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Introduction

This guide came about when a VW member received an offer from a vanity 
publisher (see Judith’s Story). With Ray’s help, she was able to self-publish 
her work instead, with a substantial reduction in cost. It seemed likely that 
other VW members might find themselves in a similar position, or might 
wish to self-publish for other reasons but didn’t know how to begin. So, a 
session was arranged in December 2023, with Ray and Phil discussing their 
experiences and giving guidance. For those who couldn’t be there, or were 
looking for less transient guidance, this guide has been written. We hope 
you find it helpful.
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About the authors

Ray Wilkinson

Student textbook published by Longman
When it dropped from the Longman catalogue, he recovered the publication 
rights
With a colleague, formed a publishing company, MechAero Publishing, 
which operated from 2001-2021, to keep their textbooks available to 
students
Published two books by other authors under the MechAero imprint
Edits and produces a monthly newsletter for Hatfield branch of Royal 
Aeronautical Society
Recently typeset and produced two books for Wendy Turner’s family, plus 
Judith Foster’s book, Achilles the Changeling

Phil Mitchell

Writing under his middle name, Steven, Phil has traditionally published 
one novel, Under The Moss, and self-published a collection of short stories, 
Little Islands. He co-edited and formatted the paperback version of Bloody 
St Albans.
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Judith’s story

This story is told with Judith’s permission. She wanted to have a classic-style 
long poem published, and did the usual rounds of potential publishers. 
She was delighted when a publisher informed her that her work had been 
accepted for publication, but the contract they sent her included a clause 
requiring her to pay for the publication. For a cost of almost £2000, they 
would produce 25 copies of the book, plus some publicity materials. They 
would also market her book internationally, and include it on their website.
Judith spoke to a number of VW members about her news, and was advised 
that the company was a vanity publisher, charging high prices with little 
offered in return – see the later section on vanity publishers.

Ray and Wendy offered to help her self-publish, with Wendy assisting 
with editing and Ray typesetting and helping with book design. Ray sent the 
finished files to a printer they had used before, who produced 100 copies 
(Judith’s choice) for less than £500. The result is superb, and Judith is very 
happy with the finished book.

The price included providing an ISBN number, which automatically 
has the book listed in Nielsen Book Data’s Books in Print database. This 
is monitored by all the world’s major booksellers, ticking the box for 
‘marketed internationally’ promised by the vanity publisher. Amazon now 
list it on their website, though it did take numerous attempts before the 
print version became available.
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Why self-publish?

When you’ve finished a book, you may seek an agent to land you a 
traditional publishing deal with an established publisher who will take care 
of everything and get your books into the shops. Or you might send your 
manuscript directly to small, independent publishers. But if you don’t have 
luck finding a publisher, what do you do?

Getting it out there
Your manuscript may forever sit there among your computer files hidden 
from the world, or self-publishing will get it out into the world into the 
hands of readers. Perhaps you don’t want to go through the ordeal of trying 
to find an agent and traditional publisher, or you want to retain full creative 
control of your work – self-publishing is the way to go.

Maybe you know your work is unlikely to get picked up by a traditional 
publisher because it is unlikely to be commercial or serves a niche market. 
Since it’s so difficult to have a work accepted by either a publisher or an 
agent, many authors start by self-publishing in an attempt to become 
known. It has never been easier to do so, especially with ebooks, but that 
means the work must be even more special to stand out from the hundreds 
of thousands of new books published every year.

Simple desire to be published
Perhaps you’re not that interested in selling books to as many readers as 
possible and just want to have a physical copy of a book you’ve written in 
your hands. It may be for personal reasons, or to show your friends, family 
or work colleagues. Or you may just feel you have something to say, and 
blogging or other outlets aren’t your thing. All of these are valid reasons to 
self-publish.

Family books (no commercial intent)
Another reason to self-publish might be just to produce a book to be read 
by family or friends, like a book on the family’s history or a book of photos 
and memories. Ray and Wendy have done this recently, for members of 
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Wendy’s family. It’s fairly easy to do, and the cost is not prohibitive. There’s 
no intention to try to sell these books, and only a small quantity will be 
printed.

Whatever your reason to self-publish, you’ll need to understand what 
you’re getting into. So read on.
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What are the benefits of self-publishing?

Having control
Self-publishing gives the author complete control over all stages of the 
process, with no decisions taken away from them. When you self-publish, 
you have total creative control, making only changes you want to make, not 
some faceless editor from a publisher who ‘doesn’t get you.’ The book’s 
look, from its cover design to size, paper type and fonts, will be how you 
envisage them. Of course, the other side of this is that no decisions can be 
left to anyone else, so good research is needed to optimise the process. 
Even authors who are already well known sometimes use self-publishing to 
make sure they have control over their work.

