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Ever since the advent of the Kindle in 2007, direct-
to-reader or ‘self ’ or ‘indie’ publishing has promised 
authors an escape from the old boy network of 

traditional publishing houses, and the opportunity to tap into 
niche, under-served markets. Yet with Amazon’s Kindle Direct 
Publishing service now releasing over 1.4 million indie titles a 
year, the indie market is saturated. As a result, the quality of an 
author’s marketability, rather than the quality of their work, is 
increasingly what matters when carving out a successful indie 
career. Niche genres, diverse characters and distinctive (or 
even controversial) content can only take you so far in a space 
with millions of competitors, ever-more powerful influencers 
and, increasingly, AI-generated content. 

Our research, derived from a survey of 2,261 authors, 
confirms that authors are spending more time and money 
on marketing than ever. The indie sector has long been 
characterised by a grassroots, do-it-yourself ethos, but as 
authors increasingly engage professional services, has indie 
publishing now started to emulate the system it has tried 
to circumvent? Have indie authors escaped the rat race of 
traditional publishing only to find themselves in a marketing 
rat race instead?

‘If I stop running ads, I don’t sell
any books.’
We found that marketing is the most significant factor 
influencing indie book sales. It’s also the most significant 
cost in what can be described for many as a quasi-industrial 
business operation.

Like any entrepreneurs, indies develop personalised and 
constantly evolving advertising strategies, building upon 
insights and tips from a variety of sources, including data 

provided by platforms, podcasts, and online forums. 
This equates to two main strategies of indie ‘spending to 

earn’: paid advertising and organic content creation.
Paid advertising offers a straightforward marketing 

path with minimal time investment. By crafting an ad and 
deploying it across platforms like Facebook and Amazon, 
which have been identified as the most impactful platforms, 
authors can pinpoint and reach specific reader demographics. 
A key advantage lies in the ability to track sales and gather 
data. This allows authors to gain a deeper understanding of 
their audience, offering insights into reader preferences and 
behaviours, and enabling them to tailor future promotional 
– and creative – content so as to resonate with their target 
demographics more effectively, and maximise a book’s 
visibility and sales potential.

A growing number of indie authors are exploring the 
potential of social media platforms, such as Instagram and 
TikTok (famous among authors for its popular subcommunity 
‘BookTok’) for ‘organic’ marketing. This method involves 
creating engaging content related to their books, which 
ultimately cultivates a community of readers. Despite 
being more time-consuming, this form of online promotion 
capitalises on the platforms’ viral mechanisms to boost 
visibility without the costs of paid campaigns. The long-term 
earning potential from this method remains to be seen.  

Regardless of which route an author chooses, it’s clear 
that data continues to be the new oil where marketing is 
concerned. Indie authors are increasingly leveraging data 
analytics to refine their advertising strategies, encompassing 
strategic, and often very granular, considerations: optimal 
posting times, specific emojis to convey thematic elements 
(like using a British flag for stories set in the UK), and ‘tone’. 
Learning about an audience’s demographic and geographical 
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helpful to have a clear sense of the target audience. It is 
easy to dismiss the idea of ‘audience segmentation’ (popular 
marketing-speak to mean insight from real book buyers), but 
this will inform the media targets that your publicist selects. 
For instance, if you’ve written an academic military history 
book, there is probably little chance of going on daytime TV, 
and little point in trying. 

One way of ensuring your book resonates with media is by 
drawing out the ‘angles’ or ‘hooks’ that are relevant to what 
is going on in the world today. If your book deals with a topic 
that is in the news, even indirectly, can you draw parallels 
with the period or place you’re discussing? Can you write 
about your expertise or your personal life in some other way? 
This doesn’t always have to be tied directly to your book. The 
brilliant bestselling novelist, Kate Mosse, recently wrote an 
entertaining piece about her platform shoes for a national 
newspaper, exploring how she’d worn them during some of 
the key moments in her personal and professional life – and of 
course mentioning her new book.

What are my chances?

