deal out of everything). The thing to remember is that this will only work if you are selling a lot of copies – so your main focus should always be on increasing sales.
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  Q: Where can I self-publish? Any good sites that can help?


  A: Why, yes! Thanks for asking. Here’s a huge list of valuable sites that will probably help. The only danger is that it’s overwhelming, and sometimes a simple plan is better than an ocean of helpful content.


  For publishing services, I would avoid Author House or any author services that charge a big fee upfront to help you publish. Createspace, Lulu and Self-publishing.com also offer services, from book editing to design and marketing, but they are mostly over-priced and you can find better quality elsewhere. Blurb.com is good for speciality or books with images. Smashwords or Draft2Digital are great for ebook making and distribution. BookBaby is worth checking out.


  For better recommendations or to connect with quality providers, here’s a list of blogs I follow:


  
    	About the book deal


    	Book Market


    	Publetariat


    	Self-publishing Review


    	The Book Designer


    	The Creative Penn


    	The Saavy Book Marketer


    	Let’s Get Digital

  


  And a list of sites:


  
    	Top 50 best sites for indie and self-published authors

  


  The trick is not to just hire someone who promises to take care of everything, unless you first know what you want (and your expectations are reasonable!) and they have lots of samples/proof your can look at.
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  Q: Can I presale my books if self-published?


  A: Yes! You could already do so with iBooks and some other sites, (most conveniently through Smashwords), but as of August 2014 Kindle offers an easy option when you set up new projects, to either release your book right away or make your book available for pre-order.


  You can edit the date anytime; but you need to submit your final file 1 week before the deadline. It seems as though you can set a publishing date about 2.5 months in advance.


  [image: Image]


  The great thing about this is that all those pre-sales will count on the first day the book goes live, which will make it so much easier to launch with a high sales rank. But be careful, if miss the deadline or change the publishing date, they will remove the privilege for one year.
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  Q: What is the number one thing you see self-publishers doing wrong?


  A: What a great question!


  
    	Ugly website


    	Boring articles on their site


    	Refusing to work with other people because they’re scared of being used for free work


    	Ugly book cover


    	Promoting without enough book reviews


    	Using Twitter to spam with news about their book (or paying other people to do it for them!)


    	Betting the farm on their first book or marketing after the first 3 months rather than writing more books.


    	Paying money to other people for book promotion or marketing (unless it’s a small amount, and they are paying close attention to sales so they can see the benefit).
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  Q: How to be a hybrid author? (Meaning after successfully self-publishing, pitching a future book to an agent to be traditionally published and after that, doing both self and traditional publishing for various projects for the rest of my career).


  A: This isn’t something you can just choose to do: you will have these options once your platform is big enough, which means a lot of traffic (50k unique views a month at least), a lot of followers, and a history of books that are reviewing and selling well. Once you have that, you have the freedom to continue self-publishing or pitching to agents/publishers if it makes sense for that particular book.
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  Q: Can I make a publishing company name after self-publishing a few books and go back to change them?


  A: Sure – just pick a name and Google it to make sure nobody else is using it. Get a nice simple logo or graphic made. Almost every author tries to make something visually complex, but you need a dead simple, 2D graphic. Search for a vector or a symbol). Then just revise your files to include your logo and publisher name. If the books have been published on Createspace or Kindle, it shouldn’t be difficult to login and change the details.


  


  



  Publishing in General
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  Q: What kind of an investment should a first time author be willing to make to publish their work?


  A: Usually around $2000 seems to be an average number. But it can cost much less, or much more.


  -Book Editing/Proofreading, $1000 to $3000


  -Book Cover Design, $100/$1000 (huge range)


  -Book Formatting, $50~$150 in Ms Word, $150~$450 in Adobe InDesign


  -Website Design, $1000~$2500


  -Advertising/Marketing, $500 to $2000 (Don’t just pay someone else to do it, you want to be able to track exactly what is working so you can find that sweet spot of perpetual sales).


  But personally, I don’t recommend spending a lot of money publishing unless you have a platform and know reasonably well how many books you can sell.


  You can get a free Wordpress site. You can self-edit and then get beta-readers to find typos. You can format yourself and do a free KDP launch instead of marketing.


  To publish this book, I spent $0 – I made a simple cover, formatted loosely in MS Word and distributed with Smashwords and KDP.


  However much money you have to spend, make sure you spend most of it on getting high quality design so that the finished product is as good as it can be. After that, it’s usually more effective to do things that are free, like building your blog traffic or guest posting, than paying a lot of money for marketing or advertising.
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  Q: What is a proof copy? I remember when I was trying to get copies made, and the website kept throwing this term around without explanation.


  A: A proof copy is a special pre-publication copy of your book; sometimes it’s without real cover art – or with a badge on the cover that says “Proof Copy.” Often these are sent out to reviewers before publishing, because some reviewers want to make sure they get an early copy about 3 months before it is really published. If you’re self-publishing, this basically means you need to finish, then send out proofs to reviewers and wait 3 months hoping they’ll give you a blurb or review you can use. Personally, that’s not worth it to me for most books, but if you’re going for a major bestseller, doing it right may be worthwhile.
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  Q: Does crowd funding for books work?


  A: It can, yes. It’s a good way to introduce the idea of your book to new audiences. It can be good for promotional purposes. However you usually need a brilliant cover and a video, and those can be expensive. If you’re fundraising a thousand dollars or more (so that you can hire an editor/book cover designer) it will be very difficult to get strangers to support you, unless your premise and sample is freaking amazing. And even then, not likely without incredible graphics. At the very least you can make a nice video or yourself talking about the book, telling your story, what you plan to use the money for. But remember, publishing can be very cheap; I would get a great cover first, plan a book launch and then use crowd-funding just to promote your books to new readers. To do that, you need great ideas for rewards and prizes, you have to be remarkable and do something different.
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  Q: How does one gauge the amount of money to throw into advertising and other promotional resources for a book? Certain genres are more commercially viable than others. Publishers know which genres do what; authors, not so much.


  A: It’s not hard to find out. Look up the bestselling genres, calculate the sales of the top 10 of each category. Look at the sales rank of the 20th book – that’s the one you NEED to beat to get to the first page of the bestsellers list, you need to sell that many copies. If you were selling that many copies (and it should be your goal) you can estimate how much income you would be making, and predict how much you are able to spend.


  Example: I’m writing a book about creativity. It’s a pretty saturated field but I have a unique angle. So first I’ll look for some books that are similar to mine and check out what categories they are in. Here’s one:


  Kindle Store > Kindle eBooks > Nonfiction > Self-Help > Creativity


  If I go to that category I can look at the 20th book, Twyla Tharp’s The Creative Habit. It’s ranked at #30,452 in the Paid Kindle Store. Then I can go to http://kdpcalculator.com which tells me she’s selling between 1 and 10 books a day. She’s charging $9.61, so she makes about $7.25/book. If she sells 5 a day, that’s about $1000 a month.


  In contrast, the #1 spot in the same category is Steven Pressfield’s War of Art. It has a sales rank of #2,564 in the Paid Kindle Store, so Steven is selling between 30 to 55 per day. He’s making about $5 per sale, so if he’s selling 40/day, that’s $200 a day or $6000 a month.


  Now I could try to find a category that is less competitive, so my book will always show up on the first page of that category – but I want to go big and displace Twyla Tharp. So I need to sell 10 books a day, or 300 a month. If I’m selling 300 a month, I’d also make about $1000 a month, or $12,000 a year. So I could consider spending $5000 or so to make the book, assuming that I’d make my money back if it’s successful.


  However, to hit those numbers (10 a day) I need to make sure I put the book in front of at least 100 interested people (and to find interested people, I could either do very targeted advertising, or put it in front of 1000 people and hope 100 of them are interested (which may lead to 10 sales… although if your sales platform is all set up right, you should actually be converting about 50% of interested people into buyers. A very targeted website that pulls in 50K+ new visitors every month and focuses on selling the book from the sidebar could do pretty well (plus, it’s FREE, and as a writer, you already have the skills you need).


  Advertising and marketing doesn’t have to lose any money. If I spend $100 on Facebook ads and sell enough books during the same period to earn over $100 – then I can just keep advertising. I’m not making money, but I’m not losing money either.
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  Q: How do I get noticed?


  A: If you mean standing out from the agent’s pile of manuscripts, follow directions. That’s the thing most authors are too lazy to do. Have an amazing book that has a market and follow directions. If the book is good enough and there is a build-in group of readers, and you’ve done your marketing research in your book proposal, you’ll stand out.


  If you mean online, in general (for your self-published books), then you need to be extraordinary. You need to do extraordinary things. You need to do things that are interesting enough for people to talk about. You can also do something that invites participation or helps others achieve their goals, or you can share practical advice that solves a problem (be insanely useful).


  For example, recently I decided to buy a castle in Europe to use as a writer’s retreat. Having that as a major goal on my blog makes me more remarkable than somebody who just blogs about publishing. I’ve also started a short story contest and an “indie author champion” program dedicated to helping indie authors get more reviews. Don’t think about new ways to market your book directly – it’s very difficult to do that. Instead you want to think about what you can do in general, with your life or your blog, that will fire up the imagination or encourage people to share. Focus on getting more traffic, by providing lots and lots of value – your book is just the footnote or sidebar link.
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  Q: What makes a book ‘Publish worthy’?


  A: Nothing, anymore. You can publish anything you want. If you sell 10 copies and changed the lives of those 10 people, your book is worthy. If you mean mainstream published, you are publish worthy if the publishers think your book will make them money, and they will assess this based mainly on the # of readers in that genre, how hot the topic is, and your personal platform (what you bring to the table, how you plan to market the book). If I was going to pitch to an agent, I would tell them I manage over 10 blogs that get over 100,000 unique visitors a month, and have an email list of over 10,000. Then I’d also ask all my publishing industry buddies if they would be willing to promote the book on their blogs, and add up those numbers (we could easily reach over 1 million people with a book launch). Those numbers would help an agent or publisher decide whether or not to take a risk on my book. But the other powerful asset you have is your author story. If you have an amazing life story, full of diversity, hardship or overcoming challenges, that inspires and uplifts, that story is what will attract media coverage (so make sure you write your own author story carefully!)
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  Q: Is it worth the investment?


  A: AKA, will you recoup the time and money you spent writing and publishing your book? It’s doubtful. At least if this is your first book. That’s because you’re learning how to do everything, and you’re going to make a lot of mistakes. So if you learned all those practical skills and spent many years writing and publishing your book, you’re unlikely to make all that effort financially worthwhile. But only if you stop writing. Because the next books you write will be much easier. You’ll need to spend less time and effort writing and publishing them. You’ll publish them more quickly and need much less marketing budget (if you’ve been building your platform). So publishing becomes very profitable, once you have the skills and knowledge in place, and you can publish faster with less effort. If you’re using popular fiction to boost your income, or writing non-fiction to boost your traffic and business, it can be very worth it. But if you’re writing for yourself, in a small genre with not many readers, and you spend a decade writing each brilliant book – it may not be worth it, for you, in this lifetime (but that doesn’t mean people won’t recognize your genius later. Kafka didn’t want anyone to see his strange stories, ever – he made his friends promise they would burn everything. But they published his content posthumously anyway).
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  Q: How do I handle rejection/ fear?


  A: Feel the fear and do it anyway. Rejection is just someone helping you get to a better place, by letting you know something is wrong. Rejection is amazing – it means you’ve finished something and you’re trying to do something. Now get better and try again. Get rejected as much as possible. You don’t hit a homerun on every swing – you need to swing and fail 100 times before you get a big hit.


  And what are you afraid of? Failure is impossible if you keep trying – it only happens to quitters. Are you afraid of big money and success and fame? If so you need to align your expectations with your emotions. You need to be sure of what you actually want, and picturing those things needs to make you feel good.
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  Q: How can I be a bestseller?


  A: Publish in a very small category. Drive a lot of concentrated traffic on the same day (Facebook ads marketed at people who have liked similar books, saying “Fans of XYZ will love this sci-fi/thriller/romance.” Hit #1 in your category. Congratulations, you’re a bestseller. But it doesn’t mean you’ve sold many books, and it doesn’t mean you will stay there. How to be a New York Times bestseller? Sell thousands of books a month. Build a large platform of devoted followers. Partner /befriend people with large platforms of your own. Make community projects to get people involved. Make it an event, an activity, a cause, not just a book.
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  Q: Compared to years past, how important is the ISBN number?


  A: Not as important, especially for ebooks – most ebook publishing/distribution sites no longer even require one. The ISBN number lets the book’s info be listed in official file cabinets. It lets bookstores look up and order print books easily. It’s still necessary for print books.
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  Q: Do print books need different ISBN than the Kindle version?


  A: Yes, although Kindle and some ebook distributors don’t require an ISBN for ebooks anymore. Technically each version of the book (ebook, print, hardback, audio) need a new one. But don’t sweat it too much.
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  Q: My question is about the process of registering ISBNs. How does one do this successfully? I purchased a block of numbers, but every time I go to register them invariably I run into a question I’m not sure how to answer, and Bowker doesn’t offer much in the way of guidance on their site.


  A: You will need an ISBN for the print book – Createspace will give you one for free, as will many other POD/self-publishing sites. With Createspace you can also pay an extra fee to change the publisher name that displays on the sales page, or pay more to get them to register the ISBN officially to you on Bowker. Or you can buy your own, which is much cheaper if you’re buying ten – but then you have to use the Bowker platform which isn’t great, and fill out a long and complicated form for every book.


  Personally, I’ve bought the ISBNs from Bowker but I don’t worry about updating through their site: I just have a list of my ISBN’s on my computer, when I put out a new book I use one of those, publish through Createspace, and assume Createspace will “trickle down” the information about the book everywhere it needs to get to. My information may not be set up perfectly on the Bowker database. But I’m not aiming at bookstores or libraries – I’m selling to readers. It’s important to make purchasing in a format they feel comfortable with convenient and easy.
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  Q: How do we self-publishers compete on the same level of traditional publishing?


  A: Think about the product first. Make sure your book cover design, your interior formatting and your author website are professionally done; compare your book to mainstream published in the same field and make sure yours looks as good, or better (actually, don’t trust yourself. Get other people to help you judge, preferably strangers rather than fans or family). Your marketing will fail if you don’t have a professional product.


  After that, don’t compete on their level! It’s like bringing a knife to a gunfight, or trying to invade America with sticks and stones. Self-publishing is a truly David-and-Goliath combat, and if you’ve read Malcolm Gladwell’s book on that topic (you should, it will help!), you’ll know that David won because he broke the rules of engagement and did something nobody expected him to do.


  Slingers were like the archers of their times: custom required a manly, face-to-face, armed combat. David cheated. As self-publishers, you have the power to do things that traditional publishers could never do, like pricing low or giving away books or pulling creative marketing stunts or selling in serials. I’m working on a book called Guerilla Publishing that will go into these tactics in greater detail.
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  Q: How can you get into libraries if you don’t have any professional / industry reviews?


  A: You can donate copies of your books to libraries – but how does that help you? You may also end up in libraries if you sell a lot and other people donate your books. If you want libraries to order you, you need to seek out those industry reviews. Get some quality, trustworthy reviews first (just contact people and ask for them!) Then you can place an ad in LibraryJournal or one of the other big sites or publications that librarians read.


  But getting in libraries should not be your business model.


  You want people to order your books on Amazon, so that a new POD version of your book is birthed into the world and finds a home. You want to make income for each book you sell so you can live your dream as a full-time writer.


  Getting in libraries may be especially great for YA fiction though; if it were me, I would print 50 copies and see if I could donate 5 to the libraries of the top 10 high schools/middle schools in my area, along with a brief book reading/talk at those schools. If you have a quality book with a great story, those 50 books may be all you need to fuel explosive growth. But if the kids don’t like your story, it’ll be a slightly embarrassing failure. This is why you should publish online first, on Wattpad or other sites, for immediate feedback, then launch on Kindle. When you’re selling and getting positive, unsolicited reviews, you know you can take it to the next level.
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  A: How old do you NEED to be to publish a book?