Higher royalty rate
For a traditional publisher’s contract, only a small part of the final sale price 
goes to the author, normally about 8-12% of the publisher’s price (the price 
at which the publisher sells to the distributor or bookseller). Books sold 
through a bookshop, online or high-street, will also take typically 30-35% of 
the cover price. So, a book with a £10 cover price might earn the author 70p 
per copy. The publisher is paying for the entire process, and taking the risk 
that it won’t sell well enough to cover the costs, so they take the majority 
of the selling price.

Self-publishing means that you retain all rights, rather than a publisher, 
and get to keep all the profits. You can choose how much you charge for the 
book and where it is sold. The whole publisher’s price goes to the author, 
but of course so do the risks and the costs. 

Less waiting
With traditional publishing, the submitted manuscript goes into the 
production queue, and it may be a year or more before the finished book 
hits the shelves. It’s much quicker to self-publish. And it’s also quicker and 
easier to update your book or fix mistakes if you find them in your book—
you just change them for the next print run.
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An opportunity to make a name for yourself
As mentioned earlier, it’s very difficult to have a book accepted by an agent, 
let alone a publisher, and once accepted the agent still needs to find a 
publisher willing to accept it. Many famous authors had to face hundreds of 
rejections before their work was finally accepted. Some started by self-pub-
lishing, and made a name for themselves, before getting a book deal.

If you market your book well, you can get noticed and pick up fans, with 
the possibility an agent or publisher will notice you’re doing well and offer 
representation. And, whereas a traditional publisher would stop marketing 
a book after a certain point, you’ll have the ability to keep up the campaign 
if you self-publish.

If self-publishing seems daunting, contrary to the name, self-publishing 
doesn’t mean you have to do it all yourself. You can hire editors, designers, 
marketers and publicists to help you create and sell a professional product.
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What are the challenges of self-publishing?

Unlike a traditional publishing deal where publishers take care of the 
costs, self-publishing authors must pay all expenses for their book. And, 
unlike traditional publishing deals, there are no book deals and monetary 
advances for self-published authors.

Traditional publishers have teams and resources to support a book 
launch, including editors, designers, and marketers. They’re experts at 
transforming a manuscript into a professional, sellable product. When an 
author self-publishes, this work falls to the author or any freelancers they 
hire to help create a professional book.

Less public visibility
A self-published book does not sell itself. After the book is printed, the 
hard work of marketing and publicity begins. Many writers who enjoy the 
creativity of writing a book balk at having to sell it, but significant effort is 
required in this area.

Higher costs
Since there’s no publisher (well, the publisher is you), all the costs of 
producing a book come down to the author. It’s tempting to try to cut costs 
by doing most of the work yourself, but take care that doing so doesn’t 
compromise quality to the extent that it makes the finished book look 
amateurish and so harm sales. Sometimes it’s better to pay an expert, who 
can do the work quickly and efficiently, and get on with what you do best 
– writing.

No support system
A publisher is a source of advice and encouragement; your editor usually 
has a lot of experience and can advise on many aspects of the preparation 
of a manuscript. Self-publishers need to find this elsewhere, which of course 
is part of the reason that groups such as VW exist.
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Harder to get print distribution
Although it’s relatively straightforward to get your work published electron-
ically, provided you are fairly computer savvy, it can be harder to set up 
distribution for print versions. It can be hard to get onto the shelves of major 
bookshops as a self-published author. Bookshops often have exclusive deals 
with major publishers and are unlikely to take a chance on a self-published 
book. So, if your definition of publishing success is to see your book in a 
major bookshop, it will be difficult to achieve through self-publishing.

For the distribution itself, you have the choice of paying a distributor or 
dealing with it yourself, and this is discussed later.
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Self-publishing versus vanity publishing

There’s absolutely nothing wrong with paying a company to publish a book 
for you. This was traditionally known as vanity publishing. But in recent 
years, vanity publishers have renamed themselves hybrid publishers and 
claim to offer the best of both traditional and self-publishing worlds. 
They promise authors greater control and access to professional services 
like editing, cover design, marketing, and publicity to produce, distribute 
and sell a quality book. However, these publishers rarely deliver on these 
elevated promises.

Hybrid Publishing is Expensive
Hybrid publishers ask for money up front for editing, design, marketing and 
distribution costs. A 2022 report, Is It a Steal? 1, discovered that fees for 
hybrid publishing ranged from £330 to more than £10,000 in the UK. The 
median amount paid by writers was £2,000. While these fees pay for the 
standard services required to publish a book, the quality of the services is 
often poor and there’s no guaranteed return on investment. The report found 
the median deal made a loss for the author of £1,861, with claimed losses as 
high as £9,900. 94% of authors interviewed for the report lost money.