Many publicists will create a PR plan for each book that will 
include media or journalists they will be targeting. If you’d like 
to see this plan, and perhaps feed into it, you can ask them to 
share. But this plan is a wish list, not a set of guarantees. Your 
publicist will usually need to send out dozens, if not hundreds, 
of individual pitches to secure a handful of interviews or 
reviews. Space is unbelievably competitive, and dwindling. And 
not wanting to dampen your spirit further, there were nearly 
190,000 books published in the UK in 2023 alone. Not all will 
have had a publicist, but that still means a lot of emails popping 
into journalists’ inboxes. So please bear this in mind when your 
publicist explains that they still haven’t had a response. And 
be aware, too, that your publicist is likely to be working on 
multiple books at any given time. Patience, along with positive, 
thoughtful, timely collaboration goes a long way.   

But what can I do myself?

I respect an author’s decision to become the next J.D. Salinger, 
but this will mean a tough slog for your publicist. I can’t stress 
enough the importance of developing a network of contacts 
and supporters. Grassroots support from booksellers can make 
a huge difference. This could involve dropping into your local 
bookshop to introduce yourself, or carrying out a ‘proof-drop’ 
(a fancy marketing term for popping into bookshops with a 
bundle of proofs and some biscuits) to a range of booksellers 
within your area. If your publicist secures an invitation to a 
book festival and you’re free, go along. You’ll have a chance to 
meet the festival organisers and lots of other writers, journalists 
and publishers, and even the resident bookseller. Contacts 
are everything, so if you do know a journalist, bookseller or 
blogger, please say! So often this information is passed on to 
the publicist at the eleventh hour. And remember, what comes 

around goes around. There will be an opportunity, at some 
point in your writing career, for you to give some reciprocal 
support. Don’t feel bad asking for help. 

What about when things don’t work?

Obviously not everything always goes to plan in a PR 
campaign. What happens if your book is not well received, or 
gets very little attention full stop? What if you feel the publicist 
or publisher hasn’t ‘got’ your book, or you’re worried by the 
silence? In any of these situations, I would always advise 
communicating your concerns early on, and directly. (Similarly, 
if you foresee any potential backlash or fallout from the media, 
or readers, on publication, it is always better to be honest and 
for our team to be prepared.) Email your editor or publicist to 
flag any potential concerns or problems – they will thank you 
for it if they have time to prepare and discuss the situation with 
you in advance. Publishing a book can be nerve-wracking for 
an author at the best of times, so ask for support. 

Building trust between you and your team is crucial. Of 
course, this communication should ideally be two-way. Some 
authors are ‘parented’ by publishers; by this I mean they’re not 
given all the information they need to understand how their 
book is being published and the challenges that the team are 
encountering. (For instance, low subs (ie orders) despite sales 
teams’ efforts to sell the book to bookshops, or books just not 
selling through when they are in the bookshop, or the media 
ignoring pitches…) This attempt to ‘protect’ the author, in my 
view, creates confusion and mistrust. 

So ask for clear and direct information and updates about 
your book – while being prepared to accept that the market is 
a competitive one. It is natural to feel upset if a review doesn’t 
land well or disappointed if sales aren’t as high as you’d like 
them to be, but many of these things are outside the control of 
the publicist, or indeed the rest of the publishing team. It can 
be really frustrating and demoralising for a publicist too when a 
book doesn’t work, despite the myriad of pitches that have been 
sent. Publishing is very much a team activity, including the 
author in the mix, so even if you’re feeling a bit disappointed or 
bruised it’s helpful to remain proactive and to share your ideas. 
They can’t always be executed, but at least it’ll remain an open, 
collaborative dialogue.

Staying positive

I am often asked what it’s actually like working as a book 
publicist. I can honestly say that despite the anti-social hours, 
the emails, the logistics and the stuffing of books into envelopes, 
it’s an enlightening, uplifting and exhilarating experience. I get 
to work alongside so many intelligent and inspiring people, and 
to be part of an industry that celebrates writing and puts books 
into the hands of as many readers as possible. Twenty-five years 
from when I started, I still feel a genuine rush of excitement 
seeing my author appear in print or hearing them on the radio. 
Despite the challenges, publicity does make a difference.=
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Close to publication of my debut memoir, Sins of My 
Father: A Daughter, A Cult, A Wild Unravelling, I was 
shaken by a series of testimonies written on Facebook 

confirming my suspicions that other young girls, like me, had 
been groomed and sexually abused, and many even raped, 
within the communes where my dad lived and where I spent 
my weekends and holidays as a child. This revelation, along 
with impending publication – and that on the book’s front 
cover was a photo of me as a toddler in my father’s arms 
beneath the word ‘sin’ – added to a hyper-alert anxiety, which 
reached boiling point as the weeks progressed. 