  B: There’s no age requirement. I know a very talented author in fourth grade who Kickstarted her book, then self-published on createspace. Recently she exchanged autographed books with the author of A Series of Unfortunate Events and is doing quite well. (In fact, her story is interesting and powerful enough to do much better than she would have done if she was older). In many ways it’s similar to the Eragon story – the fact that Christopher Paolini wrote it when he was younger and pitched it to high schools so diligently is part of the author myth that has made his book so successful.
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  Q:How do people find my works?


  A: Let’s assume your books are up for sale on Amazon or iBooks (the two major online booksellers).


  Here are the way they find your books.


  -They go to Amazon and search for the topic or category and look at the bestsellers or the first few pages of the book results. If your book has been selling well, it will appear and they’ll check it out. You can increase the likelihood of this happening if your title or subtitle matches the search terms they entered (so think very carefully about your keywords)


  -They look up or buy a book on Amazon and then see the “customers also bought….” feature on the bottom. If your book appears and your cover design looks professionally, they might click on it to read more. You can hack this by having your friends and family buy your book together with all the bestsellers in that category or genre.


  -They are visiting a website they like and see an article written by you that has the book in your author byline. To do this you need interesting guest posts that appeal to the normal visitors of that website.


  - They follow someone on Twitter or Facebook who has shared your book: for that to happen you need to cultivate relationships with the movers and shakers in your field or genre, by providing value (thinking about what they need, what you could do for them, and trying to help them out somehow.) Consistently add value and they may eventually decide to return the favor by promoting your book.


  -They search for something online and your blog comes up. To do this you need to focus on writing very specific blog post titles about very specific subjects, and you also need to have enough history, content and backlinks for Google to recommend you over other websites with similar articles. That means you need to post a lot of content on your blog, you need to keep it going for a long time (so start immediately) and you need reputable blogs and websites to link to you (which is why guest posts are so important). Another way to get backlinks is to write about other popular blogs… these are sometimes called “link bait” articles. For example I could write “The top ten most awesome indie authors writing thrillers and why I love them.” Then you link to each of those author’s blogs and write about how awesome they are. Many of them are very likely to share your article or link to it, which is great for you.
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  Q: How can I get popular?


  A: Read Dale Carnegie’s “How to make friends and influence people.” Then, write amazing, interesting content. Dream up big exciting projects. Help as many people as you possibly can (solve problems they didn’t know they had). Encourage and inspire others. Fill yourself with boundless optimism and positivity. Share and be generous, without worrying about how you will profit from it. Give favors freely, but don’t ask for them yourself. Have well designed websites and products that project your professionalism and experience.
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  Q: What are the best ways to insure that someone else won’t steal your work or take your idea and use it to benefit themselves?


  A: Piracy isn’t the enemy – obscurity is. Ideas aren’t really that valuable – even if you explained your plot and somebody took it and wrote their own book, it wouldn’t be the same as the book you were planning on writing. And nobody is going to steal your full manuscript and put their name on it. It doesn’t happen (and if it did, you could make a big stink about it online and get far more media and traffic, and sell more books, than you would have done if it never happened).


  If your book starts to become successful, some people will want to get it for free, and it may show up on pirate sites. That’s a good thing. There will always be people who don’t want to pay. A person who reads your book without paying is better than a person who doesn’t read your book at all. Unless you’re selling a high-priced info-product, there’s no reason to be over-protective of your content. More readers are always good for business. That’s why Tim Ferriss and Paulo Coelho, for example, pirate their books on purpose (or parts of them) because they know it will increase their fan base, generate traffic and ultimately sell more books.


  If you’re trying to make a lot of money with your first book… don’t. Focus on building your platform and followers and fanbase as large as you can, so that you can make more money later in your writing career. If this is the only book you’re planning on writing… same advice. Focus on getting as much word of mouth as possible and connecting with a ton of readers, even if you have to give the book away. There will always be lots of people who would rather buy it for convenience that search for a pirated copy.


  


  



  Cover Design
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  Q: On the topic of cover art, if I make my own cover with free stock/Creative Commons, how and where should I give credit?


  A: You can give credit for the photography, and the cover design, on the bottom of the back cover, and also usually on the copyright page. For stock photography it usually isn’t necessary, but it’s nice, and it can make the book look more professional. However if you make your own cover, you really shouldn’t say “Cover design by….” and put your own name there. Doing all the parts of a book yourself may seem cool and thrifty, but strangers may turn their nose up at an author who also designed their own book cover… at least if it’s ugly. If your cover is truly brilliant, they might be impressed. (I just met Jason Gurley and JC Andrijeski at an event in Portland, they make amazing covers for their own books). But I would put a photo credit and leave your name for the title of the book only.
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  Q: Does my book need a tagline or subtitle?


  A: YES. You want the cover to do as much as possible to set reader expectations. It needs to tell them what’s in the book (genre, basic setting or major conflict) and be beautiful enough and professional enough to build trust. The tagline or subtitle is the hook – the thing that catches their imagination, either by offering very specific benefits, or posing a question or mystery. It’s that extra bit of information that complements the title and the scene of the book cover art to finish letting the reader know this is the right book for them.


  But it also gets a little tricky: for a vampire novella you need the title (Bloody Fangs), or the subtitle (A Historical Vampire Novella, or the tagline (“She was the apple of his eye… until he took a deep bite”), or the series marker (Book One of the Parisian Vampire Clan Series), OR the cover art (a picture of vampires with fangs, with a vintage Paris setting) to convey the information that this is a vampire novella. But you don’t need all of them to repeat the same information, so collectively they can offer different pieces of information that build more interest.


  You don’t want to be everything to everybody. You want to turn off the readers who you know aren’t going to like the book. If it has any weaknesses, don’t hide them – point them out early. Pull in the readers who will love the book, keep out the ones who will hate it. Managing reader expectations like this will lead to a stronger fanbase and better reviews.
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  Q: If I buy pre-made covers online, should there be a contract between me and my designer?


  Q: How to work with a cover designer?


  A: I’m not big on contracts myself, just make sure the art they used is royalty free and that they remove the premade cover from their site after you buy it. If working with a cover designer, they will usually be bound by the terms they offered on their website, so an official contract isn’t necessary, but make sure you know:


  -whether images are included


  -how many revisions you will get


  -whether they will charge later for updates and changes


  -whether they will help you with other publishing questions


  -whether they know much about selling and marketing books


  In terms of getting good work out of a book cover designer, you need to find someone with lots of excellent samples. Then you need to give them all the info and listen to them. It’s a very interactive balance, but if you’re the one giving directions and making decisions, the cover design will turn out like you want it to (and what do you really know about cover design art?) You may know a lot about your book, but you don’t know how to use art, colors and fonts to attract the right kind of readers and get them to buy. It’s find to keep them on task and push them towards excellence, but make sure you’re not just taking over and bullying them into making you the ugly cover of your dreams.
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  Q: How do I brand for a serial? Same cover with different titles and volume number? Or different covers for each episode?


  A: Same style, same fonts and author name font, similar art work but probably different, specific to each part. You need to consider whether the series will be your brand (big “Harry Potter” and smaller series title, “and the prisoner of Azkaban”) or a title (“Prisoner of Azkaban” with a series marker “The Harry Potter Chronicles, Book Three”). You can’t really have both, it’s too much text. In most cases I would focus on the unique title and make the series name very small… although if what you’re selling is very short sections (serials) rather than a set of serialized novels, having each short section have a unique title and cover may be misleading; make it very clear this is a short serial. It’s probably OK to have one major piece of cover art and just put a big “#1” on the cover somewhere for each part, in fact it may be better.


  Don’t try to “brand” the series, title name and author name altogether. You only get to emphasis one big thing. Don’t ruin your pretty art with too much text.
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  Q: Should I use the same fonts/style for my author name to increase recognition and branding?


  A: You should if it’s part of the same series, because a series needs to be stylistically intact and recognizable. But here’s the thing about your author name: if they don’t know who you are, your name is meaningless. That doesn’t mean you need to put it very small though, because you’re “not a big name author.” Follow the style conventions of your genre. If you’re writing thrillers, put your name big and bold. Nobody else knows whether or not you’re a big name author – as long as your name is displayed in the style of those big name authors, they will assume you are one.


  But if they do know your name and they are already your fans, they are going to buy the book anyway (they recognize the letters of your name – the particular style or fonts of the author name won’t make any difference to them). Your author name should be consistent with each specific book cover – but trying to use the same font or colors on every book cover, in different genres, is very difficult. Make it look good, make it match similar books in your genre, use the same name if you want your fans to find you (rather than initials or something).


  Don’t try to use a fancy or decorative font for your “author brand name” – use very simple serif or sans-serif fonts that are easy to read.
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  Q: Should all the text of my cover be legible as a thumbnail?


  A: NO. This is a common indie publishing myth: “Nobody will buy the book if they can’t read the title from the thumbnail size.” It’s bogus. Next time you’re on Amazon browsing books, notice your own behavior. If you see a book that looks interesting, do you squint and read all the tiny text on the thumbnail, or do you read the big, clear text right under thecover?


  [image: thumbnails 800x253 5 common book cover design myths most indie authors believe]


  Take a look at these book covers — you can’t make out the title in all of them. You can’t read the author name in all of them. And you don’t need to, because that info is right there staring you in the face. What you can tell, immediately, even at thumbnail size, is that these are all stylish, high quality, well designed book covers.


  Focus on the design, the colors, the arrangement — you want your cover (even as a thumbnail) to make an emotional statement that resonates with readers. The text doesn’t matter — as long as it looks well designed. If it looks good, they’ll click on it, and then they get to see the full cover in all its majesty.


  Don’t screw up a cover design by trying to make the thumbnail legible.


  Indie authors mess this up by using huge text (in some genres, like thriller, big text is fine. But not in all. And small text can be nicetoo).


  What this advice really boils down to is, don’t make rookie design mistakes that are obvious even in thumbnail view, like using too much dropshadow or bevel, or using boring common fonts, or crowding the text, or clashing colors, or poorly photoshopped elements, or putting dark red text on a black background.


  Design matters. Text legibility doesn’t.


  You don’twantthem to be able to read everything, shrug and move on. You want them to say “Huh, what’s that?” and click your thumbnail so they can actually learn more about the book. Thumbnails get clicked based on design, colors and emotions — not because of the book’s title or author (unless they are pre-known to the reader).
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  Q: Can I use a painting I / my niece made?


  A: I don’t recommend using art for book covers, because it usually doesn’t say enough about the content – the cover has to make the genre super clear, and let readers know what to expect in the book, and photos are usually stronger. But it depends a little on the genre and it can work for some books (self-help, historical, etc.) For a book cover you’d want something at around 1600px wide and book-shaped. But again, you’ll probably sell more books using photo-manipulation and photoshop.
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  Q: Do you know how to create a real hard cover on Createspace or they don’t give us the choice?


  A: Createspace doesn’t give a choice yet. In general – you’ll make the most money with ebooks, and paperbacks can be nice to have for people who want real books. Hardcover books are good business for mainstream publishers because they can set a much higher price for them – so they usually come out first to force buyers to pay as much as possible, then eventually they bring out the ebooks and paperbacks.


  For indie authors, they don’t make much sense unless you want display models, or gift copies, that look professional and impressive. You can order them through Lulu or IngramSpark (and if you set them up there, they will show up on Amazon and other sites as well).
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  Q: Another question I have is how can I go about finding a reasonably priced illustrator for my children’s books? I have a series in mind which would be about 12 books, so I need consistency in the drawings. I got a Wacom tablet, and it’s not that I couldn’t do the illustrations myself, but 1 page took me 3 days to illustrate and I feel a professional would get it done way more quickly than that. I also have 1 stand also children’s book that there is no way I can illustrate b/c I can’t draw people. The other books are animals.


  A: Check out Deviantart.com or Fiverr.com. On Deviant, find an artist and pay them to make a sample sketch, if you like the drawing, pay them more to finish the book. You can easily pay $50 per illustration though, which will add up. Fiverr is a cheaper option and it may be good enough for what you need, though you’ll find higher quality artists on Deviant.
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  Q: If custom artwork is required, is it typical for authors to source the artwork to give to a cover designer, or is that something the cover designer might do as part of their commission?


  A: Again, custom artwork is rarely recommended – unless you find something brilliant on Deviant art. I would usually hire someone directly, negotiate a price and pay them for the art out of my normal cover design rates. Many other designers (including Amazon’s book cover services) charge extra for custom illustration. It can save time to find your own and just hire someone cheap to add on the text, but make sure you get someone experience with book covers who will tell you if the art isn’t going to sell the book well.
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  Q: Should I enter book cover contests?


  A: Here’s how cover contests work: they let all entries be ‘finalists’ and encourage everybody to comment and vote with social shares, which means they get a lot of traffic and a big bump in Google Love from all the links and shares. But they don’t really care who wins, and it has nothing to do with cover design – so you often see really ugly covers win, which confirms the author’s bias that they have a great cover (or worse, sets up a bunch of ugly cover designs as “winning book covers” to emulate.


  However, it’s true you do get more visibility and traffic just for participating, especially if it’s a bigger site… so… why not? But don’t brag much about winning.


  Exception: Joel Friedlander’s monthly cover contest. Joel actually looks at and provides feedback for the covers, so it can be an excellent way to get some free feedback on your cover. If it’s ugly or poorly made, Joel will say so.
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  Q: Have you considered writing some kind of a Beginners’ Photoshop Tips and Tricks for Creating Cover Art book?


  A: On www.diybookcovers.com I have some guides and templates. I’m finally learning how to produce high quality videos and screen shots, so when my studio is all set up next month I’ll start recording practical how-tos. And I’m going to turn DIY Covers into a big resource site with not just MS Word templates, but a whole bunch of alternative ways to make a quality cover yourself. I’m also putting out a book soon on “Cover Design Secrets that Sell Books.”


  Photoshop is tricky to learn. I’ve invested a few thousand dollars in a new design software that should have some of the best features of Photoshop, but be online and simpler to use (and free!). That way I can make templates that people can actually use, even if they don’t have Photoshop.
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  Q: How do you find cover art?


  A: As a book cover designer, I’ve written a lot of stuff about book cover design. Basically, stock photography works best as long as it’s blended together well, beautiful to look at, highly polished and professional, and unique. You can spend a lot or a little, but the book cover makes an enormous impact on the success of your book. A good book cover will make it easier to get reviews and blurbs, and easier to do any kind of marketing. I’ve also proven through dozens of case studies that I can double sales by improving an author’s book cover.


  You should read my post, “Is your cover designer lazy and unethical?” (about why you should use stock photography).
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  Q: Why not sell from my website for more profit?


  A: When somebody buys a book from your website, it’s a dead end. You make a little money, but you don’t get any new prospects. In contrast, when people buy from Amazon, Amazon will automatically recommend your book to more people, leading to more sales. Amazon knows how to sell stuff to the right people. They are very, very good at it. So you’re basically paying Amazon to sell your book for you. If you decide not to use Amazon, you need to find a way to drive traffic directly to your own website. If you’re selling something cheap or low price, it’s an unsustainable model. However if you turn your book into a higher price package, or package options, then you could afford to advertise or do other things to drive traffic and make more money. Really you should have a free or cheap ebook, and a more expensive guide or your site (for non-fiction).


  For fiction, you can’t really raise the price because people won’t pay it (or they won’t feel satisfied). And while you could sell directly on your website and make more per sale, you will sell much less than you would partnering with Amazon and other sites. This is the case unless you have a huge, established platform of fans who will buy anything you publish, and you’re also famous enough to get a ton of media coverage just for sneezing near a typewriter (like JK Rowling).


  


  


  



  Book reviews
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  Q:How do you get legitimate book reviews before publishing? And, I don’t mean how do you get people to say nice things about your work (which you are likely to get if you use your ‘online friends’), I mean howdo you get a thoughtful reviewthat does not cost an arm and a leg? I’m interested in this also from the point of view of recognizing how valid are the reviews that one might read about self-published work?How do you knowif it’s just the author’s friends being nice?