Uncertain Royalties
Unlike traditional publishers, who share a percentage of book sales with 
the author, hybrid publishers offer less-favourable royalties. Hybrids usually 
offer a profit-sharing model or fixed fees, leaving authors with uncertain 
earnings. The Is It a Steal? report found the median of royalties received by 
a hybrid published author was just £68.

Unclear Rights
Hybrid published authors have complained of unclear contracts and 
publishing processes, and unnecessary and excessive acquisition of the rights 
to the book. If publishing with a hybrid, authors should carefully examine the 
terms of any contract to ensure they will receive a fair royalty for their work 

1 Is It a Steal?, Society of Authors and The Writers Guild of Great Britain
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and can recover the rights to their book if things aren’t working out.

Lack of Selectivity
Hybrid publishers will often tell an author their manuscript will first be 
considered for a traditional publishing deal where the author doesn’t bear 
any upfront costs. But on receiving the manuscript, the Hybrid publisher 
will heap praise on it, flattering the author, while also revealing it won’t 
be possible to publish without charging fees or “sharing the cost.” In truth, 
Hybrid publishers will accept almost any manuscript as long as the author can 
pay. Traditional publishers (like Penguin or HarperCollins and their imprints) 
carefully curate the manuscripts they choose to publish, ensuring a high level 
of quality and marketability. But Hybrid publishers accept a broader range of 
manuscripts. This lack of selectivity dilutes the overall quality of the books 
they produce, leading to a market flooded with sub-par works.

Poor-Quality Books
Many authors are disappointed about the quality of the books produced by 
their hybrid publisher. For example, having spent a lot of money on editing 
services, authors are surprised to find many errors. Or the look and feel of 
the book is unprofessional.

Limited Distribution
Despite their claims, the distribution channels available to hybrid publishers 
are limited. Authors’ books struggle to reach mainstream bookshops and 
gain visibility in an extremely competitive marketplace. When compared to 
traditional publishers who have long held relationships with book retailers 
such as Waterstones or W H Smith, hybrid publishers just don’t have the 
clout or respectability. Some hybrid publishers will list an author’s book in 
an obscure corner of their own website and perhaps put it on Amazon, but 
that’s all.

Variable Marketing Effectiveness
While hybrid publishers often include marketing services in their packages, 
the effectiveness of these efforts vary significantly. Authors should be wary 
of inflated promises and carefully assess the marketing strategies promised 
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by the hybrid publisher. Without a well-executed marketing campaign, even 
the most well-crafted books languish in obscurity.

Potential for Exploitation
The lack of industry standards for hybrid publishing can expose authors to 
potential exploitation. Some unscrupulous hybrid publishers take advantage 
of inexperienced authors, charging exorbitant fees for services that do not 
deliver the promised results and using aggressive marketing tactics to upsell 
services that aren’t required. Authors must conduct thorough research, 
seek recommendations, and approach any hybrid publishing arrangement 
with a critical eye.

If choosing to publish through a hybrid publisher, authors must weigh 
the advantages against the significant disadvantages. The expense, limited 
distribution, possible poor quality and potential for exploitation means 
hybrid publishing must be approached with caution. Authors should 
explore all available options, carefully review contracts, and consider the 
long-term implications before committing. It’s important to know that 
hybrid publishers make most of their profits from authors giving them 
money for their services, not from the books they sell. Self-publishing is 
often a far better option if you want to get your book out into the world, 
and if you don’t feel capable of doing the work yourself, there are reputable 
companies that help you do this. They provide professional services and 
create a book an author can be proud of while the author retains all rights 
and receives all of the royalties.

If you’re an author thinking of publishing a book, no matter how you go 
about it, always take an informed approach to avoid compromising your 
creative vision and finances. Publishing a book is a great achievement and 
experience. But don’t let that experience be a painful one.

Are there any good companies you can go to?
There are legitimate companies that help you self-publish. They are clear 
with their fees and what you get, and you don’t give away your work. 
Companies include: Troubadour Publishing, Ingram Spark, and Amazon KDP 
(Kindle Direct Publishing).
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The publishing process

This section covers the entire process of turning a manuscript, and possibly 
artwork, into a finished book, whether print, electronic or both. Please feel 
free to skip any that are too detailed or don’t interest you. However, it’s 
good to understand the process, as you will need to some or all of this 
yourself, or pay someone else to do it, to have your work published.