Sins of My Father focuses on my relationship with a 
charismatic, elusive, self-serving father who was always just 
out of reach. When I was six years old, he left us, his family, 
to become a disciple of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh; he lived 
aboard for most of my life and died at 61 – a protracted suicide 
to alcoholism. 

Despite my ambivalent relationship with my father, it was 
not easy to make public his recklessness and final, catastrophic 
self-destruction. But I was lucky to have an excellent agent 
in Cathryn Summerhayes, well versed with representing 
memoir, and I had a good rapport with my editor, Jenny 
Lord at Weidenfeld & Nicolson. My publicist Leanne Oliver 
prepared me for the pre-publication process from our first 
meeting – giving me a timeframe and reassurance that when 
everything goes quiet it doesn’t mean nothing is happening. I 
was regularly on the phone with my editor and publicist when 
the Facebook revelations flooded in. I also had a mantra at the 
time, ‘just trust’, which I often came back to when an email 
wasn’t answered, or I didn’t like the way I was represented in 
a particular publicity piece. 

I realise now, two years later, that publishing memoir can be 
very risky, and at best is a huge leap of faith. Having taught and 
mentored it over the years, I am becoming more aware of the 

potential conflict between personal motivations, in the mining 
of trauma, and the main goal of the publishing industry, 
which is to sell books. Bridging that divide depends on good 
communication – and communication, in the experience of 
some authors, can range from pretty bad to diabolical. In 
April 2023, a Bookseller survey showed that 54% of debut 
writers found the publication process negatively affected their 
mental health, and many cited the lack of clear, professional 
communication as a factor.

Steps forward

Since then, there has been a movement among industry 
professionals to try to improve communication between 
authors, agents and editors. After the results of The Bookseller 
survey were published, the SoA announced they would 
develop an author’s handbook, to help promote best practice 
within the industry and demystify the pre-publication process. 
(Publication is expected in the first half of 2025.) The Orion 
Academy of Debut Authors, launched by Fiction Publisher 
Sam Eades (with plans to open up to writers of memoir next 
year), offers an online platform addressing authors’ questions 
around how to use social media responsibly, for instance, or 
how to hone a pitch. It offers a space where writers can ask 
questions they might be too frightened to ask face to face.

The conversation around author care continued this year 
when I was invited to join a panel at the London Book Fair 
chaired by author and Society of Authors’ Chair Vanessa 
O’Loughlin, alongside Anna Frame, author and wellness 
coach Chloe Pierre, comics creator Hannah Berry and GP Dr 
Richard Pile, to further share our experience and concerns. It 
was a dynamic well-chosen panel with diverse perspectives, 
from a medical doctor (reminding us that mental and physical 
health are the same thing), a publicist (who vouched for all 
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distribution, here, is key. 
These advanced marketing techniques, once the domain 

of commercial publishing houses, have now become 
indispensable for indie authors aiming to stand out. They 
are also an additional time-labour-cost burden, however, 
especially for authors without training in this area. 

It is not enough to be a good writer, either. You have to 
be a good artist too – or the kind of good writer that has 
the spending power to hire a good artist. As the dominant 
mode of browsing content takes a visual turn, incorporating 
eye-catching images and graphics has become essential for 
storytelling and brand identity. Many turn to generative AI 
tools to help with this. Commissioning paid-for ad artwork 
or promotional copywriting might have been outsourced 
in the past, but as generative AI tools have become more 
sophisticated, many indie authors have discovered an easy-
to-access, low-cost solution that surpasses what they might 
achieve independently – without the expense of engaging 
professional designers or marketing firms.