  A: For pre-publication reviews, you need to submit your book (finished, with an ARC stamp on the cover) out to reviewers 3 months in advance. You can also send it to other writers – you’d be surprised how many of them will write back. I have a client who recently pitched a big name, and he wrote back saying “Sorry but I’d never read the book. No time.” She wrote him again and pasted in a sample section, so he could just glance at that without reading the whole book – and she received a brilliant blurb for her effort. It’s OK to get reviews from your friends or people you’ve built relationships with. You can add them under the “editorial reviews” section of your Amazon page.


  And they are important… However – it’s true that most people don’t take them seriously any more. If you look at any mainstream published book, they usually have about 10 editorial reviews from famous authors or people or websites or newspapers, they’re all great and glowing. But we know that just means the publishers used their connections. We don’t trust them anymore. So we look at the real reviews on Amazon – and we also ignore all the positive ones (the five star books that are a little too enthusiastic). We assume those are friends and family. Which leads us to the one and two star reviews. Those are the ones we trust, because we know the author wouldn’t have encouraged anyone to leave a poor review.


  But just because we trust the bad reviews, doesn’t mean we’ll agree with them. We want to read the bad reviews to know the warnings or drawbacks, but if we’re interested, we’ll probably buy the book anyway and decide for ourselves.


  That’s why I set up the website www.1starbookreviews.com. It’s mostly meant as a joke, pretending as a real business – but the points made are well grounded: that well written “negative” book reviews that accidentally reveal positive aspects about the book or author, or seem so uneducated and crazy that no one takes them seriously, can work much better than glowing 5-star reviews.
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  Q: I have 2 books on Kindle Amazon right now, the problem is I can’t market them because I need reviews and no one has really reviewed them. How do you get the amount of reviews needed to really start being able to market more successfully? What is the best way to get reviews?


  A: Continuing this discussion from the last answer, what are the options to actually get reviews?


  Personally I wouldn’t pay for the expensive options like Kirkus. I go after real reader reviews, good or bad. To get those you need to get a ton of downloads. If you assume 1% of readers leave reviews, you need 100 downloads to get 1 review. Luckily if you do a smart KDP select giveaway and promote it, you may get several thousand downloads. Your chances of getting good reviews will improve if you put a notice in the front of the back saying how much you need and appreciate reader reviews.


  You can also email people directly who have bigger platforms or are related to the book’s topic or subject somehow. (You should have thought about this as you wrote the book, so you could include more of these connections.)


  You can also bribe people; I usually offer a free something if they leave a review. It’s not quite a paid review if it isn’t for cash. But you don’t want flippant, baseless positive reviews – as I mentioned earlier, they don’t work that well anyway. Instead you want realistic, truthful sounding reviews. You shouldn’t go around asking people “for a good review.” If you ask anybody for a review, make sure you stress you’ll be happy with an honest, critical review, with what they liked and didn’t like about your book. Writing a review is a lot of pressure for most people, especially for your friends and family. Make it easy for them by telling them it can be short, casual, and honest.


  Last but not least, you can pay for reviews. It’s considered slimy, but if you pay for honest, genuine reviews, that inform rather than deceive readers, there’s really nothing inappropriate about it (as evidenced by Kirkus and Foreword: if it’s OK for them to charge for book reviews, it isn’t automatically unethical to pay less for the same service somewhere else). You shouldn’t be doing any marketing without some reviews up, and if you’ve already tried everyone you know and are stuck, you may find adding a few from Fiverr.com is a temporary fix at least.


  Something I’ve done in the past is to have one big prize for the review voted most helpful by a certain date (I gave away a 1-week resort vacation). Then I made a page talking about that offer and advertised it on Facebook. That gets people to buy and review the book – but this won’t work so well with strangers who don’t care about you or your book.


  The very best way to get book reviews, hands down, is to have a list of your readers and followers – but that takes time to build up and probably isn’t in place for the first book. Although, something I’ve seen recently is Facebook posts trying to get you to join a list. So you could write a simple guide or free offer, advertise to get people on your list, and use the list to sell the book/get reviews. It’s also possible to grow a list really fast by writing a lot of quality guest posts.


  PS) I also set up a website that lets you get in touch with other authors to trade book blurbs: www.blurbtrade.com


  


  If the idea of trading or buying reviews makes your skin crawl or your blood boil, please read my article, Authors, Ethics and Utilitarianism (Or, “Why Authors are Bad People”) which discusses book reviewing practices and controversies.
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  Q: What is good etiquette for using quotes? If I get a good review on Amazon for example, should I ask the reviewer before using it?


  A: It’s generally acceptable to modify or edit reviews or blurbs, and I believe once someone has posted a review to Amazon it becomes public domain. So you’re probably fine using it… although I would just cite it as “Amazon Reviewer” rather than using their real name, unless you ask them for permission.
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  Q: How to deal with negative reviews.


  A: One of my books, Book Marketing is Dead, got a pretty nasty one star review because I say it’s OK to buy reviews (as a last resort, and if done ethically). I tracked down the reviewer and remade her book covers for her. This softened her reserve and she edited her 1 star review to a 3 star review, which was less nasty but kept the points she disagrees with. Her review is consistently voted as “helpful” by other people – my best five star review has 16 helpful votes, hers has 71 – which means a lot of people are either agreeing with her review, or they are choosing not to buy the book because of her review (presumably because they also think it’s evil and dishonest to pay for book reviews).


  Meanwhile, I’ve gotten a couple more 1 star reviews on that book, including: “I found this author to be condescending and boorish. Not to mention far too negative! I don’t recommend this book at all.”


  The other says there’s nothing new in my book; his profile name is “Grumpy Whiny Old Man.” These are excellent one star reviews, because they are negative without actually saying anything specific about my book. Plus they are competing with 80 other reviews that are mostly very positive. People aren’t likely to believe those reviews, and if those are “the worst I’ve got” then the book can’t be too bad.


  The three star review is much more damaging, because it introduces a controversial issue (paid book reviews) – which is only a very tiny portion of the entire book’s content, but enough to scare some people off, especially since it’s voted most helpful and appears at the top.


  If you have a majority of three star reviews, your book probably isn’t as good as you think it is.


  If you have a majority of one star reviews, then you are mishandling reader expectation. People don’t write 1 star reviews after reading a book that wasn’t very good; they write 1 star reviews when they are disappointed, or angry, or upset. They feel lied to or cheated. This often happens if you have some bullshit five star reviews, or a ton of media, or heavy promotion… they are excited about the book and then they find out it’s not very good. Their experiences differ from their expectations. That’s going to lead to bad reviews.


  If you want to gamble, try posting your book with a few negative book reviews. Then people who read it will expect it to be not so great, and may be pleasantly surprised and disagree with the negative reviews enough to defend it with positive reviews.


  But really, don’t take reviews too seriously. Yes you need them – but you want to get a lot of them, and having negative reviews doesn’t necessarily kill book sales as long as you’re driving traffic and visibility.


  Unless the reviews mention poor formatting or spelling/grammar mistakes. In that case, fix the book, then contact the reviewer and email them the improved book, thank them for their helpful criticism, and ask if they would please consider updating their review.


  


  



  Editing
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  Q: How do I find an ebook designer? A print book designer? What’s the range of costs for these editing & design freelance professionals? How do I know if I’m getting ripped off? Is it worth it to pay for a publishing package from an author services company? Which ones are good?Or am I better off with freelancers? Or DIY? Again, how do I know if I’m getting ripped off?


  A: I let all these questions run together because they all mean the same thing: “What’s the best way to get your book published professionally without overspending?” It’s not easy. The value of a small press or author services is that everything is in-house. You pay them one big fee and they delegate and get everything done. It’s convenient. They are well-oiled machines.


  But the success of your book is going to have a lot to do with your book cover, it’s the most important piece. And author-services or small presses may not provide stellar work, in which case, you’re not only wasting money, you’re shooting yourself in the foot. Find the best designer you can, look at their samples and testimonials, make sure they have a lot of experiences (hundreds of samples… or 10 amazing ones).


  See who are consistently recommended by other indie authors.


  For editing and proofreading, things are more complicated. They probably won’t have a gallery of samples. And every editor is different, and we all miss things or catch different things. Ideally they will be a much better writer than you are. I was a book editor for several years, and now I manage two book editing companies. It’s a difficult business. We try to pair up authors with the best editors for their project. We hire only the best editors. But books are so long, and often the things that matter the most (the story) are beyond help, as the author thinks they are finished and aren’t open to major rewrites.


  When we’re talking about book editing, we’re actually talking about a variety of different things. We could be talking about a manuscript review which includes comments and feedback on bigger picture stuff. Or the kind of editing that includes significant rewriting, improved word choice and restructuring. Or the “line-edit” or careful proofread which catches all mistakes and typos, especially focusing on punctuation — and even these terms are often confused or used differently by different websites or services.


  Just as a basic rubric for pricing, take a look at Selfpublishing.com’s list of services.


  A “Level 1 Edit” helps to prepare an already well-structured manuscript of any genre for publication. This is just a basic “fixing” of grammar and spelling, but doesn’t include rewrites or restructuring.


  Price: $0.03220 perword


  Cost $1610.00 for a 50,000 word document


  A “Level 2 Edit” is recommended primarily for manuscripts needing attention to organization, presentation, and sentence structure to clarify meaning and smooth the flow of the text. It fixes story, flags bigger issues, and is more ‘in-depth’ than just plain editing.


  Price: $0.0400 perword


  Cost $2000.00 for a 50,000 word document.


  They also have a “Level 3 Edit” which includes 3 stages of writing and rewriting, with a final pass before print.


  Price: $0.0868 perword


  Cost $4340.00 for a 50,000 word document


  Createspace has basic copyediting at just 0.016 per word, but this is just for typos, grammar, errors – no rewriting or improved word choice (so they should really call it ‘proofreading’).


  Their comprehensive copyediting is $0.021/word, which includes “Recommendations for improving the structure and flow, as well as review for consistency in grammar, spelling, and punctuation.”


  And then there’s the “Comprehensive copyediting plus” for $0.028/word, for authors who want “intensive editing and assistance with the most fundamental aspects of their manuscripts. With this service, a professional editor will focus on basic sentence structure and overall composition and suggestions to improve both the content and technical elements of the book.” This is a good deal, but it’s still just onepass.


  The problem with most editing services is that they will fix the trees, but not the forest: they will clean up the book but won’t address the real problems that will kill booksales.


  With my first editing company, Paper Perfect Editing, I assumed most indie authors were price-conscious and needed the best possible editing service at the lowest possible price. So we do one round of editing that includes copyediting, proofreading and tons of comments on big picture stuff like plotting, character motivation and consistency.


  Comparatively, 50000 words of editing costs only $900 and is at least a “level two” by Self-Publishing.com’s standards and on par with Createspace’s CopyditingPlus.


  The problem with “one pass” editing is that the most important things are the problems we flag in the comments, and authors will need to heavily rewrite after reviewing our comments, and they will likely need more editing once they’ve finished. The process is backwards: what should happen is that editors read the story first and help authors fix the big problems and improve the story or organization, and only after the rewriting is done, go through for a careful lineedit.


  While PaperPerfect is a good, affordable option to editing, the site isn’t setup specifically to help authors. With that in mind I recently used my publishing contacts to recruit some talented editors, and set up shop as The Book Butchers.


  Our lowest option is “The Quick Kill” at 2cents per word, which is a rough industry average (assuming a standard page is 250 words, that comes out to $5/page or $20 per 1000words).


  That price involves a proofread/copyedit/line-edit — including improved word choice, rewriting and restructuring. But we offer packages that include more for authors who can afford them. Our highest price is “The Perfect Murder” at 6cents per word, which has three rounds — a manuscript review for feedback, followed by a close round of copy editing, followed by a final proofread.


  If you’re publishing a book, and thinking about paying for editing, make sure you get something that addresses the major problems with your story first. You could also be using a reader group for this. If you haven’t gotten any feedback on the story, or had any reviewers other than your friends and family take a look, paying a lot of money just for someone to clean up the writing is probably a waste because it won’t improve booksales.


  Your book’s success depends on the story, not necessarily the writing — readers will tolerate a few typos in a book; especially if you acknowledge in the front matter that you’re indie publishing and don’t have a huge budget, and you’d appreciate if they tell you about any typos they find. (I do this on purpose actually, because it makes me seem more human and increases reader engagement. Make people feel included, admit that you’re not perfect, and you’ll find people are much more tolerant of your mistakes).


  Of course too many and they’ll never finish thestory.


  Same thing if the writing is toobad.


  It’s possible (but in my experience unlikely) that you have an incredible, life-changing story but can’t spell or put a sentence together or have terrible grammar. In that case, the money spent on an editor would be well worth it.


  Paying for a service that looks at your story and helps you tell it powerfully — could help book sales. But most editing services just clean up the writing without actually improving the story, in which case the money could probably be used in more beneficial ways. At the very least, you should get some free sample edits from a few book editing sites to see what they change and recommend.


  Editing a bad book will not make it become a goodbook.


  If the story or content is flawed, no amount of cleaning — even if you make every sentence beautiful — will fix the book’s commercial viability.


  And since editing is often the largest publishing cost (often over $1000, whereas cover design, formatting and everything else together can be had for much less) editing is the biggest decision and largest investment you will make self-publishing yourbook.


  If you are an established writer and you have experience with book sales, and an audience of hungry fans, and the money to afford editing, of course you should doit.


  A good book editor will significantly improve the writing and catch all the mistakes.


  But if this is your first book and you have no following, and you’re on a tight budget, I don’t think paying for an editor is an absolute or obvious decision.


  Something like 90% of self-published books will never earn back the money they invest.


  So for a lot of authors, recommending they pay a lot of money for editing is encouraging vanity publishing (doing it for yourself, not for income).


  If the book isn’t selling and nobody is reading it, the money you spent editing was wasted.


  Skipping editing, or using a variety of free or cheap options to get it pretty clean but not immaculate, and then spending some money on marketing or advertising, might work better for you if you have a limited budget and have to make tough choices.


  TIP: I had a question and a section about Wattpad, but unfortunately it disappeared. Using Wattpad or a fan fiction site is a great way to put up your content as you go, grow your fans and reader base, and also get real feedback on the story as you’re writing it – that feedback can help you significantly improve the book so that you get the story right. If you use Wattpad you’ll end up with a small fanbase and a better story (which is a pretty huge advantage). So go use it.
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  Q: Is joining an organization like RWA or MWA worthwhile? How and where do you find a crit partner?


  A: It can be, but only if you make an effort to make friends or attend real events. I’m in the “Alliance of Independent Authors” group, and it has led to a few professional relationships I wouldn’t have made otherwise. For professional networking, LinkedIn can be pretty powerful as well. The thing to remember about these groups is you have to provide value. You can’t just go in and ask for help. You need to actively participate, help other people, volunteer feedback, post useful content. Build your social karma. Get people to like you. Then when you need a favor, they’ll be happy to help. Rather than a crit partner, I’d look for beta-readers. Try to connect with readers who enjoy your type of books and offer them free books for life if they provide early feedback. Make sure to get readers who read a lot of stuff in your genre, so they can pinpoint what went wrong in your story and offer suggestions.
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  Q: Illustrating your own picture book if you are self-publishing. Free images, and formats without spending a ton of money.


  A: Illustration doesn’t have to be too difficult; the trick is putting everything together into a book. I suggest putting all your JPG pictures into a Word file and converting it to ebook format; or saving all your pictures as PDF then merging them together into one PDF document. You can hire someone on Fiverr.com to help with this kind of stuff (they could also add text over the pictures if you need it).


  Blurb.com works best for full-on picture books. You can use stock photography – which will work fine for an inspirational book of quotes or something. One of my favorite books of all time is the “Blue Day Book” which is just a bunch of cute animal pictures and some text.


  But generally speaking, picture books are going to be harder to pull off and do well than straight text books.
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  Q: Do I need a publishing imprint or button?


  A: Nobody really cares if you self-publish anymore, but I think having a publishing name or button can make your book look more professional. It’s fine if you just make something up. You don’t need a full website for your publishing name. Your website should focus on you, the author.