This section covers:
•	 Market research and competition, pricing
•	 Manuscripts (and artwork)
•	 Proof reading and polishing
•	 Book design, format, extent, colour options, cover design
•	 Pre-production prep – ISBN, Books In Print, initial marketing, 

distribution options
•	 Typesetting
•	 Proofs and corrections
•	 Printing
•	 Distribution

Market research and competition, pricing

Ideally, before even starting to write your book, you should research the 
market. This is less relevant for a novel, but certainly the case for non-fiction, 
as there’s little point in trying to break into a crowded market, or trying 
to create an entirely new market for your book. So find out what similar 
books are out there already, and think about how yours would be different. 
If there isn’t anything similar already, why not? Does everyone else know 
something you don’t, or have you stumbled on something nobody has ever 
thought of before.

Try to estimate the size of the potential market, and reflect honestly on how 
much you could take of this. It’s hard to be realistic, and easy to overestimate 
your share. It may be, of course, that you don’t care how many you sell – you 
just want to get your work out there. However, you will need to decide how 
many you will have printed on the first run – more on this later.
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Next, look at how much they are selling for, to get a rough price for your 
own book. What makes you think yours is worth more? Again, be realistic, 
as over-pricing a book will result in fewer sales. It’s quite possible you’re 
prepared to make a loss, at least on the first few copies while you test the 
market. It’s worth remembering that Tesco make more money than M&S, 
even though (actually because) their margins are much smaller and allow 
lower prices.

On cost and selling price, you should consider the total cost and the total 
revenue from sales, not the mark-up per copy. If you have 20 copies printed 
at a cost of £8 per copy and sell all of them for £6 each, you make a loss of 
£2 per copy or a total loss of £40. If you have 100 copies printed at £5 per 
copy, and sell 20 copies at £6 each, on the face of it you make a profit of £1 
a copy. However, you have spent £500 on printing and your total revenue 
is £120, so you have now lost £380 and are storing 80 copies in your loft.

Suggestion:
•	 Print 10 copies and sell them at a small loss.
•	 If they sell well, print 50 copies and sell them at break-even.
•	 If they sell well, print 500 copies and make some money.

Manuscripts and artwork

Assuming you don’t do it yourself, your typesetter will normally require 
three separate files: the main text, blurb (text for the back cover) and 
captions if there are any illustrations or images. Unless you are asked, don’t 
separate the main text into multiple files, for instance one file for each 
chapter. Simply put in a page break (Ctrl-Return in Word) at the end of each 
chapter. There are stories of authors saving each page of their manuscript 
as a separate file – expect your work to be politely declined in this case!

There’s a distinct difference between a manuscript and a page in a book, 
so don’t try to do the typesetter’s job by putting effort into formatting or 
layout. A manuscript is simply the text, with only the formatting needed to 
show what is required. Don’t put extra work into formatting, such as editing 
to fit onto a page, indenting or selecting a font. Most of this will probably 
be stripped out by the typesetter, who will then re-apply formatting within 
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the software they use. For example, if your manuscript ends with just two 
words on the final page, it doesn’t matter at all, so don’t try to ‘fix’ it.

Don’t insert a line space after each paragraph. Again, the typesetter will 
have to go to the effort of removing all these, and won’t thank you for it. 
If you use tabs, use just one and don’t worry about alignment. Likewise, 
avoid pressing the space-bar more than once, and separate sentences in a 
paragraph by a single space, not two or three.

Take the typesetter’s advice on the use of full stops for abbreviation 
(such as Mrs or Mrs.).

There can be issues with Mac files and PC files not being compatible, 
although this can mostly be avoided by using Word. An alternative, if you use 
an unusual processing package, is to save the file in RTF (rich text format), 
which can be opened in Word or a DTP package. Don’t submit PDF files 
unless you’re sure they are acceptable, as they contain a lot of formatting 
that can be tedious to remove.

If you’re including images, then it’s possible to embed them in Word, but 
the original files must be supplied separately at the best-possible quality. 
Extracting images from Word documents gives very poor quality results. 
Most typesetters will ask for a simple comment in the text, such as ‘FIG 
7 HERE’ on a separate line. Make sure your image files have suitable and 
obvious file names! Check on any copyright limitations if the images aren’t 
yours, and remember there’s no such thing as ‘in the public domain’ to 
relinquish copyright – publishing an image does not release copyright. 
Some organisations such as NASA and the Ministry of Defence give blanket 
permission for the use of most of their images.

Lastly, if you are struggling to find a suitable image, take a look at 
Wikimedia Commons (https://commons.wikimedia.org), which has many 
thousands of images available. The license to use each one varies, so check 
carefully, as some may not be used commercially. Most can, though.

Proof reading and polishing

The most important thing to note for self-publishers is: THERE IS NO EDITOR. 
This means there’s nobody else to comment or feed back on poor writing, 
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spelling or grammar, and nobody else to spot mistakes. It is possible to pay 
someone to edit your work, and many wish more authors did just that as 
there’s a lot of poorly written work being published. If you decide to do the 
editing yourself, then you are recommended to make a conscious decision 
at some point to switch into the editor role. If you’re not sure what an editor 
actually does, then maybe you need to employ one.