There is an important caveat. Increasing reliance on AI 
causes labour displacement for those creators that are usually 
involved in other aspects of book creation. Not only does this 
threaten the sustainability of the ecosystem, but it may also 
inadvertently lead authors to distance themselves from other 
creative communities involved within the self-publishing 
industry. The collaborative spirit of indie publishing that was 
fundamental at its grassroots inception is in jeopardy. Authors 
risk becoming islands.

When creativity and marketing merge

One of the attractions of the indie publishing model is the 
scope to write for under-served and niche audiences. In theory, 
this might lead to more creative and innovative content. Yet 
while the indie route affords authors unprecedented creative 
control over their work, this autonomy brings the challenge 
of balancing commercial viability with artistic integrity. As 
one respondent put it, ‘If there was no commercial aspect 
to writing, I would probably write some things that are very 
different.’

Although usually driven by a deep-rooted passion for 
storytelling, indie authors must navigate the realities of the 
marketplace. Marketing is no longer viewed as a separate 
activity to be undertaken post-writing, it has become 
an integral part of the writing journey – considered and 
implemented from the early stages of book development. 

A trend among indie authors is the creation of book series 
over standalone titles. The rationale is that each title in a series 
serves as a natural promoter for the next, capturing readers’ 
attachment to characters or unfolding narratives. Once a 
series gains traction, typically after three or four titles, the first 
book often becomes a loss leader, offered at a discounted price 
to attract new readers. The subsequent books, priced normally, 
then drive the bulk of sales revenue. Similarly, advertising may 
end up costing more than the revenue from one book and only 
becomes viable if readers stay for an entire series. This series-
based approach contrasts with the traditional publishing 
model, which tends to focus on individual hit titles without 

actively promoting an author’s back catalogue. In the context 
of spending to earn, entering the market with an automatic 
loss leader can be a daunting prospect.

We also found that the blending of marketing strategies 
with the creative process has led to a notable increase in the 
diversity of titles available, as authors strategically fill gaps 
in the market. We found that, in principle, indie publishing 
supports a wide range of ethnic, religious, and cultural 
perspectives, and that these are often well rewarded. For 
example, LGBTQIA+ authors earn almost 20% more than 
heterosexual authors. This diversification is a direct result of 
the indie model’s absence of traditional gatekeepers, which 
tend to be more risk-adverse where non-mainstream genres 
are concerned.

However, one of our most important findings is that the 
trend towards diversity in content does not automatically 
translate into increased diversity among authors themselves. 
For example, white authors often incorporate characters of 
colour into their stories as a strategic move to cater to under-
served niches identified through analysis of reader preferences. 
While such representation enriches the content of the literary 
landscape, it does not directly contribute to supporting a more 
diverse pool of authors within the industry. We found that 
Black authors face a significant visibility gap in the market: 
they were represented by only 59 respondents (the survey was 
circulated via email lists and social media, and was available 
globally to potential respondents) compared to 1,587 white 
authors in our study, and earn almost seven times less than 
white counterparts. This substantial income gap seriously 
undermines the average Black author’s ability to ‘spend to 
succeed’ in the market where upfront financial support is 
not available. While we certainly wouldn’t discourage efforts 
to diversify content, our research suggests we should be 
sceptical of superficial diversity without looking deeper to the 
demographic make-up of the beneficiaries. ‘Spend to earn’ is 
not an equal opportunity.

New gates, different keepers

You do not need to be a master of marketing to enter the indie 
publishing market. Our research suggests that the barriers 
to entry are lower than ever. If you want to be successful, 
however, then there are two substantial barriers: time and 
money. And these barriers disproportionately exclude certain 
groups without the upfront capital to invest in their work, 
be it financial capital or simply time. Our research strongly 
suggests that the costs of doing business as an indie author 
are not only financial, but rather include the labour of 
networking, outsourcing and upskilling that are increasingly 
required in order to have a successful indie career. As these 
professionalised expectations intensify, we query whether this 
sounds suspiciously like a replication– rather than subversion 
– of the commercial publishing route that indie publishing 
initially sought to replace.=
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