  However I often come across the issue of ugly logos that I need to put on otherwise beautiful covers. Especially if the authors demand I use the garish and bold primary colors they’ve chosen to use. If you make an amateur or ugly logo for your publishing company, it doesn’t help you look more professional, it ruins and otherwise perfect book cover and proclaims that you’re a design novice.


  This is yet another reason why I’m skeptical towards the promises of small presses, who offer publishing packages but often have ugly logos.
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  Q: What goes on the back of my book cover?


  A: A blurb or review (or three!), a short summary of the book, an author photo/very short bio (a couple sentences, an ISBN barcode. Possibly a link to your website or social media profiles. Usually a “Cover design by….” and possibly “cover photo by…” if you have the photographer’s name (a lot of stock photography providers don’t use real names, just handles, so I wouldn’t use those.)


  For the barcode, you can use the free barcode maker I have on my website: http://bookcovers.creativindie.com/free-online-isbn-barcode-generator


  If you’re using Createspace (or Lightning Source/IngramSpark) they’ll give you an ISBN barcode. Createspace will add one on, but it won’t have the price on it. Lightning Source gives it to you on the template, so you need to move it into your design.
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  Q: How should I write my sales copy/book summary?


  A: This is really tricky for authors to do well; and it’s absolutely critical to sales. The back cover copy will be about the same as the Amazon copy. Don’t try to do it all yourself. You’re too close to it. Hire a professional editor – there are even some people on Fiverr who offer this service only. Look for someone who can edit you description and overpay them ($25 or so should be fine). Make it tighter and cleaner. Don’t give everything away, hook attention, demonstrate the conflict but not the “what happens next.”


  Don’t say “This happens, and then this happens, and then that happens.” Don’t reveal the plot, show what’s at stake (hint – every conflict should be a life and death conflict. Even if not literally, the problems should feel like the end of the world to the characters). You can refer to the worst thing that could happen (a bomb set to destroy half of New York, killing millions of people) but don’t show the hero swooping in to save the day.


  Again, hire help.
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  Q: How do I format the interior of my book for Create Space so that it looks nice and reasonably professional?


  A: It’s possible to do this in MS Word, and that’s probably what I recommend in most cases – but use a high quality template and get high quality, professional fonts. I have a package of free templates on www.diybookformats.com and you can also check out Joel Friedlander’s templates.


  I’m going to start making “how-to” videos for formatting and design soon so that may help more than just a text summary of the process, those will be on my YouTube channel.


  You can find a template and then send it to someone on Fiverr to lay it out for you, because it can be a pain in the ass and $20 or so can save you a few hours. I send all my stuff to a guy in the Philippines who lays it out in InDesign.


  Adobe InDesign looks a little cleaner and nicer (most people won’t be able to put their finger on it, but the word spacing is more even and it just feels more professional). But, I need to go through lots of revision and changes because books are never finished, there are always typos, and authors go through several rounds before they catch everything. Which takes up a lot of time and slows down your publishing schedule (plus formatting in InDesign is more expensive).


  There are InDesign formats on diybookformats.com as well, and you can hire someone on Fiverr to do it for around $50 (much cheaper than someone like me, who charges closer to $400).


  Just like book cover design – if you try to do it all from scratch, by yourself, and it’s your first try, it’s going to look like crap (not to mention take weeks of hair-pulling). Find a sample or template you like, find a cheap designer, tell them what to do. Don’t get fancy or inventive.


  The point of formatting is to get out of the way of the reader experience, not to distract. My other book, “How to Write, Format, Publish, Promote” goes into the process in more detail, but I’m excited about the videos, which will make it much easier.
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  Q: Should I copyright my title?


  A: I don’t do copyrights, for anything. But I’m not really cautious or good at legal stuff. The way I understand copyrights is, if someone uses your stuff and you can prove that they are making money of your idea, while you are losing money, you can try and get some of that money back.


  But as I also understand it, you have an automatic copyright when you produce anything. If you wrote a book and Hollywood wanted to make it into a movie, and they didn’t ask you for permission, I think you would be able to sue for damages by proving your story came first, even without a copyright.


  But that’s unlikely to happen, because big companies will be pretty safe and smart about stuff like that. What you’re probably more worried about is other authors stealing your book ideas.


  JK Rowling has alienated a lot of her fans by being overprotective of her content. But Hugh Howey is an indie publishing rockstar because he encourages people to use his world and write fan fiction. A friend of mine was struggling as a writer, but felt really inspired by Wool to write his own story, and he sent it to Hugh to check his reaction. Hugh told him he should go ahead and publish it. (The three of us even got to hang out a little in Taiwan after the TIBE.)


  Hugh’s done this for dozens of authors; he even writes them blurbs, significantly boosting their own writing careers. He knows that fan fiction will only increase his own reputation and book sales.


  Conclusion: if your work matters to other people and they want to share it, why limit your world to only the books you’re capable of writing?
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  Q: Do you know if a responsible yet quality company or program I can get my interior formatted?


  A: I always recommend Lisa DeSpain of ebookconverting.com. But I’ve also hired people from Elance.com or Fiverr.com. The trick with formatting is to know what you want (there are only really a few options) and to match the style/fonts of your cover design (so get an awesome cover!)


  


  


  



  Ebooks


  76


  Q: How do I add all the nice touches? I want to make the reader comfortable with links to Google Earth or other online sources when a place name appears, I want a Table of Contents that takes the reader anywhere she wants to go.... all that. The catch? The Smashwords epub-editing software is buggy and the help files are not helpful. In the two short pieces I’ve published so far I’ve been able to dance around the problems. But this does not bode well for publishing lengthier works. This can’t be that hard. Who’s got some decent software?


  A: Smashwords can be a little testy – there’s also Draft2Digital. Jutoh is pretty awesome for making ebooks, a little easier to learn than Sigil (Sigil actually lets you go through and edit code, but is not as user-friendly as Jutoh). If you aren’t picky, use Calibre or a free conversion tool – those should work fine as long as you’ve set up your Word file the right way before converting (for example, you’ve set your chapter titles to “H1” tags and Word has already made a TOC. There’s a full walk through on www.diybookformats.com). I also have a free ebook tool on my site that’s simple and automatic.


   


  Adding simple links shouldn’t be difficult: I’m just linking in this book using the “insert hyperlink” in MS Word; when I convert it to ebook the links should all work fine.


  With ebooks, the text needs to be fluid so other people can set the size and style they are most comfortable with, which means you need to make it pretty simple and not try to add too much style. Big publishing firms almost always go stark, with no dropcaps, decorations or any other fancy stuff. Tables and things should be converted into images.
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  Q: Distributing to Australia or other countries?


  A: Createspace shipping to Australia is crazy expensive, almost always about double the cost of your order. Europe is much more reasonable. Lightning Source has a printer in Australia so I believe you can set up with them and save a lot on shipping costs. You can also find some printers in China but you’ll have to order several hundred copies.
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  Q: Publishing on iBooks is good for me and I have some sales from it but unless you use an iMac or third party aggregator, you can’t publish on iBooks and Apple. Do you know of a way or work around to publish directly to iBooks?


  A: I wish; I have the same problem so I have to use Smashwords, unless I buy a mac. You could also use Draft2Digital or another distribution service (BookBaby, Lulu) but it would be better to go direct if you can borrow someone else’s mac. It’s a pretty stupid decision so they may make an effort soon to let more people publish on PCs.
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  Q: How do I format scanned letters, pictures, etc. for an ebook?


  A: JPG is fine, around 1000px wide should be big enough. 


  Kindle also just announced this (September 3rd 2014):


  


  Starting today, you can use Kindle Kids' Book Creator to create illustrated children's books for Kindle, taking advantage of features like text pop-ups. Here's how to get started:


  
    	Download the tool, and you can convert individual illustrations into interactive books for both Kindle devices and free reading apps.


    	Once your book is ready, export the file and upload it to KDP.


    	Set the book category, age range, and grade range to help customers find the right books for their kids.
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  Q: Is audiobook a good option as well for self publishers?


  A: YES. A lot of people are too busy to read books, and prefer to listen while they’re doing something else (shopping, working out). It’s hard to say if it’s worth the cost, because getting an audiobook done can be expensive. It might be especially suited for non-fiction, but it’s definitely a way to reach more readers (and possibly earn more income). I only have one book, Book Marketing is Dead available as an audiobook. It’s only been up one week, I’ve done absolutely nothing to share or promote it – it just appears on my Amazon page as available in Audiobook. It’s sold five copies this week, and I believe I get 40% or about $30. If that keeps up, it would mean an extra $120 a month, which is about what I’m making off the book sales (in other words, doubling my income from this book). The interesting thing about that is it’s only five sales, as opposed to over 40 sales a month for the ebook and about 5 sales for the paperback, but it’s making as much income as the other two formats combined, because ACX sets a price automatically based on length of the book.
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  Matt Stone of Archangel Ink helped me with mine and got it all set up on www.acx.com.


  One thing I should caution however, my audiobook is doing OK because my book already shows up pretty high in search results and rankings; but if you have a book up that’s not selling at all, has really low sales ranking, then adding an audiobook won’t do much (because nobody is finding it). So make sure you’ve built your book well enough that it’s doing OK and making consistent sales, at least one a day or so. If it isn’t, I probably wouldn’t invest in an audiobook.
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  Q: For some of my publications, I am considering some audio books for the visually impaired and those who do not read well. The audio will be available with or without the book. How much will it matter if I go into a studio and do it myself?


  A: I think it’s definitely possible to read your own books yourself with a nice quality mike on your own computer. If you go this route you should also think about podcasting/putting out more content in different forms than just the book.
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  Q: How do I pick my keywords and subtitle?


  A: This is a science that is not my forte (I was about to add an accent on that word, but interestingly, the American pronunciation doesn’t actually place emphasis on the “e” – so punctuating that way would have been a lie). Some people love to get into the details.


  For me, I would do this: First find your category. Find your top 10 closest competitors – those other books that are similar enough in genre and theme that readers who enjoyed one might enjoy the other. Research their Amazon pages and see what categories and keywords they are using.


  Choose the two categories you want your book to be in.


  You can’t easily choose your categories in KDP – you probably can’t choose exactly what you want. But if you use the keyword phrases, separated by commas, you can match a category exactly and Amazon usually figures it out. Also note, “Keywords” really means keywords phrases, so don’t do “vampire, romance, space opera” because that counts as three. Instead use “vampire romance space opera,” which is only one. You can even make super long ones to fit in lots of keywords. You might as well try to get in more than 3 categories – but those categories don’t really show up anyway until you are selling enough to have an active rank number.


  The subtitle is more fun, and more tricky. Very few people are using the title and subtitle well. If you’ve got a properly titled non-fiction book with a keyword rich subtitle, you just put it in and you’re done.


  But you probably don’t have a subtitle for your fiction.


  Or you may put in the title “A Paris Murder” and a subtitle or tagline, or the series marker.


  The tagline is going to be something clever but it not usually keyword rich; it will help readers decide whether to buy the book, but it won’t help them find the book in the first place. So even though it looks a little strange, you might want to add in some extra keywords in the title box. “A Paris Murder: A Bloody Police Investigation Thriller Mystery Set in 18th Century France.” Or you could just put the title in the title box, and the rest in the subtitle box. It looks a little clumsy, but many more people will find your book this way if you have precise genre keywords.
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  Q: Where should I submit my book to first—Amazon, Smashwords, etc.?


  A: I usually do Kindle, because it’s fast and easy, and then I usually do a KDP Select campaign (more on that later). Then after the 3 months I use Smashwords to put it everywhere else.
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  Q: If you enroll in KDP Select, you can’t distribute your book anywhere else. Is it worth it?


  Q: KDP Select vs. using all possible distributors


  Q:What’s your take on the countdown promotion and free giveaway on Amazon? How often should you use these programs?


  A: Kindle Select lets you “sell” your book for free for five days. If you promote it on all the “Free Kindle book” websites, groups and Facebook pages, you can get thousands of downloads. If you don’t have a platform, you need to remove all resistance (including price) so that people start reading your book. The few thousand people who read the book probably wouldn’t have bought it at any price, but they are willing to take a risk to read it for free. If you can get a few hundred real fans and a few dozen reviews, it can be very worthwhile to start with KDP Select, then move onto other platforms after the initial launch.


  However, you could also just set your book at 99cents (and if you want to make it free for a short time, you could set it out zero on Smashwords and wait for Amazon to price match it at zero – then promote it, then put it back up again.) A few years ago Kindle was the only game in town for ebooks, now iBooks has a substantial market share and you could double your sales if you are on both platforms. But before anybody starts actually buying the book, you need those initial readers and reviews – and doing a big free campaign is a great way to get that ball rolling.


  I usually just do one, during the initial launch. You could keep doing it every 3 months, but I believe after the first push, you should spend those three months writing another book and building your platform.


  If you already have a big platform and you don’t need that extra push, you could just sell it to your followers, but it’s almost always best to find new readers. Your later self will thank you for it.
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  Q: Is Kindle’s new pricing support (Beta) worth changing your ebook price?


  A: It’s worth taking a look at. I have this book (100 Questions) set up at $2.99. Kindle’s pricing support suggests raising it to $4.99 to maximize author earnings, but it also tells me I’ll only make 10% more, while losing 35% of sales!


  [image: C:\Users\Derek\Dropbox\My-WRITING\100Question\pricing.jpg]


  The main question to consider is this:


  Is this particular book meant for earnings, or for platform building?


  For me, I don’t need any earnings from 101 Questions – this is a little book to build my platform and introduce me to new readers. My money comes from cover design, and I do this stuff because authors need a lot of help and advice to brave the challenging waters of the publishing journey.


  If you’re starting with little or no platform and you plan to write more books in the same genre, the first book should be platform building. But if you’re writing only one book in a very particular niche, and don’t plan to follow it or build a platform on that topic, then focus on the maximum profit.


  Also, if you’ve already got a platform and you write something that is appealing but not directly tied your platform, you may want to focus on earnings. I have several other books coming out soon that will focus on profit: I’ll build them and market them as money-earning products to boost my income, partner and market them well, and they will sell a lot of copies.


  But if I charged a lot for this book, which is just a collection of short answers, people may not feel they got their money’s worth. This book is just to prove I can provide value and I know what I’m talking about; it’s to build relationships, not to earn.
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  Q: Should you publish in many formats? Ebook + Print + Audio? Different languages?


  A: Yes – however, you should also make sure you know


  
    	Who’s going to care about the book and why


    	How you are going to reach them


    	How much money you will make

  


  If you’re platform-building, you may lose money at first but build your platform, which will become valuable later. But if this is a product and you’re not thinking about your platform, just because you put it out there doesn’t mean anybody will buy it. So focus on what’s cheapest and easiest (ebooks). If the ebook is selling really well and getting great comments, then do an audiobook if you can afford it, and a print book. Audiobooks are hot right now and selling; but don’t spend a lot of money on audio or print if nobody is reading your ebook and you think you need to reach more people before you “catch on.”


  Ebooks will make up about 80% of your sales. If you aren’t doing well on ebook, other formats aren’t going to help you out much. That said, if you are doing a brilliant launch or marketing campaign, have a large platform, know exactly how many people you and your partners are going to reach, then having other formats to take advantage of your media blitz will mean extra earnings.


  For different languages; I would say usually don’t bother. The problem isn’t that people who speak your language aren’t reading the book. The problem is that you don’t have a platform, or nobody knows about your book, or nobody likes your book. If you can’t sell to people who speak your language, how are you going to sell to people who speak other languages?
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  Q: Can you explain Expanded Distribution through Createspace? Have you spoken to bookstores about their experience with Expanded Distribution?


  A: Createspace’s Expanded Distribution works great and I recommend it over LightningSource/Spark or Ingram. Your book will be listed everywhere it needs to be. However, bookstores won’t buy your book until you hit bestseller lists or make a big stink in the media. Bookstores don’t have any space. They are not your target. I doubt they know anything about Createspace or Expanded Distribution.


  The idea is that people could go into a bookstore and ask the bookstore to order a book for them – but we live in the 21st century, that never happens anymore, people can just buy it from Amazon themselves.