It’s very difficult to spot mistakes in your own work, however careful 
you are – you tend to see what you meant to write. Leaving time between 
writing and reading can help.

Proof reading is not the same as editing, and a friend may be willing to 
help. However, an effective proof reader needs to be thorough, pedantic 
and have a good command of spelling and grammar. Your mum, child or 
best friend are probably not going to be tough on you to be suitable.

Remember what was said at the top of this chapter – this is (almost) your 
final chance to get your manuscript right before it is published.

Checking is tedious, boring, soul destroying. It’s also absolutely necessary. 
Without it, the first time you’ll spot your mistakes is when you pick up the 
printed book – the one you just invested money and effort in.

Book design, format, extent, colour options, cover design

Before moving to typesetting, the format of the book needs to be decided. 
For novels and many other books, sizes around A5 are about right. However, 
the easiest way to decide is to find a book the size you want and measure 
it. One word of caution is to take the advice of the printer or typesetter 
to determine the spine width. This is important as the cover will normally 
be set up as a spread – front and back covers, with the spine between, 
printed on a single sheet. Spine width obviously depends on the number of 
pages (known as the extent), but also on the paper weight (which affects 
thickness), and possibly texture. If the spine width is wrong, then the text 
may not fit or may be in the wrong place.
For books that contain solely text, then there’s no choice to make about 
using colour inside – it will be monochrome. If there are images to be 
included, it’s worth considering that printing in colour will increase the 
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cost. For digitally printed books (more about this later), it’s a simple binary 
choice – print in colour or mono, as each will require a different machine. 
Even one colour image will therefore force the switch, which will typically 
add £2-£4 per copy. The question is whether increasing cost by this amount 
will add at least as much to the price that can be charged.

For some books, it’s possible to include a colour section in the middle 
of the book, which is printed on high-quality paper and added separately 
before binding, but this is less common and may not be available for the 
short runs likely for self-publishers.

The cover is normally four-colour (which gives the full range), printed on 
one side (the other, inside face being plain white), and laminated to protect 
it – glossy, matt or semi-matt are the usual options. If the book is going to 
be sold, it will normally have a bar-code to represent the ISBN number, so 
space needs to be left for it – see any book for the usual position and size.

Think about whether you wish to design your own cover; whether you do 
depends on how good you think you will be. Remember the cover is what 
sells the book, and if you’re not sure then it’s worth considering paying 
someone to design it. Your printer or typesetter may be able to help.

The key thing about the cover design is the spine width, which will 
depend on the number of pages and the weight and finish of the paper 
used. If you use a typesetter, they should get it right, taking advice from the 
printer.

Typesetting

Typesetting is the process by which your manuscript text is placed on the 
page, and formatted. It’s possible to use Microsoft Word for typesetting, but 
it is more usual to use specialist publishing software (and MS Publisher is not 
really up to it either). Word just doesn’t offer the level of control needed for 
professional-quality results, and it’s very difficult to make it do so.

Professional (and keen amateur!) typesetters will use one of two 
packages – Adobe InDesign or Quark Xpress. Think of Word like a kazoo 
(a sort of engineered comb and tissue paper) and InDesign or Quark like 
a grand piano. The kazoo is easy to play (you just hum through it) but will 
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never produce concert-quality sounds. A grand piano produces superb 
results, but you can’t just walk up and play it.

And so it is with typesetting. It’s possible to buy the software, but using 
it will require a good deal of learning (or, better, training), and the software 
itself is expensive. All in all, it’s better to use the services of an experienced 
typesetter. Text-only books like novels will be very quick (and therefore 
cheap) to typeset, so even with cover design the cost should be justified by 
the results, and it’s one skill you don’t need to learn.

The typesetter will set up the page design first, using frames. Frames 
hold the content – text or images – and ensure they remain in the required 
place. Text frames can be linked (see below), so text will flow from one 
to another. The text is pasted into the frames, then formatted; the use of 
styles ensures formatting is consistent throughout the document and can 
be adjusted easily. Styles are available in Word as well, but people rarely 
seem to use them.

Nessi tem nata et dolorat.
Rum que pla cum sandanti 
arum, aut volorit iliatem sene-
mporem ratur rem veliquibus, 
nis vel et dolest, sequi blam num 
quam audicim olorumendia si-
tatis maionsequo occupta quam 
exceati isquis etus aut laborerios 
sum quosseq uiatibeaquis ali-
cimp oriorro videlesto dollab-
orem faccum videlent volore ea 
vellaborist, serfero eribus alique 
nias inctur alisqui omnis reicia-
tur repe dolorestrum as que pla 
ex et dolume es simus.