  I’ve had my books in Expanded Distribution and I do get bookstore orders sometimes (if I market really hard and get in the news often). I’ve also had university professors order my books to use in their course. So yes, sign up for it, but don’t worry about the bookstores, worry about online sales and selling a lot of books in a short time period with a massive launch, guest posting and content marketing.
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  Q: How does one find a publisher once their self-published book is released on Amazon?


  A: They don’t: a publisher or agent will find you if you sell enough books or get a ton of media coverage. Publishing is not much of an achievement. Anyone can do it. Even finishing a great book no longer merits fanfare. Stop looking for help. Stop asking other people to make your book successful for you. Nobody is going to.


  Publishers don’t really know how to market books – that’s why the publishing industry is going out of business. There is nothing a publisher can offer you. If your book is brilliant enough, you may earn some champions, devoted to sharing your book with as many people as possible; so you better be sure to write a mind-blowing book. That may excuse your failure to build a platform or do any book marketing.


  But after that, stop waiting for it to “catch on” – make it happen. Get it in front of the right people. Remove purchase resistance. Create a ton of content and a strong author platform. After you do that, you won’t need a publisher at all.
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  Q: There has been a lot of discussion about how Amazon’s new Kindle Unlimited program will affect sales and revenue for self-published authors. Do you believe this will have a significant impact on Kindle authors? Have you seen any effects on sales and revenue thus far, or is it too early to tell? Do you have any suggestions of how manage Kindle books in light of this (Free vs. no free books, KDP or not, etc.)


  A: I’m not qualified to answer, since I don’t have any big selling titles yet and don’t have enough data (sales seem to be down for me personally, but that may just be because everyone is on vacation for the summer). But my view is this: yes Amazon is a huge company and they are too powerful and after they are the last ones standing, they can do whatever they want (like not pay authors). But in the meantime, they are working really hard to sell my books to exactly the people who want to read them—a better job than anyone else in the world. Someday they may decide not to offer as many benefits, in which case authors are free to pull down their books. If they get too unpopular, there will absolutely be new competitors that offer authors better terms. Amazon is winning because it offers the best terms to authors and to readers; as long as they keep winning I’m not really worried about them being a dictator: it’s an open market. We use them because they’re good and convenient and better than any competitor. When that’s no longer the case, things will shift again.
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  Q: I have tried to format for Kindle myself and after 2 long unsuccessful days with a guide, by the way, I was ready to pull my hair out. I’m not talking just a few hours. I was at it from 7am until 2am for 2 days in a row. Why is formatting for Kindle such a hard thing to do? I wouldn’t expect it to be rocket science. Since then I’ve gone on Fiverr and paid someone else to do it for me, but it can take a while and I’d love to learn how to do it myself but obviously someone would need to really show me and explain what to do step by step. I’ve got 4 or 5 other books ready to put up and it would be helpful to save the money since I have to also pay to get the epub file for Nook for each as well.


  A: I had the same struggle, and hit my head against the issue for months without being able to overcome that hurdle. I finally got a training kit from Suzanne Fyhrie Parrot (www.unrulyguides.com); the trouble is that ebooks are in code, so using any kind of a visual editor is a best guess and can make problem code that messes things up.


  The easiest way to do it is to format your Word document the right way, then use an automatic converter like the one I put on my site, and everything should look perfect; but you can’t go in and edit it. You can use Sigil to open the epub, then Kindle Previewer to generate a mobi file for Kindle. Jutoh or Scivener work well if you want to learn something new, and there are a bunch of new ebook making sites where you build them chapter by chapter (I’m building an online tool like that also but I’m not sure how it will turn out). Fiverr is a good choice, but it’s worth learning Sigil (free software) so you can make changes yourself.


  MARKETING


  


  Marketing is like going fishing. Since there is no limit to how many fish you catch, you should put out a line and pole in as many lakes as you can. However, putting lines down everywhere can be exhausting, so you can focus on the biggest lakes, with the biggest fish, that you know adore the kind of bait you’re using.


  You’ve got to use bait that’s suited to what those fish, in that pond, are looking for. If you come in with something shiny and fast moving, when all they want is a bug or a worm, you may not get any bites. This is what Gary Vaynerchuk calls “Native Content.” You can’t just put the same ads everywhere, you have to build valuable content that fits into whatever platform you’re on and gives visitors what they want.


  Here’s a quick list of the most effective things you can do:


  
    	Partner with other authors in your genre, trade blurbs.


    	Write reviews or articles on your blog about books and movies your target readers would enjoy


    	Guest post on bigger blogs with lots of traffic


    	Tie your book (or yourself) into local media. Do something that is newsworthy (besides publishing, which is too passive)


    	Tie into a social cause or movement that people care about


    	Align yourself within the beliefs and attitudes you share with your target readers


    	Don’t be invisible, people visit blogs to learn about the blogger. Be a real person. Post pictures and videos of yourself


    	Build your email list by offering a ton of valuable content, consistently, and having an opt-in offer that appeals to your target readers

  


  And now, back to the questions.
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  Q: How do I get on TV/radio?


  A: First, make some YouTube videos of yourself speaking about your book. People want to hear and see you before they’ll agree to let you on their show. Then, offer something valuable and relevant. Join haro.com (help a reporter out) and pitch reporters when they are looking for a lead. Listen to the TV shows and radio programs that may be a good fit and try to “Jump In” to a hot topic. For example, if they are covering X, and you have some knowledge about that, send a quick email saying “I noticed you’ve been talking about X recently, but that other presenter/speaker you had on was wrong about Y. I’ve just published a book on the subject and would love to speak with you some more.” Offer a contradictory viewpoint, they don’t want more of the same, they want dialogue and controversy. They want to hear from both sides of an issue. Find a way to make a contribution and further the discussion (not just talk about your book). If you’re writing fiction, you should have thought about the possible relevant issues your book deals with before you wrote it. One character could have had Multiple sclerosis, for example, so that you’d have a tie-in to MS organizations or shows.


  Start with very small, local TV and radio programs – sometimes just saying “I’m a local author who published a book” is enough to get some air time. They won’t sell much, but they will prove your ability so that you can snag national coverage more easily.


  PS) Nobody listens to radio anymore! You need to get on Podcasts instead. You can get on Podcasts by having something important and relevant to say that a specific audience will appreciate. Listen to some, figure out what their theme is, and pitch them a unique idea. It doesn’t have to match the theme of your book exactly, just whatever you can offer.


  If you object that nobody listens to radio; the other argument is that radio is too localized: it’s a lot of effort and it will probably only get you in front of a few hundred people in one geographical area. You should spend time going for big wins instead.


  Q: How do I get my book reviewed in newspapers?


  A: You don’t – newspapers rarely do book reviews anymore. Instead, what you need to do is create a story, by doing something remarkable. And your book doesn’t count. You need to do something else. Often this can be related to you author mission (why do you write/who do you write for). You could start a community youth writing program. You could start a mastermind group for authors in your area. Create something that involves other people, hopefully something fresh and interesting. That’s the news. Your book is just the byline or footnote. Start small with something local, then work your way up.
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  Q: How do I get bookstores to carry my books?


  A: Big chains like Barnes & Noble won’t touch you, because they are about A) selling books and B) preserving their reputation as guardians of culture. So you can aim at smaller or independent bookstores. If you want to do this, make sure you have a brilliant cover and the book doesn’t look self-published. Make sure it’s got a bunch of great reviews on Amazon, and hopefully some blurbs from reputable sources. Most independent or small bookstores will let you put a few books in their shop on consignment, meaning you give them the books and they will pay you if they sell, then order some more.


  For my first book, I had books on consignment at about a dozen stores, both locally and internationally, but I soon realized it was way too much work for far too little money. Getting in bookstores is not worth the effort. And it wastes valuable time that you should be using to build your online platform. One good guest post on a major website will keep selling your book for years to come.
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  Q: How do you get bookstores to invite you for book signings?


  A: Same as above (although, they won’t invite you.) If you push hard enough smaller independent bookstores will probably let you in. And doing book signings may be enough of a story to pitch it to local media and get in the news, which can help to build your platform. If you can’t get into bookstores, screw them – do it in the coffee shop across the street. But there are better things you could be doing with your time. Book signings stroke your own ego but are very unlikely to sell a lot of books. It’s old school book marketing – it’s part of the publishing dream that has become a fairy tale. A book signing isn’t the crowning achievement which signifies you’ve made it as a professional author. Focus on creating online content or building a platform that keeps your books on the top seller lists and earning money.
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  Q: How to promote your writing to successfully brand ourselves in a niche for circulation and profit?


  Q: What kind of promoting and how to promote your book?


  A: It’s pretty important to brand yourself into a niche. Think of your author mission statement and a personal tagline (who are you, what do you write, why and for whom?) Use that on your website and social media profiles. Put your statement or your personal story into all your books. (Tip: most author bios are terrible and only highlight achievements. Instead you want a personal author saga that includes a troubled history, a pain point, and an epiphany/conversion moment when you realized your defining purpose in life).


  Once you’ve found your niche, become the #1 expert. This works for both fiction and non-fiction. If you’re writing thrillers and you want to be known as an expert in writing thrillers, then research and write articles about how to write thrillers. Give examples. Hold thriller writing contests. Give thriller story prompts. Appear as a guest on podcasts or other websites writing about thrillers. Organize a collection of stories from other thriller writers. Interview other famous or best-selling thriller writers. Write book reviews for (at least) the top 20 free and paid thrillers on Kindle. Then write articles like “The top 5 most amazing thriller books that will make you pee your pants.”


  Ideally what you want, is that whenever anybody searches for “best-selling thrillers” or “how to write thrillers” your name comes up somewhere pretty quickly, in the first page of Google. (Tip: easiest way to do that is by making YouTube videos or doing Google On Air Hangouts.)


  I’m still working on this: even though I’m not the best book cover designer in the world, I will appear to be, because when you search for “Book Cover Design” on Google I will take up the first five slots. (I’m not quite there, but if you go through the first page of results on Google, you’ll find me.)
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  Q: How to connect with your fans somewhere.


  A: That’s a misleading questions: you have to make fans first. You can make fans with just your writing, but you only make raving, loyal fans by letting them connect with you personally (there are exceptions, like JK Rowling… but if you’re starting from scratch, having fans that like and support you is really valuable). Here’s the secret to making loyal fans:


  
    	Give them a reason to get in touch with you.


    	Respond.

  


  That’s pretty much it. You can post great content on Facebook and Twitter, and you get new fans either through your work or by the content your share. But to create loyal fans you need to respond to them. You need to listen to them and care about them.


  That’s one of the reasons I can’t stand authors complaining about not wanting to get onto social media because they’re introverts or they aren’t good with people: What I hear is “I don’t care about my fans and I don’t want to talk with them.” Social media isn’t difficult. You post interesting stuff, and your respond to other people’s interesting stuff. When someone says something to you, you chat back with them. Twitter is way easier than having a real or email conversation, because it’s just a few short sentences at a time.


  Think about who your “ideal fan” is. Then keep them in mind and share anything that might interest them. When someone writes to you, respond.


  You can also set up an author profile at Goodreads… which is a good idea, but you really want people to drop into your “home” or blog (as long as its professional and not ugly like most author websites).
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  Q: How to sell more books?


  A: First, get 10 reviews and a better book cover. Then, find your author story, fix your bio and you’re your website more professional. Just use a quality Wordpress theme and it will look fine, don’t muck it up with graphics and customizations! Next, find people with audiences who will like your book and ask if they will share or if they will publish a guest post for you. Then make content (videos, articles, blog posts) and put it up everywhere you can. (Don’t just email them with the ask; do the work and finish the article. Bloggers need content. If it’s done and it’s good, and everything is there so they just have to post it, they are more likely to accept. They aren’t going to say yes (if they don’t already know you) without seeing the full article.


  Tip: look at the top 10 bestsellers in your category, search for them by name in Google and check out what website are talking about them or what kind of content mentions them. You can reverse engineer their success by doing all the same things they are doing, and getting on all the same websites.
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  Q: Should I do a press release?

  A: Only if you have a story – publishing your book is not news, unless it’s a non-fiction about a very relevant or specific topic. Posting a press release may get the news on a lot of websites and make it easier to find you if people are searching for specific keywords. But that’s not how people find books. They rarely Google “best romance books” – they’ll look at what’s selling, wherever they buy their books from.


  But if you have a great story then go for it. For example I know a ten year old from Portland Oregon who’s got a Kickstarted, Createspace -made book for sale at Powell’s (Rena Marthaler, Magic The Crest). That’s a great story: she should do a press release.


  The problem is it’s really hard to do a press release for yourself or your own book. It’s awkward and weird. It’s hard to write, and you probably have to submit it under a fake name. For most fiction books, it isn’t worth it, unless you’re doing something amazing apart from writing and publishing. (Giving 10% of proceeds to a charity doesn’t count).
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  Q: Should I make a book trailer?


  A: Book trailers can be fun, but it’s very expensive to do a good one. It’s mostly about getting something on YouTube: you want some kind of content on all the major websites (YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, SlideShare...) pointing back to your book so that you can connect with new readers in as many ways as possible (plus it helps your own website shows up in results faster). So sure, it doesn’t really hurt, except a homemade or unprofessional video that doesn’t get many views won’t sell the book.


  You need to have the right keywords that people are searching for. Something to consider, if you do a YouTube video titled with your book’s name and your author name – that’s going to be the #1 search result for you, forever (because YouTube is a much bigger site than your author site).


  Do you want your trailer to be the first thing people see? Is it your best content, that converts better than anything else?


  A better idea may be to make 10 videos of just you talking about some related niche subject, so you can hit other keywords. You want people to find you who weren’t already searching for your or the name of your book, but just might be interested in it. If you are doing all the stuff you should be doing (writing lists of top books in your genre, or reviews of books in your genre) you could also record the same info as a video and post it on YouTube to “double-down.”
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  Q: What’s the best way to promote? What’s the best way to get people to notice the book?


  A: First, forget everything you think you know about book promoting and marketing. It is not talking about your book, telling people it’s on sale, posting reviews or excerpts on social media. That’s spam.


  People will only trust that junk if somebody else that they trust and respect is sharing your book for you. People won’t trust “Twitter Marketers” who tweet dozens of books a day, for whichever author pays them. People don’t trust strangers. Telling strangers about your book somewhere they are browsing with a totally different objective than buying books is spamming.


  Read Gary Vaynerchuk’s Jab, Jab, Jab, Right Hook if you want more details.


  Instead, only post what Gary call “native content”: things that people are used to seeing on that particular platform. Don’t sell, think of something you can offer or give away. Don’t try to get people to buy, try to provide value and build a reputation for being awesome.


  If you don’t want to do any of that, focus on advertising instead: advertise on Goodreads, or better still, run insanely specific, targeted ads on Facebook.
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  Q: When’s the best time to publish a book?


  A: Some people say November/December, so you can convince people who would regularly buy one copy, to buy several copies as gifts. But I think it’s better to find an event that you can tie into. If you’re writing a civil war story and there is a big civil war re-enactment, schedule your launch for that same date and make sure the organizers know about it. Pester them about being involved or participating somehow. Then write a press release (or article) citing your involvement.
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  Q: What kind of promotional material should authors have?


  A: I usually love printing up jumbo postcards: if you have an amazing cover, using a post card gives you room to put the full back cover (which should including your incredible sales copy, blurbs and reviews, a short author bio and photo, and a website).


  But then you have to go to events and hand them out, which is awkward (if I go to events now, I focus on making friends, listening, and helping others – not showing off my postcards).


  But the other nice thing about postcards is that you can just leave little stacks out at coffee shops or around town; just leave them there and hope people pick them up. You could also leave a stack of them at events, if appropriate. If you get desperate enough, go to an event and put your postcard on the inside door of all the bathroom cubicles so people will be forced to look at them.


  A business card is usually nice to have when you’re talking about your book. If you have a great cover, let the cover take up the whole card and just leave a little space for your website or social media links (although, if they have the name of your book and your name, they don’t really need more information). However, it’s kind of a pain to have lots of different business cards for each book. Plus, people don’t really hold onto to business cards. And, as I mentioned earlier, passing your stuff out and talking about your books to people you’ve just met is not good marketing. Listen, be friendly and make friends first. Otherwise they are never going to go look up your book later.
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  Q: How to meet other self-published authors in your genre to do joint promotions with?


  A: Good question – but it isn’t so hard, at least after they’re published. Just look up the top 50 or so bestsellers in your genre, find their websites and email them. You can pitch high, but you’ll have better luck looking at the authors who are doing OK, but aren’t really bestsellers. Don’t ask for help, offer something of value. Offer a way they can promote and sell their own books. Give them an opportunity.


  You can check out www.BlurbTrade.com, although it won’t start to be effective until more people are using it. I’m also building a new community for author accountability, productivity and support at www.wriye.com (it won’t launch until the end of 2014).
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  Q: What is your take on perma-free books? Does giving away free books still work to increase sales of your other books?


  A: If you have a related series, absolutely. It’s also great for building your platform (you could give the first away for six months and get people to sign up on your list if they want sneak peak access to the second – hopefully by the time you launch the second you’ll have a list you can use to bump your 2nd book immediately into bestseller status).


  If the book is just to generate leads or promote your other businesses or gigs, free can work as well. (I could make this one free… but I’ll probably put it at .99 cents. Or maybe test both.)


  The trick to this is having lots of books for sale; and also having an amazing cover (I’ve remade some covers for perma-free books which increased sales for every other book the authors had written).
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  Q: What promotions should I do before my publication date for a self-published book and what promotions should I wait to do until after it’s available for sale? (Such as blog tours, book awards, newspaper reviews, press releases and others).

  


  A: Before: start building your platform. Start writing articles. Make sure you know what you’re offering and who you are marketing to. Start sharing useful content and getting people to follow you. If you’re trying to get reviewed by places like Midwest Book Reviews, they usually want it 3 months in advance of publication. Send out review copies to your target reviewers and solicit blurbs. These are important, so making friends with these people is worth the time and effort. (Building relationships take time. If you email a stranger and ask for a favor they will probably say no. If you get to know them for a few months first, share their content, try to be helpful and “get on their radar” you’ll have a much higher chance of success).


  After: Start guest posting or appearing in different places. If people find out about you and your book, make sure they can go buy the book immediately, otherwise it’s a wasted effort. They aren’t going to remember later when the book is available.


  PS) I know a lot of authors don’t start building a platform until the book is done, so I’m working on a 21 day program, to go build up a solid platform as quickly as possible. I’ll probably run the program as a free webinar the first time, so if you’d like to have a stronger web presence and sell more books, follow me or join my list to get access.
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  Q: Book Awards?


  A: Rarely worth the effort. You’ll get a little bit of visibility if you win, and you can call yourself an “award winning, bestselling author” which sounds cool but is meaningless these days with so many awards and genre categories. It probably can’t hurt, although don’t screw up your book cover by putting a big “winner” sticker on the front (it’s usually distracting – if your cover art is good enough, nothing can be added or removed without messing it up!).


  I wouldn’t brag about being a 2nd place winner or runner-up, or nominated for…unless it’s a very prestigious award. I’ve won some and lost some. Sometimes I win back the money I spent. Once I even got a little crystal trophy. Not sure where it is now. I don’t enter them anymore. You don’t need permission or recognition, you need real readers who like your book.


  If the book award in question has a huge, very active following or does significant promotion, winning may be worthwhile. If you feel like it, go ahead and enter them all. But don’t expect it to make much of a difference in book sales. (Build your own platform, don’t just try to borrow others!)
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  Q: Blog Tours?


  A: Depends on the size of the blog and the following. I see a whole bunch of “book marketing opportunities” inviting authors to do blog tours on tiny blogs with no readership. You’d be much better off advertising on one specific blog that reviews books in your genre: pay for a sidebar ad for a few weeks, rather than getting on 10 blogs in a day.


  If you’re going to do a blog tour, focus it all into a few days (be everywhere, at once) so that your cumulative sales will spike and get you a higher sales rank. And rather than just grabbing a “blog tour” opportunity, it would be much, much more powerful to single out the top five blogs that your target readers adore and pitch them a guest post, or advertise on their sidebar, then to just do more general websites.


  



  107


  Q: Should I take the time to write reviews for books on my blog?


  A: Absolutely. Book reviews are a really easy way to create content that will appeal to your target readers. It’s also a good way to build relationships with other authors in your genre. Review them, post them on your blog and on Amazon, then send a short email to the authors saying “hey I enjoyed your book and just left a review on Amazon!” Don’t ask them to review your book in exchange, but add them on social media so they can look up your book if you want. After you build relationships with a few of them, next time you can email them about doing some kind of group event or promotion.


  It’s a good idea to bring people back to your own website (so you can get people on your list with a great opt-in offer) but depending on how popular the book is, your little blog may not show up on the first page of search results. So you may also want to post some articles on other sites with higher PR and more traffic. See if you can write “top ten” lists and put them on bigger sites.
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  Q: Getting the book out there for all to see or at least know that it exists is difficult. I read your ebook regarding placing comments and reviews other blogs.Do you have a list of blogs that would be more entry level or user friendly?


  A: For reviews or comments, focus on big blogs with lots of traffic and lots of engagement. If you’re writing articles of your own, I’m building some that you can use as your own personal marketing platform.


  www.publishinginsider.com (you can write about publishing related stuff)


  www.offtheshelf.info (for book reviews)


  www.webwisewriters.com (for spiritual/self-help articles or book reviews)


  www.edwardcullensucks.com (for paranormal romance)


  If you want to leverage these websites to help build your author platform, they have high page rank so building a presence on them will bring you more traffic. Email me if you’re interested.
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  Q: Imagine the first novel in a three part series got good reviews but negligible sales, after spending, say, $8,000 to publish the first novel. How would publishing the 2nd of the 3 part series affect sales for both books?


  A: Having more novels out will help and should increase sales for all the books – but you shouldn’t spend that much money to self-publish a book (unless you already have a platform you are sure will buy thousands of copies). Take your first book publish the first few chapters on WattPad. Then break it up into five chunks and publish them as cheap serials for .99 on Kindle. Then launch your 2nd book at a regular price (4.99 or so).
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  Q: As far as marketing goes, what exactly do you suggest? I sent out messages to all my friends on fb and honestly I don’t think one of them bought the books and they are $2.99. I even put up a message about the free days. Any help would be greatly appreciated.


  A: Don’t ask for favors, don’t make it a chore. I (almost never) post my books to my Facebook page, because my friends and family are not my target readers, and they probably wouldn’t need or enjoy my books. Sometimes I might ask them to “buy” a free book just to bump my sales rank, but it’s still a favor. Asking people for favors gives them the power. Why would anyone buy your book? Because they’ve enjoyed your content (which you’ve published for free and put in front of them), because they like and trust you (because you’ve been building relationships, making friends and helping people), because you’re committed to a cause or movement that they agree with (which they read about in your author bio), or perhaps you’re offering a prize or contest (but they won’t really care unless the prize is huge or they know you). What you need to do is put out so much value into the world and do so many free favors for so many people, that when you publish your book you’re not “asking for” a favor, you’re just “calling in” all the favors people feel they owe you because you’ve showered them with positive, life-improving benefits for so long.
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  Q: When starting out, is it best to go with a “big bang” launch across all eBook sites and use many marketing channels, or ease into it with a softer launch on, perhaps, just Amazon?


  A: Depends on several things. I do a slow launch on Amazon, where I put it up and tell my friends and followers. I sell it cheaper than usual (because I don’t like to charge my followers for things). I may also email my list a free copy of the book and ask for their help spotting typos, and also ask them for some reviews. I’ll make sure my Amazon page and everything is working well. I might do a KDP Select free so I get a whole bunch of reviews quickly


  But if I’m going to do a big launch, by being everywhere at once, doing some big articles on sites with a lot of traffic, then having a book only on Kindle is going to be limiting. I’d lose half of the audience if I didn’t have other formats (paperback, audiobook, and ebooks on iBooks and other ebook stores).


  Most of the books I’m putting out now are small, niche topics. They are useful, but they aren’t high quality or mind-blowing enough that I feel comfortable doing a real big launch or book promotion. And I put out books so quickly it isn’t worth it to do a big, full on launch for everything.


  But for some of the other books I plan to launch soon, I’ll be everywhere, doing guest posts for huge blogs, getting on podcasts, doing publicity stunts and media campaigns – because those books have more of a shot rising up to real best-seller status.
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  Q: What are the best marketing resource websites for self-publishers?


  A: Marketing a book is like marketing anything else. Unfortunately, the majority of self-publishing authors, even the ones who are doing pretty well, don’t know jack about real marketing. Most of what they say is bogus. They simply don’t have the numbers to analyze the data and know for sure what is working and what isn’t. I find it so much more valuable to listen to marketing experts (not “self-publishing marketing experts.”) I recommend listening to these podcasts:


  
    	Entrepreneur on Fire


    	The School of Greatness


    	Publish, Position, Profit


    	Seth Godin’s Startup School


    	Internet Business Mastery


    	The New Business Podcast


    	Online Marketing Made Easy


    	Pocket Changed


    	Solopreneur Hour
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  Q: Should you hire a publicist?


  A: Probably not. The hard part is building your platform, positioning yourself the right way, and making an awesome, professional quality product. A publicist or agent may be very good at helping you do that, in which case – money well spent. A publicist may be able to help you connect with the right people, tell your story the right way, focusing on pitching news stories that resonate or connect with current events. So… yes they can be very helpful, if you have a book that people want to buy. But in my experience, most people don’t – they have a book which is not bad and may earn some profit, but was never meant for huge bestseller success, because it was written without ever thinking about the target readership.


  So before you spend the money, make sure you know how big your target readership is (if it’s a niche topic or field, it should be even easier to identify with or connect with the right people yourself.)


  It’s true however, that some professional attention and criticism – very unlike the feedback you’re going to get from your Facebook friends – could significantly improve your website and other online presence. But before you spend thousands, spend $20 on Fiverr.com getting some feedback. I’ve hired people there to critique my blog or my author bio or book description and they’ve done a good job. You can also get a virtual assistant to research blogs that might be a good fit for a guest post, or who may be willing to do a book review.
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  Q: People from all around the world have read my novella (they’re not many but still from all around the world)... and thankfully, the feedback I’ve received was rewarding and very positive. They like the story. However, after all the blogs, guest posting, tweeting, and facebook-ing, I’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t know the first thing about reaching an audience or selling books. I put in the hours, but no sales :( Where did I go wrong?


  A: Where are you publishing? If you are blogging on your own new blog, or Tweeting without followers, or Facebooking without followers, then you’re standing in the woods alone by yourself shouting but nobody can hear you. They are all at the party. You need to make friends first and get followers; you do that by NOT talking about your book, but instead being friendly, helping people and sharing great content, either your own articles or other people’s. Also, what are you posting? If you’re posting a lot of marketing crap about your book everywhere (“Buy my book on sale NOW!!!!”) that’s a smoke screen that’s blocking people from actually getting to know you. If they don’t know you, they won’t care about you and your book. If you’re doing the work but it isn’t working, you probably don’t have any friends. If you don’t have any friends, it’s probably because you’re trying to sell shit to strangers.
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  Q: Should I do a cover reveal?


  A: Indie authors growing their fanbase probably don’t have enough loyal fans to care so much about their cover design as to be overawed at the prospect of having the curtains slowly drawn back so they can behold an author’s cover design for the first time.


  But that’s besides the point: there are more reasons why a “reveal” is a bad idea.


  1) You decided on the cover without enough feedback


  Most cover designs are not impressive enough to warrant a reveal, but much less so if the author has taken over the process and done most of the work quietly with the designer. It might be pretty good. It might be great. Your audience might like it. They might not.


  You’ll never know, if you don’t give them the opportunity to participate.


  A cover design process is a great thing to invite your readers into, by asking for their feedback and recommendations.


  Not that you should listen to them - especially if you have twenty readers and you make your final decision based on a split vote. You should get feedback, but you should get it from a statistically significant audience (100, possibly, but 1000 would be better).


  Low numbers don’t mean much. But they do give you the opportunity to share something with your readers and get them involved.


  2) You are wasting an opportunity, by focusing on YOU, and not adding value.


  Nobody really cares that much about your book cover design. Even if it’s totally awesome. They probably aren’t going to share it to all their friends and say “Holy CRAP, look at this AMAZING book cover!” They’ll “like” it to support you, but it won’t go viral (book covers themselves almost never go viral).


  Indie authors could use the cover design process much more effectively by sharing it with their readers openly and step-by-step, getting feedback on the early samples, having them vote on images.


  You could be writing posts that actually get shared, like “10 things about publishing I learned from my cover designer” or “how to make a book cover that sells.” Write posts that help other people and they will get shared (and they will also, of course, bring in more traffic and new readers.)


  If you do things right, there won’t be any need for a “reveal” because your readers will have watched the cover come together, they will feel they had a hand in making it, and they will be much more emotionally invested.
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  Q: Do you use Fiverr to promote your books?


  A: Yes, as well as for a ton of other stuff. Especially for notifying lots of sites about your KDP promo, or editing your website or sales copy, or improving your graphic elements, or SEO. There are lots of offerings. You could get a personal VA to do some things for you, but there are so many diverse Fiverr offers. You can get book formatting or ebook conversion done on the cheap, or have them research blogs or websites that would be a good fit for your book… don’t expect innovative, high level creativity or innovation, but if you need something simple done and you tell them what to do, it can go well.


  It’s almost always worth saving yourself hours of frustration if you can outsource it for $10.
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  Q: My biggest question (after many of the ones you already have up there) is: How, in person, over radio, TV, etc., can I get over my nerves? I once read a poem in front of my small church, and that made me feel queasy, so how can I deal with that so that I can promote my book?


  A: I’m actually working on a book about drugs and creativity, and so my own approach to this problem is pharmaceutical. Nervousness is a flight or fight response. I also can’t control it, even though I’ve done a lot of public speaking, I still get sweaty or shaky and panicky. A lot of professors take Propranolol, it keeps you calm, and you’ll speak more slowly, which is good if you’re reading, but not as good if you need to be animated or think quickly. I’ve also found Modafinil makes you crazy smart and articulate, but removes your filter so you may come off colder/meaner than you would otherwise. And Vicodin removes social anxiety, you just feel good and confident, but not drugged up or anything. Huperzine A makes me a manic genius: passionate, opinionated, strong-willed and full of “I can do anything” bravado. I don’t recommend taking drugs regularly but for important events, you want to do as well as you can, and they can be an easy fix.


  But if you plan on becoming a career speaker then you may need to practice harder and get up in front of a lot of people often. My uncle was a motivational speaker for decades, sharing the stage with the most influential and inspiring speakers in the world (Tony Robbins, Robert Kiyosaki, etc). But he’s had a tough time since the economy flatlined. He’s an old-school public speaking guru and has more to offer than anyone else I know on the subject; I’ve been building him a new platform so he can start sharing his knowledge with free YouTube videos.


  We just started so we’re still figuring out the technology, but I know he’d love it if you check out www.speakingbasics.com.
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  Q: When should I just dig a little deeper and pay for ads?


  A: Advertising can be very effective – I would use Facebook Ads to target to very specific people. For this book I could target people interested in self-publishing, KDP and Smashwords, then say “Got publishing questions? Get answers!” But if I took them straight to the Amazon page, I probably haven’t warmed them up enough to buy the book. A better strategy would be to bring them to an article on my blog, with the option of buying the book – or to a page that offers this book for free in exchange for an email sign up. For fiction, you can say “Fans of X and Y will love this new (steampunk horror novella)” – then target fans of X and Y directly. Those ads will be so targeted people will take notice. Spend $15 and see how it goes, tweak, try again. The trick is to advertise and sell enough books to recoup your spending; that way you can up the budget and just keep going indefinitely. (Eventually, you’ll exhaust the people you’re reaching and the ads will stop working for you, until you target new people).