Millorescil invenis et elles pro 
iusandis reresto occuptaquunt 
volupid untorion cullaci istiatur 
reror audisci debitae reiciat vide-
lenime doluptas sequamus accul-
li ctatusam fugias aboreptae cus 
et, niaturionet lam, illupti om-
molor epudaesecepe diostruptur, 
aut volupti anduci doloreptur?
Ratum eatum volest excepudicae 
sam est a sequaspelit est fuga. 
Raeri doloreperepe incto viti 
conse pla abo. Itatur, corrum 
reicae porernat dit mi, quodit, 
nulluptatus estisim olorporis u

Linked frames filled with dummy text
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Note that it will often not be practical to place images exactly where you 
would like them, as it would compromise the look of the page, but they can 
be kept close.

InDesign in particular has very good control over word wrapping (how 
text breaks at the end of each line), Again, Word simply wraps text when a 
word will no longer fit onto the current line, but InDesign looks several lines 
before and after the current line to decide the most appealing wrapping, 
giving slightly more pleasing results.

If you are intending to sell your book in both print and electronic formats, 
it will probably require two versions of the files, especially for Kindle. Kindle’s 
default (and best) option is to allow text to re-flow depending on the user’s 
font and size settings, so the whole file will need to be in one continuous 
frame. The rest of the settings can be the same for text-based books like 
novels, but any images need to be inserted as in-line images, which isn’t 
the usual method for print books. Once the InDesign file is created in the 
right format, it can be exported and converted before uploading. A separate 
cover image or file is the best option, as it will present better.

Proofs and corrections

Your typesetter or printer (or both) will normally produce a set of page 
proofs for your approval. This passes responsibility for any errors back to 
you; this is as it should be, as you are the publisher now, as well as the 
author. You should check them VERY carefully, as this will be the final check 
before your work goes to print. Remember, as tedious as it is (and if it isn’t 
tedious you’re not doing it carefully enough), any mistakes that you allow 
through this stage are set in print, literally.

This is NOT the place to make manuscript changes or correction, which 
should have been resolved long before. Limit changes to catastrophic errors 
and typesetting issues.

Sign off the proofs only when you are absolutely sure they are complete 
and correct.
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Printing

When the time comes to print your book, there are three options: offset 
(litho), digital printing and ebook. The first two are alternatives to each 
other, and the third can be used alone or in combination. A decade or 
more ago, there was a significant difference in quality, with offset printing 
being significantly better, and digital printing showing a distinct graininess. 
However, the quality of digital printing has improved vastly, to the point 
where the quality, especially with colour images, is very impressive. If the 
book will be printed on paper, then converting it into an ebook as well is 
very quick and easy, so whether you do that depends on how you want to 
distribute it. Looking at each in turn.

Offset printing involves having a set of plates made (known as lithographic 
plates or litho for short), which are then used to transfer ink onto the paper, 
in the way that newspapers used to be printed. For monochrome, a single 
plate per page is required; full colour requires four plates per page (the 
CMYK process, for cyan, magenta, yellow and black). If you have just single 
colour throughout in addition to black, then two plates are needed, one 
for black and one for the so-called spot colour. Producing the plates is 
expensive, but printing from them is relatively cheap, with the break-even 
between offset and digital being around 300-500 copies. Typical costs for 
offset printing might be as follows:

•	 setup cost (assuming mono inside), £1000+
•	 cost per copy (known as run-on), £100+ per 100 depending on extent
•	 both would be higher for high colour content
Digital printing has much lower setup costs, as the books are printed 

directly from digital files using something like a giant ink-jet or laser printer. 
However, the cost per copy is considerably higher than for offset printing.

•	 setup cost, zero or a few tens of pounds
•	 cost per copy, £500 per 100, depending on extent and assuming mono
ebooks, as has already been said, are easily produced from properly 

typeset paper versions. Although a small amount of adjustment to the 
formatting may be required, it is much less work than that needed to 
typeset in the first place. The files are then exported in a special format 
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(usually epub), and are then converted into the required format (of which 
there are many) for the ebook type required. This is usually an app, which 
could be online or run locally. For instance, converting to Kindle requires 
epub files to be converted using an app rather confusingly called Kindle 
Previewer.

•	 setup cost, very low if already typeset (no printing is involved so the 
setup cost is just paid to the typesetter)

•	 zero cost per copy
•	 no stock costs
The pricing of ebooks is generally much lower than for print books, to reflect 

this reduction in costs. Expectations and competition drive prices down, so 
expect your book to sell at perhaps 99p. Bear in mind, though, that this is all 
profit (except for any commission charges, from Amazon, for instance), and 
you have effectively infinite stock at zero printing or stocking costs.