  But you can also advertise with Project Wonderful, or Blogads. If there’s a website that reviews books in your genre, or is related to your genre/field that gets lots of traffic, see if you can advertise there (or offer to pay them for a sidebar ad). Don’t spend a lot, and track it to make sure you’re earning your money back. But doing it along with your book launch is a good way to stick up in the #1 bestseller spot for a while to get more visibility.


  If you get up to the bestseller slots, and you already have reviews, and people still aren’t buying the book, or if your advertisements aren’t working at all (nobody is buying or clicking…) it’s almost certainly due to an ugly cover design. You can test this – put up a text only ad; do people click? Now run the same ad but with your cover design; do people stop clicking?


  If you have a targeted offer and good sales copy but nobody buys, it’s your packaging (cover), presentation (website), or social trust (lack of quality reviews or suspect rave reviews only).
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  Q: Is NetGalley worth the investment?


  A: (Qualified) No. First, you need to do a little advertising and see if ads are working at all. If ads don’t work, it’s because your website or book cover is ugly, or unprofessional, or your sales copy is poorly written, or you don’t have enough reviews. If $15 Facebook ads don’t work, NetGalley or any other big site isn’t going to work either.


  If your ads are working splendidly, you’ve got a tightly sealed sales tunnel, people are buying it and loving it and posting unsolicited reviews, then you may want to increase your spending. However – (and here’s an extremely valuable, secret tip) – you can almost always reach the exact same audience with Facebook ads for much less.


  For example I can think of the ad I want to use on NetGalley (or any other big community offering advertising) and then target people who have liked that community. Instead of paying to advertise at an expensive Thriller Book Convention, I can target people who like that organization on Facebook and reach the same people for a fraction of the price.


  It’s true though that a lot of elderly readers aren’t very plugged in; if your target readers don’t spend a lot of time online, or don’t use Facebook, or hate cell phones, you’re going to be better off advertising in a snail-mail newsletter (and you also better have print books available, and hopefully they can order online or ask someone to do it for them). For that particular audience, you should probably focus on live events or something.


  Incidentally, this is probably why Young Adult fiction sell so well and are so popular – it’s because young people are the ones reading on devices.
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  Q: Why do I need an email list?


  A: When you post something on Twitter or Facebook, not everybody is going to see it, and very few people are going to pay much attention to it or actually take action. In contrast, if somebody signs up to your email list, you have permission to email them personally. Most people open and read just about 100% of the emails in their inbox. That means whenever you have a sale, a new book, or an event, sending an email to your list is going to be the single most effective thing you can use... but only if you have a list!


  You can get a free plugin for Wordpress (I’ll talk more about that later) or use the two main services, Aweber and Mailchimp. With those two, you login to manage your account, create an email campaign, and send an email to everybody. They keep track of how many people open the email, and how many people click the link. The thing with emails lists is you can’t keep selling the same thing to the same people – so if you only have one book, an email list isn't going to do anything for you.


  I have a list at Creativindie, where the people who sign up have probably read a little about me and know who I am. They are pretty likely to open my emails and take action, because they know I always offer a lot of valuable free content and am devoted to helping them achieve their goals. I nurture that relationship by helping everyone I can and not asking for anything in return. But when I develop something new, I can email them for support or ask them if they’d like to participate.


  I have another list for DIY Book Covers, where people signed up to get some free book cover templates. They signed up without really knowing who I am. They don’t know I have a bunch of other stuff to offer them. So they are less likely to open my emails (which means I need to work harder to earn their trust).


  I wrote recently about how frustrated I was getting with my email list – with Mailchimp, the first 2000 subscribers are free, but then you start paying. I’m paying about $100 a month right now, but since I don’t really have any products or courses to sell, that seems like a lot. And when I get up to 100,000 (I’ll get there!) I’ll be paying $500 a month. If you’re just selling books, that kind of money may not be justifiable. Personally, having that expense has prompted me to start developing some higher value courses and offerings, so I can at least cover the expenses of running my business.


  Finally, I just started a new list for CreativCastle (the castle I’m going to buy to use as a writing retreat). I’ll build it up by traveling around the world visiting all the best castles and blogging about it. Then we’ll run a Kickstarter project to fundraise the money to buy the castle.
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  Q: How do I get people to sign up for my list?


  A: You need an opt-in offer. What do they get? Think of something simple and easy – a 7 week course to writing romance? A beautiful quote from romantic literature every week? 10 steps for growing your author platform? You have to know what you’re providing and what you will be able to continue providing. For most of last year, my email list never got anything from me, because I was writing and building stuff. I didn’t have any news.


  The offer doesn’t have to be amazing; 5000 words of content about something is fine; you can hire someone on Fiverr to turn it into a beautifully designed PDF.
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  Q: What’s “Drip Content” mean?


  A: The power of a list is that you can build a personal relationship with people. To that you have to interact with them, not preach to them or try to sell them something. Sometimes a simple note asking how they’re doing is much more powerful than news or updates.


  “Drip Content” means you plan out the steps you are going to take to develop the relationship. There are experts and gurus for this, but I’ve found a lot of them overdo it by sending too many posts. Once a week is enough (and maybe too much!). You can just plan out your emails ahead of time. Introduce them to your vision; guide them towards taking action; focus on them, not you or what you’re doing. Or just send something unique and interesting. Send an article you enjoyed or something new from your blog. I only send 3 or 4 emails before quitting; I don’t believe you need to stay fresh on their minds all the time. But you do need to build that relationship at first by providing a lot of value, and letting them trust you and look forward to getting your emails (because they are so amazing, fun, intriguing, helpful, etc.). It’s not easy to do. What I was doing before, is they would just sign up and not get anything for a few months; then when I emailed, they might not know who I was. Now, they’ll get an email every five days or so, for a couple weeks – then another about every month, or when I have something big going on.


  Some people will unsubscribe. It happens. When Picasso first got his art published, in a little magazine with only 11 subscribers, 10 people canceled their subscription! (They were hideous little absinth-cup statues).


  Email marketing is extraordinarily powerful, but hard to pull off. I think you can succeed by caring about people, being thoughtful and helpful, and delivering valuable content. But if you’re writing fiction and that seems overwhelming… don’t worry too much about it. Although you should still try to move fans into your list, by having some kind of an offer or promise, like “sign up if you’re interested in being a beta-reader and getting free, early access to all my future books.” Yes, I think you should give your books away for free to your fans. They will be your evangelists.


  


  


  



  SOCIAL MEDIA
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  Q: Do I need to have social networking sites to make myself known?


  A: In my experience, yes. Think of publishing this way: You get published and your book goes up on Amazon, which is like Walmart. But every other platform you can put your book on will sell more books. Why stop at Walmart? Get them up in Kmart and the Grocery store. Put signs about your book at the gas station and the public library. Get people talking about it at Starbucks and McDonalds. Now rephrase the question. Do you need to be on social media is like asking is it better to be in just one store, or lots of different stores? Now the answer is obvious. The reason everybody keeps asking this question is that authors are already hearing, from everybody, that they should be using social media, but they don’t want to.


  They don’t like Twitter of Facbook. They don’t get Pinterest or Instagram or Tumbler. So they ask this question because they are defensive and they secretly hope they can just not do all that stuff and still be successful. Does it happen? Yes, sometimes, if your book is amazing, you might just get lucky. But it’s far, far less likely. Plus in my experience it’s also a symptom of a negative attitude that I can’t support: the idea that writers don’t need to form relationships with their readers. Authors who ask this question don’t want to get to know their readers. They don’t want to have to communicate or “waste time” building relationships unless it “is worth it” in terms of income and book sales. In my opinion, this is a mentality that will make it far more difficult for you to be a successful author these days.


  


  124


  Q: How do you market on social media if you are not the social butterfly or guru?


  A: It’s a complete myth that you need to be extroverted or great at conversation to be good at social media. Most authors prefer to spend their time alone writing; that means we are better writers and usually excellent at expressing ourselves with words. If you feel uncomfortable with social media it’s probably because you have no idea what to say, or who you’re talking to. When you post something it may feel like you’re just shouting into the void and nobody will ever hear you. You don’t know how to “stand out.”


  But you don’t need to be polished or professional or clever or even particularly interesting to be good at social media. You just need to show up and be yourself. You don’t need to comment or like absolutely everything people post. You don’t even need to read other people’s stuff if you aren’t interested. And you certainly don’t need to (nor should you) “market” or promote yourself on social media. So relax.


  Take a deep breath. Here’s the thing about social media – it actually refers to lots of different sites, and they all have unique behavior. Here’s a crash course on how to use the ones I consider to be most effective.


  Twitter is great for building lots of relationships and building your platform. There are two ways to use it. The first is to develop relationships with people who have bigger platforms than you do. These would be other authors you admire, or bloggers or celebrities in your field or genre. Make a list of the 25 dream people you’d love to be friends with; whose blurb or review of your book would be amazing for you. Search them out and follow them. If they share something interested, retweet it – or better, reply with a comment. Don’t tell them about your book or anything, just participate. Don’t force it, don’t over-think it, just pretend like they are your friends already and be casual. Don’t share everything they do or you look like a suck-up. But if they post some content – they want it to get seen. They’ll appreciate it if you retweet or reply, or even use the star icon and “favorite” it.


  The other way to use Twitter is to get people to follow you, so that you become the celebrity. The best way of doing is “curating content.” All that means is, when you find something interesting online, you share it on Twitter. Just add a short comment or note, add the link and a few hashtags (a keyword preceded with a # symbol) so people can find you. If you can add a picture as well, it’ll be even more effective. Don’t stress, you don’t have to spend time worrying about what to post. Just do whatever you would otherwise be doing. If you find something interesting, share it. (It would be a good idea however to consider what kind of people you’d like to have follow you, and think about what they might enjoy). Don’t post a lot of personal crap all the time, but it’s OK to post some, some of the time (it’s good to be human). Don’t whine or complain about stuff, but it’s OK to ask for help if you have questions.


  You can also share new blog posts or articles if you write them, or news about your book, but don’t talk about your book too much. And please don’t use more than one exclamation point, ever (unless you are trying to appeal to low-brow followers by faking enthusiasm. It’s been proven to work with Bieber fans.)


  Some people post their big news several times, or schedule their tweets to a time when more people are active on Twitter. Some people follow tens of thousands of people, to get tens of thousands of followers. You can do those if you want. I could certainly be doing better on Twitter and get my content to reach more people. But I don’t like using the automated software. That said I realized recently that I’m only following back the people who follow me (passive), when I could be seeking out writers and following them (active).


  Pro Tip: if you have a Kindle, just highlight great phrases from whatever you’re reading and share them on Twitter – it’s pretty easy to do. You can do the same thing with articles you’re reading: instead of just posting a link, highlight a great sentence from the article and then link it. Bonus points if you can also find the person who wrote the article and tag them (using the @ symbol) so that they will know you shared their article. I love using Medium.com because it’s so easy to highlight and share content, which automatically includes the @author tag. PS: I made a Wordpress plugin that does the same thing, which you can get for free if you sign up on my website to use on your site.


  That’s it! Some people use Twitter much more effectively than I do; but don’t make it too hard on yourself. Just start using it and it will become more and more comfortable. I didn’t like it until I got an iPhone, and now I find Twitter is an easy way to kill time if you’re ever standing around waiting for something or in transit.


  Facebook is trickier: some people may say you need your own page for yourself as an author, or your book. But those are rarely effective, especially in the beginning when you only have 5 likes (which looks really unprofessional). For me a Facebook group with less than a thousand likes seems unprofessional. Asking people to like your page is meaningless, because it doesn’t mean they will take other action or buy your books, and even worse, it doesn’t ensure that you can contact them. Facebook decides who sees your posts, and if you want to reach all your fans, you’ll need to pay to boost the post. With over a thousand fans, only 25 people or so see my posts. When people like, share or comment on something, then Facebook knows it’s valuable and will share it with others. So the way to succeed at Facebook is to only share amazingly interesting content, which is really difficult to do.


  So for marketing, or reaching your fans, Facebook is pretty worthless – except for the advertisements or “boosted posts” option, which can work really well, especially if you have a contest or prize, but not so much if you are just trying to get people to buy a book.


  Instead, Facebook is a great way for making friends. Remember that list of 25 influential people you want to get to know? Find them on Facebook and follow them. Facebook tends to be under-used, so while their blog may get lots of content, often a Facebook post will only get a few comments. Which means if you comment on their Facebook posts they’ll probably read them and know who you are. Do that for a month or so, then add them as a friend. They might say no, but you can try. Facebook is mostly for sharing yourself into the world; but that means you can develop closer, personal relationship with people, because you’re not just chatting about business or books, you’re liking their travel photos, or witnessing their life events, or commenting on their food pictures. It’s like experiencing someone’s life with them and getting to know them. If you follow them for a while and comment sometimes, you can also interact with them on Twitter or their website, and send them an occasional email.


  Remember to provide value. See if you can help them out somehow, even by offering feedback (not just praise, but valuable constructive criticism) on their projects.


  LinkedIn is for professional networking, so it’s fine to talk about business; the best way to use it though is to help others. Answer people’s questions. Respond and share. Enter discussions.


  Pinterest is for sharing pictures; you can make boards with topics and just add pictures you find online as you’re browsing around. You can use Canva.com to make photo+quotes from your book (or hire someone to make you a hundred of them). Those can be posted on Twitter and Facebook as well, and if done right can be very powerful for marketing. As an example, check out my post, “Awesome quotes for authors (that will make people like you more)”.


  You might ask, “But how does any of this help me sell my books?!” The answer is that you need to do all of these things to build trust and let people get to know you as a person. If they know you, they may like you, and if they like you they will support and buy from you. Post stuff that interests you and you will naturally attract the kind of people who like you: social media is an automatic friend-finder – people who don’t like your personality will stop following you. Keep sharing and after a few months you may have several thousand people who like you.


  That’s when you finally launch your book and ask people nicely if they’d like to buy it or review it. The mistake most authors make is they jump into social media and start promoting and selling: that’s like ringing the door-bell with a big advertisement covering your face. Nobody can see you. They aren’t looking for what you’re selling. And you’ve interrupted dinner. They just want you to go away.


  Properly done, the right strategy is to move in across the street. Go over with a plate of cookies. Volunteer to walk their dog. Babysit their kids. Then after they trust you, you can make your move. Remember, you don’t want to ask for favors: but you can let them know what you’re working on and try to pitch it in a way that focuses on the benefits. (Instead of “Please buy my book for 4.99!!!!” you can say “I finally launched my book; it’s $9.99 but I set it at $4.99 today only so my friends can get a copy.”)


  You need a great offer they can’t pass up, AND they have to know, like and trust you first. It’s very tricky. But the more they know, like and trust you, the easier it is – which is why social media is so valuable and important.
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  Q: Should you start social media even if your book has not been published or even edited?


  A: Yes. Sign up. Start posting useful stuff. Follow influential people, or people who write in a similar genre, or people who you’d love to get a blurb from, and respond, like or share their content. Do that for a few months. Use social media to build relationships with influencers, not to sell books. Later this year I’ll be working on a course called “21-day Bestseller” – because I know most authors wait until their book is finished and then want to get everything set up really quickly… and there are some things you can do to launch fast, but there’s no good reason to put off starting. Do it NOW.


  


  


  126


  Q: How do I sell my book without turning into a total Amway douche on social media?


  A: Don’t talk about your book. Don’t quote passages from your book or post every review you get for your book. Don’t pay other people who promise to promote your book on Twitter for you, or any “social media marketers” for a similar service. All they do is spam about a bunch of books all the time, with lots of exclamation points. Don’t add a ton of hashtags without actually saying anything (3 is enough). Don’t associate your book with those douchy-tactics. Post valuable content at least 9 out of 10 times. If there’s a group or person who is widely trusted, or you’re doing a KDP free campaign, then maybe you can do it once. And it’s better to let someone else do it than doing it yourself. But not more than once. You can use hashtags like #freebook or #kindlebargain. (Google “hashtags for authors” and you’ll find a bunch).