A relatively new option for print is Amazon, through the confusingly 
named Kindle Direct Publishing (which covers both print books and Kindle 
versions). This can work out much cheaper than other printers, and has 
the advantage of a fixed price however many are ordered – true Print-
on-Demand. It also is by far the simplest way to have your book listed on 
Amazon. This option is not without its drawbacks, but is useful enough to 
warrant a separate section below.

Of all the ebook formats, Kindle is the most common and best known, 
but it may be worth exploring other formats, and there’s nothing to prevent 
you publishing your book in multiple ebook formats to maximise its reach.

Printing though Amazon

Amazon brings a new option to printing and publishing. (Bloody St Albans 
is printed through Amazon.) By automating the process, big cost savings 
can be achieved, so the prices are highly competitive. However, automation 
means that few humans are involved, which reduces the flexibility – 
where a traditional publisher can see what your intent is and make minor 
adjustments, Amazon has a rigid set of criteria and will reject your files if 
they don’t conform fully, which can be a frustrating process.
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To sell through Amazon, you need to have an account, and to print and 
sell, you need to set up a KDP (Kindle Direct Publishing) account. Once this 
is done, then logging in will bring up a set of options to publish through KDP. 
The system will accept files in a variety of formats, but the best option is 
print-ready PDFs. The cover file needs to be uploaded separately, and the 
size is critical – even one millimetre too small will cause the process to fail.

Amazon can provide their own version of an ISBN, which is not recognised 
outside of Amazon but is free of charge. If you’re only planning to sell 
through Amazon, this is recommended. If you want to distribute for sale 
elsewhere as well, and to show in Books in Print, then you will need to 
arrange your own ISBN and its associated barcode, place it on the cover and 
tick the box that says you have your own barcode.

Remember that print-on-demand books are printed locally to where 
each copy is sold, so think carefully about where you set your primary 
location to be. If the book is UK-centric, then it’s probably best to select UK 
as your primary location. If the book has universal appeal, then it may be 
better to select USA as the primary location, as the market is much bigger. 
You can still sell in every other country, but your pricing will be in US dollars 
(with conversion to each other currency based on that).

Once the setup process is complete, it takes up to 72 hours for review 
(presumably now using a real human) before the book appears on Amazon. 
If any part of the review fails, you need to correct the problem and wait 
another 72 hours. You are strongly recommended to order a preview copy 
before pressing the Publish button, especially if you haven’t used this 
process before. Preview copies cost the same as normal printed copies (i.e. 
they are cheap) plus postage. It’s much cheaper to find errors like this than 
when a parcel of 100 books lands on your doorstep.

Distribution

Once you have received your precious printed copies, the final stage is 
distribution, i.e. sending out copies to fulfil orders. Assuming you are 
not printing and selling only through Amazon, then you have a choice of 
distributing it yourself or paying someone else to do it. Let’s look at the 
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benefits and drawbacks of both.
Distributing it yourself will probably result in lower costs, though whether 

this is the case depends on how fast your book sells. You have visibility 
of who your customers are and where, because you need a name and an 
address to send it to. Of course, you may be sending copies to a bookseller, 
or to Amazon, so your end customers may still be unknown. Booksellers 
will require a discount, typically 30-35% of the cover price, and may or may 
not be prepared to pay for postage costs. If sales are small, then this is fine, 
but if sales take off this is going to take up a lot of your time. Either way, 
packaging, labelling up and posting each copy takes time, for which you 
should estimate a cost.

The alternative is to pay a distributor to fulfil orders for you. With small 
sales you may think it isn’t worth it, but bear in mind that the distributor 
will list your book in their own catalogue, and will send out your book to 
individual customers anywhere in the world. They need to be paid for this, 
so the discount required will be greater, around 45%, but this includes the 
bookseller’s discount. For overseas sales, the discount is the same. Again 
for small sales volumes you will still need to send out individual books (they 
will order from you only when they have an order to fulfil), though this time 
it will always be to your distributor. If your sales are sufficient, though, they 
may decide to hold stocks of your book, and in this case they will order in 
larger quantities, reducing your work and perhaps reducing postage costs. 
The drawback is that you lose sight of who your actual customers are.