  It’s not that using them and heavy promotion doesn’t work; it’s just that it doesn’t work very well, and it’s not great for building relationships. If you’re starting with zero platform and want to test some things out, go for it; you can even pay for Kindle marketing and see if it makes any difference on sales.


  But if you want to be a career author, it’s not just about selling books, it’s about building a supportive community who will share your work. Personally, I try to write good content with good headlines and share the links on social media; other people retweet them, which brings new people to my website, where they might buy my books or join my mailing list.


  If you want to grow a following super-quickly, write articles about people with big followings, and the share the link while tagging those people (or, just quote from their books and websites and share that instead). Those people are likely to retweet you, or favorite you, which will get you in front of all of their followers. So even if you’re starting with no followers, if you use this technique ambitiously, you can grow a big platform fast.


  If you are going to market aggressively, it’s usually better to offer something for free: for example right now I’m experimenting with Twitter Ads to promote my “Four Free Books!” offer to people who aren’t already following me. Jeff Goins is doing the same thing with Facebook ads to get people to sign up for free webinars. We know that giving people free stuff so they get on our list can be very valuable long term, and is much more effective than using ads to sell something.
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  Q: What is “Content Marketing?”


  A: Content marketing means, you give away great free content that people enjoy. You’re not selling what you want people to buy, or trying to get them to do anything. You know they don’t know who you are and don’t care about your projects, so you get in front of them by putting interesting stuff on the platforms they are already using.


  A good example is how Bud Light recently posted a bunch of cat gifs to Buzz Feed, with a very indirectly related offer at the bottom. If they’d started with an advertisement, people would have run away or ignored it. But they started with cut moving cat gifs, and then blindsided you when you got to the end.


  Another example is the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge. Rather than talk even more about the problems and why they need fundraising money, they:


  
    	Gave people something fun and visually active to do


    	Encouraged people to challenge other people for growth


    	Encouraged them to post the videos

  


  The sample challenge really could have worked to raise money for anything.


  Content marketing works – and it’s just about all that works these days – which is why just about every huge company is doing it. Instead of posting ads talking about the benefits of their product, they post ads that are fun, zany, totally unrelated. The Geico ads are often brilliant, but don’t have much to do with insurance. Especially the new ones – like “Well, did you know Pinocchio wasn’t a good motivational speaker?” (cuts to a clip of Pinocchio telling people that they can be successful, but his nose grows because he’s lying). It’s funny. It makes me like Geico. Even though I know nothing about their company or whether they really offer the best deals, if I need insurance I’ll buy from them because they made me laugh and their ads are cool.


  BLOGGING
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  Q: What’s the easiest way to create an author website? Is there a template? What tabs should I have on my site?


  A: I prefer Wordpress: it’s a free blogging software. There’s really no distinction anymore between a blog and a “regular” website. On Wordpress you set up static pages that show on the menu and are always there; and you also post new articles that are automatically added to your feed/blog page (so when people click “blog” on the menu, they get taken to a page that shows all the recent posts).


  Tons of people are using Wordpress, and there’s a ton of fancy plugins that make it easy to do just about everything. What you don’t want to do is invest a lot of time and effort planning out exactly how you want your website to look: if you design it, it will be ugly, and there are no exceptions to this rule (unless you’ve been a web designer for 10 years, and even then, don’t do it!)


  You don’t want to hire a web designer who will make exactly what you have in mind. You don’t want to be creative and original and move things around. It’s not about your personal preferences. There are studies that prove where everything needs to be; there are studies that show which color button gets more clicks. People have tested this stuff. Design matters. You need to provide a functioning, professional, good looking website that is easy to use and has everything in just the obvious place that people have come to expect from browsing hundreds of blogs and websites every day.


  SO: install Wordpress, then search for a theme you can use. I use www.themeforest.com. Wordpress also has a whole bunch of free themes (but be careful where you get them from). Wordpress needs to be updated frequently, so consider getting some managed Wordpress hosting from GoDaddy or other hosting sites.


  (You need to pay for hosting, which just means a place to store all the files. Then you need to buy a domain name that points to those files. You can usually do it together, from BlueHost or GoDaddy or other providers.)


  Find a great looking theme, probably a “responsive” theme (which means it will automatically adapt to smaller screen sizes like smart phones). A lot of themes have a complex homepage with a slider and a lot of stuff; you’ll probably use the standard blog/recent posts as your homepage, so when you’re looking at themes, ignore the front page and check out the blog section. Look at the sidebar and how things are laid out. It’s not easy to change the size of things or move things around. It is very easy to change the fonts, so if you like a theme but it has big bold thriller-esque fonts, it will be easy to change them to nice scrolly romantic fonts later.


  You need to control how you want people to feel when they get to your site, but don’t overwhelm them. Keep the site super clean and simple, and use powerful stock photography. Get a professional header/logo designed from Fiverr.com (you probably don’t need a logo – focus on clean, clear text).


  Author websites are important, and 90% of them are hideous. Self-publishing may seem really difficult and indie authors may seem like they are working really hard to get people to pay attention to them; it’s because they are shooting themselves in the foot with an ugly website that is killing sales. 90% is not an exaggeration. Don’t look at other indie author websites for inspiration. Even if they’re popular and people like their books, it may not be because of their website. You can do better (if in doubt, email me and ask me if your site is ugly. I’ll tell you the truth.)


  There isn’t a “template” for indie author websites, but that’s a great idea; I’ve thought many times about making a package of ready to go Wordpress author themes. There are some pretty awesome ebook-selling themes on ThemeForest (just search for “book” and you’ll see them). Those are great landing pages or sales pages. You can’t go wrong with those, although they focus a little too much on the book, and you probably want to focus on yourself as the author (unless you only have ONE book).


  An author website should have these pages:


  
    	About


    	Books


    	Press Kit (I skip this one… it’s probably not necessary for indie authors, until you’re selling tons of books nobody is going to care).


    	Blog


    	Contact

  


  You could have a “reviews” page, but I would just put the reviews under the books. Each book would have each own page with reviews, a link to an excerpt, links to Amazon and other ebook retailers.


  But remember the point of having a website is to be able to write articles so that (the right kind of) people actually find you. Then you should have your books listed on your sidebar, with an email optin offer.


  Once I get more comfortable making videos, I’m going to post an article called “How to make an author website on Wordpress in under one hour” and get a video of me making one from scratch.
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  Q: What do I need an email list for? And why should I do a Blog?


  Without a list, you have to ask other people to share the news about your book. With a list, you don’t need any favors; you just tell the thousands of people who follow you to go buy your book, and get a lot of sales the same day, and hit all the bestseller lists. It’s. So. Easy. But building a list means providing a lot of great content, repeatedly, which is what a blog is for. The best marketing in the world is offering a ton of useful free content over a long period of time and developing relationships with lots of people online, so that when you launch a book, you don’t need to do any marketing or advertising. You just email everybody and say “OK I’m done” and you’ll do pretty well. You can pay others to market it for you but you won’t be nearly as successful as someone who has their own platform.


  If you only put up a website with links to buy your books, social media profiles and a contact page, it will work fine but you have to drive all the traffic. Which means: people will find you if they search for you by name (hopefully) or are looking for your book. You can hand out business cards or write guest posts or attend conferences or advertise to bring people to your site. But if you stop promoting, people will stop visiting your website or buying your book. It will be there, but nobody will ever visit it.


  But most probably, there aren’t many people who know about you or your book. Nobody is searching for you. You need to get in front of them somehow. That’s why you write articles that would appeal to a much broader range of people. If I write Steven King style thriller/mysteries, even though fans of Steven King would like my book, they’ll never find me: but I can write articles like:


  
    	Steven King’s top 10 literary characters ever


    	What I learned from reading all of Steven King’s novels


    	A review of the “Carrie” movie based on the Steven King book


    	How to write like Steven King


    	Is Steven King the greatest living author alive?

  


  There’s a Wordpress plugin I love called “Wordpress Title Generator.” It’s $14, but you can type in “Steven King” and it will come up with hundreds of powerful titles for you. Crafting titles that get clicked is a huge challenge and people sell expensive courses just focused on writing titles. This will do all the work for you. Pick 10 great titles per subject and then just started writing the articles based on the title.


  Not only will it help you decide what to write, it’ll make sure you’re writing the kind of content that gets shared (a lot of people don’t even read articles, they just like or share them based on the title!)


  When you write these articles on your website, they will be up forever. You can share them on Twitter or social media, but people will also find them on accident just searching Google. For years. Which is like free advertising. And if you write hundreds of articles (which you should!) you’ll get a steady stream of traffic to your site, which (if it’s set up well) will sell your book constantly, forever.
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  Q: What should I write about? How do people find my content?


  A: Write about things that are interesting or relevant to the types of people who would enjoy your book. It gets easier to figure things out as you go. In the beginning when you’re posting it feels really strange – but the nice thing is, almost nobody will read your posts for the first few months. So don’t worry about it. Just pretend that you have a hundred solid fans eagerly awaiting your words. Or pretend you’re writing a diary or notes to yourself if it makes it easier.


  In my case, I set up creativindie.com, then didn’t post anything for a year. Then I redesigned it and started posting very random stuff. With time you start figuring out who your audience is and what they want to read about. But you need to get started. View the first six months as necessary practice. After a year all those posts will be there but you’ll have a clearer direction. Plus Google will trust you more based on how much content you have.


  Quantity leads to quality. You don’t start off a great blogger; like all good things, talent and skill takes time to build. You have to get through several months of strangeness before you hit your stride. I strongly recommend sitting down and planning out 100 blog post titles (pick the relevant topics, then use the title generator plugin, it won’t take long). Then write them all. Write 2 or 3 a day for a month and you’ll be done. You need content on your website.


  Seriously – stop thinking about “marketing” and “publicity” and “advertising.” Write 100 damn articles first, it’s more effective and will start bringing the traffic you need to you, so you don’t have to go running around the internet trying to connect with people.


  How do people find your content?


  
    	They search for something and you show up in the search engines. This is unlikely to happen unless you’re talking about something very specific that no one else is talking about. If you’re talking about someone famous like Steven King, there’s too much content online, search engines won’t recommend your small, new, personal blog (more on how to fix that later).


    	You post something on social media. But only your followers will see it. So you need followers. If you’re lucky, someone with more followers will share it.


    	You post a guest post on someone else’s blog, that already gets a lot of traffic.
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  Q: Why should I write about other people (notes from conferences, etc.)


  A: If you talk about yourself and you aren’t famous, people are very unlikely to share your content. But if you talk about famous people and let them know about your post, they (or their followers) are very likely to share it. For example, I’m writing a book about creativity and drugs and I have a very specific list of famous people, millionaire entrepreneurs and celebrity bloggers that I want to review it. But they don’t know who I am. However, I know they are interested in the subject, because I’m quoting some of their writings and thoughts in my book. So I plan to post some articles about the subject and quote these people, put them on Facebook, then boost the post and target them specifically at followers of those people. That makes it very likely that some of their followers will share the articles with them; they’ll see I’ve written a quality article and mentioned and linked to them as experts, which they are likely to share. If I just wrote about a topic, being a relative nobody, no one would care about my views or opinions. But if I make it about them, quote from a bunch of people and link to them, they are likely to share it, which could lead to a huge flood of traffic.


  Articles like this are sometimes called “link bait” – a simple way of doing it, for example, is to post “the top ten bloggers who have revolutionized my life.” Then you talk about 10 bloggers you admire and link to their sites, and maybe curate three or four influential posts. Those 10 bloggers are likely to share your content with their followers, which attracts lots of links from around the internet, and lots of traffic.


  Another way to do it is to offer notes of a conference you went to, a speech you heard, a YouTube video you watched. Take someone else’s teachings or writings, summarize them in your own words and make them convenient for other people. Don’t plagiarize; but if you say where the info came from and link back, they should be happy you’re talking about them and sharing their content.


  It’s much easier to get other people involved and leverage their platforms than just talking about generic stuff and trying to build a platform naturally.
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  Q: How do I do SEO?


  A: Don’t worry much about SEO (search engine optimization). All you need to know is that


  
    	The older your website, the better


    	The more content, the better


    	The more links pointing back to your site from trusted authority sites, the better (this is why, again, talking about celebrities and getting them to link to you is good).

  


  


  It takes time for Google (or other search engines) to trust your website.


  When someone searches, Google will search the internet for the closest match of the exact terms people are searching for. If someone searches “How to be a NYT bestseller,” they will probably find at least several hundred articles on the topic (more likely thousands!). OK I just tested it and got 232,000 results. Now Google has to organize all those options and decide which ones are better quality; they do that by looking at how many links are pointing to it, how reliable/popular the website is (in terms of content, age, and traffic). For the terms “How to be a NYT bestseller,” Tim Ferriss’ site www.fourhourworkweek.com shows up first, then Forbes.com, then Wikipedia, then NYtimes.com.


  Surprisingly, there aren’t any YouTube results (usually there are a few that show up on the first page).


  Google changes its algorithms frequently because people are always trying to game Google or use “SEO” to show up high on search results – but Google wants to recommend high quality, relevant content, so they innovate to outsmart the hackers.


  Write for people, not search engines. Write great content and get it shared a lot, by bigger websites or bloggers. Post everything on all your social media profiles to get lots of nice links pointing back to all your articles (social media links really matter!) Get links from other big sites by repurposing your content. If you wrote an article for your blog, take a 1 minute video talking about it and post it on YouTube. Even if nobody watches it, having links from YouTube will make your blog more trusted. And somebody could watch it and find out about you, your site and your book.


  I’ve been avoiding video for a couple years, but it’s one of the greatest tools to grow your platform, because it’s owned by Google and they will often show some YouTube videos on the first page of search results (which means, your YouTube video could outrank thousands of other blogs on the same topic).


  After I finish this book I’m going to make a short video for every question I answered here, which will be a huge boost in my platform and traffic.
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  Q: How to sell books online (shopping cart, distribution vs Paypal).


  A: The easiest way is to link to your Amazon page. If you want to earn a little more money, sign up as an affiliate at Amazon so you can get a custom link that will earn you an extra 5% or so. (If you do a ton of book reviews and link to that book, you can earn money that way).


  Some people use a bit.ly link because it lets them keep better track of how people are getting to the Amazon page (how many people are clicking, from where, so they can know what marketing is most effective). I don’t, because I’m lazy and I don’t really care about the data. Overanalyzing the data is almost never the secret to marketing success: producing more content is.


  You may want a nice shiny “Buy on Amazon” button, there are a couple real nice Wordpress plugins for that. There’s an article called “Best plugins for Authors” somewhere on my site.
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  Q: How long should posts be and how often should I post?


  A: It doesn’t matter. Write high quality articles. Don’t write crap that you are just using to promote books (80% of the internet these days is crap). I often see interesting titles that could have been interesting, but they were too short and wrapped up without actually saying anything. Write about stuff that matters. Write about stuff you care about. Dare to disagree, challenge or defend something.


  Polite and boring and nice will always lose to opinionated enthusiasm (it’s fine to piss off people who wouldn’t like your writing anyway; and you need to endear yourself to the people who would like). So be yourself.


  I’d put at least 10 high quality articles up right away, and post at least one or two times a week if you’re doing serious marketing like guest posting or advertising. But if you aren’t doing that, then write 5 articles a day for a month.


  Articles can be around 500 words; they don’t have to be very long, it’s mostly about the content and the title, not about the length or quality of the article (at least to get people to find and visit you: but to convert them into friends and fans you need to write well about topics that matter).


  My blog articles often run over 2000 words; that means I get to do things like actually talk about something instead of just pretending to talk about it without saying anything.


  


  THE END


  



  I’ve run out of questions and since I put this book up for pre-sale, I’ve hit the deadline and my time is up.


  I hope you learned a little something – if I’ve added anything you disagree with or my info is out of date, please let me know so I can update it. If you have other questions I didn’t answer you can post them on this page, “Ask me anything about publishing – please!”


  I’ve also decided to make videos discussing most of these questions, which will go up on YouTube soon.


  If you want free copies of my other books, need more help marketing your books, or want to come live in my castle, sign up on my email list at www.creativindie.com.


  Thanks!


  Derek Murphy
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