If you decide to use a distributor, there’s really only one to consider – 
Gardners, who are in Eastbourne in East Sussex (www.gardners.com). Their 
warehouse complex is vast, and they are by far the biggest distributor in 
the UK, stocking over half a million titles. Since they only stock titles that 
sell a certain minimum quantity, it can be envisaged that their total list is 
several million titles, and is therefore seen by lots of booksellers, including 
international ones. Waterstones buy their books from Gardners, so having 
them distribute your book can be a distinct advantage.
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Marketing

Once you have a book and a way to get it to customers, it’s time to sell it. 
This part of self-publishing is often the hardest for writers. The trope of 

writers being quiet types sat hushed in a corner scribbling away comes into 
play. Many writers aren’t comfortable selling their work or themselves, but 
it must be done or the effort creating the book is wasted. A writer needs to 
put on their marketing and salesperson head and tell the world about their 
amazing book. A good rule of thumb is to put as much effort into selling 
your book as you did writing it.

It’s possible to hire people to market your book but always beware of 
inflated promises. In most instances, with a little effort, a writer can contact 
the same people as a freelance publicity ‘expert’ would. A writer knows 
their book best. And a writer should know their target market and where 
best to sell their book.

Good reviews of your book will help sell it. Aim for as many reviews as 
possible. Be shameless is asking everyone you know for reviews. And try 
to get book endorsements from other writers. You can put these on your 
book’s cover or use them in your marketing – a quote from a respected 
author can drive sales.

No matter how you chose to market your book, be consistent and 
persistent – your book is unlikely to sell itself.

Places to advertise your book

There are plenty of places you can advertise your book for free, but writers 
should also consider setting aside a budget for paid advertising to drive 
sales. If opting for paid advertising, start small, and if it works, invest more. 
And if it doesn’t work, try something else. Places where you can advertise 
include:
Local newspapers/magazines/radio/television. All are forever looking for 
content, and if you are prepared to offer them a story, interview or guest 
appearance you may be helping each other out.
Trade magazines. Advertising can be expensive, but so is printing hundreds 
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of copies then not selling them. If you can track sales and compare them to 
advertising spend, you can decide whether the spend is worthwhile.
Noticeboards. Most noticeboards don’t attract a charge for posting, so 
prepare attractive, carefully sized notices and place them everywhere 
possible.
Social media. If you are familiar with social media, then you can use it to 
publicise your book, though take care that you don’t break any actual or 
perceived rules or you may find it’s counter-productive.
Email/mailing lists. You could try email, but again be very careful not to 
create problems. In the extreme, your email account could be suspended 
if you are too liberal and are listed as a spammer. However, if you set up 
a mailing list (e.g. through a website), then people can sign up. Nothing 
wrong with letting your friends know, of course – who wouldn’t?
Blog/website. Again, if you have a blog or a website, it can be used to 
advertise your book, if done with care. You may consider setting one or 
both up just to do that, in fact.
Advertising. If selling on Amazon, you have the option to advertise your 
book through sponsored ads. This advertises your book to people searching 
for keywords you specify or alongside books whose readers will also enjoy 
yours.

Wherever you chose to advertise, make sure your adverts look 
professional. Have a bold image of your book, keep text to a minimum, and 
have a hook (perhaps the book’s tagline) to draw attention.

Places to sell your book

It’s difficult for a self-published book to get wide distribution in major 
bookshops. But you can approach local branches or local independent 
bookshops and see if they would be willing to stock it, or perhaps run a 
launch event. There’s a greater chance of success if your book has a local 
connection or you can demonstrate there would be significant interest and 
sales of your book. 

Selling your book online has never been easier. If you’ve created an 
eBook version, there are many places you can upload it and distribute it 
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worldwide at a few clicks of a button.
Selling physical books online is only slightly more complicated if using 

sites like Amazon KDP or Ingram Spark to print your book. They will arrange 
for them to be available via the websites of the major bookshops.

Self-published authors can also direct sell at various events, some 
specifically set up for self-published authors. Places include:

•	 Amazon
•	 Fairs/Fetes
•	 Festivals
•	 Conferences
•	 Markets
•	 Local library events
•	 Book launch
•	 Online
•	 Local Bookshops

When selling, remember it’s a competitive marketplace for books, with 
hundreds published every day. But have confidence in your book, and in 
yourself, and if you’re persistent, the sales will come.

Other suggestions for marketing

Be consistent and persistent – your book is unlikely to sell itself. Many 
golfers (and other people) are credited with saying ‘the more I practice, the 
luckier I get,’ and the more effort you put into marketing the more sales you 
will get. No book reached the best-seller lists by being a secret.

You usually have to spend money to make money.
Aim for as many reviews as possible – send copies to anyone you think 

might be prepared to review it (except your mum, but she’ll get one 
anyway). Be ambitious – The Times is looking for books to review just as 
much as the local newspaper.

Get book endorsements from other writers.
Be brazen – plug your book wherever and whenever you can.
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Resources

https://blog.reedsy.com/guide/how-to-self-publish-a-book/
https://writersguild.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/WGGB-A4-Self-
Publishing-FINAL.pdf
https://kdp.amazon.com/en_US/


