THE UK AUTHOR’S GUIDE TO SELF-PUBLISHING

Steps, costs, earnings, and most importantly - is it worth It?

ALL MY
OWN WORK

P 2 @ ® ‘ 7 : N
\ @ Remington =) " L . B .
1\ o e e e\ B
PY LA & “ 9 g X AN ‘,‘,O ".




The UK self-publishing landscape

Let’s start with a number: £7.2 billion.

That’s what the UK publishing industry generated in 2024 - a record
high. According to the Publishers Association, fiction broke the £1
billion mark for the first time ever, and audiobook revenue hit £268

million, up 31% on the year before.

By any measure, British readers are still buying books in big humbers.
But, if you’re an author sitting on a finished manuscript, you might feel
like none of this applies to you. Traditional publishing is prestigious,
but it’s a long shot. Agents reject the overwhelming majority of
submissions. Publishers take years to get a book to market. And even
when you do land a deal, royalties - typically 7.5-15% of retail price -
can feel poor when the advance was also modest. The fact is, most
authors don’t even make minimum wage from their books and they
must rely on other work to supplement their income.

Self-publishing aims to change this equation. Not by making authors
rich - let’s be clear about that - but by giving them genuine

L PUBLISHING BOOM: 500 NEW BOOKS EVERY DAY IN THE UKJ

ANNUAL
LANDSCAPE:

APPROX.

~ alternatives and real creative control.

Keep in mind that self-published books nhow account for 30—
34% of all ebook sales in the UK. That’s not insignificant. The
stigma of self-publishing is fading fast.

Going the self-publishing route

This guide covers the practical reality of self-publishing for
UK authors: what it takes to get your book out there, who can
help, what it costs, and what you’re likely to earn.

It also examines how self-publishing can build the kind of
platform that traditional publishers and literary agents are
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starting to take seriously.

DIVERSE GENRES
Fiction, Non-Fiction,
Children's, Academic, etc.
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We’re not offering any silver bullets - just giving you the
clearest picture that we can. But, before we get into the how-
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to, it’s worth understanding the market we’re actually talking about
and where self-publishing sits within it.

The changing perception of self-publishing

A decade ago, self-publishing was the poor cousin of the book-world.
In literary circles it was still called “vanity publishing” - the implication
being that nobody else wanted your work, so you paid to put it out
yourself.

That reputation has shifted. Production quality has risen as
professional freelance editors, designers, and formatters have built
practices around indie authors. Platforms like Amazon KDP,
IngramSpark, and Kobo Writing Life have made global distribution
genuinely accessible. BookTok has driven sales of indie titles that
traditional publishers would have overlooked - a trend cited by
IBISWorld’s UK publishing industry analysis as a key driver of recent

fiction growth.

And award bodies have also taken notice. The British Book Awards,
the Commonwealth Book Prize, and even the Pulitzer Prize are now
all open to self-published authors.

So, the self-publishing landscape has changed for the better. It’s now
flatter, fairer and is rapidly becoming a viable alternative to
mainstream publication.

But how do you succeed?

Let’s explore:

Section 2: The basic steps to get your

book self-published

Self-publishing involves more moving parts than most first-timers
realise. Here’s what the process actually looks like.

Step 1: Write and edit your manuscript - properly

Your manuscript needs to be genuinely finished and professionally
edited before it goes anywhere near a publishing platform. This
doesn’t mean just spell-checked, it means edited.

There are three distinct layers to this process, and every serious
book needs them all:

¢ Developmental editing: this is the big-picture work. Does the
structure hold? Are your characters convincing? Does the
argument land? This comes before any line-by-line edit work.

e Copy editing: sentence-level tightening. Grammar,
consistency, clarity, and pace. This is where the prose gets
polished.

e Proofreading: the final pass for typos and formatting errors,
once the text is completely locked.

Skipping any of these is the fastest route to bad reviews. Readers are
not forgiving about poor editing, and in the age of one-star Amazon
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reviews, the reputational damage can be huge and of course, it’s
public and very permanent.

Step 2: Cover design and book production

People really do judge a book by its cover, which makes it your book’s
most important marketing asset. Your cover design needs to signal
your genre immediately, look strong as a thumbnail on a phone
screen, and compete with traditionally published titles. Professional
cover design is not optional. Unless you happen to be an experienced
book designer, hire someone who specialises in your genre.

Interior formatting - how the pages look when opened - also matters.

Tools like Vellum (Mac) or
Atticus (cross-platform) make
DIY formatting viable, or you can

What is an International
Standard Book Number?
always hire a professional.
An ISBN is a unique 13-digit
commercial identifier for books.
Introduced in 1970 to facilitate
sales and cataloguing, it acts as
a distinct product ID for different
editions (paperback, hardcover,
ebook) of a title. 10 digits were
used before 2007.

You’ll also need an International
Standard Book Number (ISBN).
In the UK, ISBNs are issued by the
Nielsen UKISBN Agency and cost
£89 for a single ISBN or £164 for
ten. Amazon KDP offers a free
ASIN if you publish exclusively
there, but that will limit your

distribution to a single platform.

Step 3: Choose your platform(s)

¢ Amazon KDP (Kindle Direct Publishing): the dominant
platform, offering up to 70% royalties on ebooks. The trade-off

is that opting into KDP Select (their exclusivity programme)
means you cannot sell your ebook elsewhere.

e IngramSpark: the better option for bookshop and library
distribution. Ingram supplies the wider book trade. Publishing
here with an ISBN increases the chance your book can be
ordered by Waterstones, WHSmith, or an independent
bookshop.

¢ Kobo Writing Life: has a significant market share in the UK
and Canada. Worth using if you’re not going Amazon-

exclusive.

e Draft2Digital and PublishDrive: aggregator platforms that
push your ebook to multiple retailers simultaneously,
including Apple Books and Barnes & Noble in the US. Good for
reach without the admin of managing multiple platforms.

Step 4: Pricing and royalties

Amazon’s 70% royalty tier applies only to ebooks priced between
£1.99 and £9.99. Price outside that range and you drop to 35%. Most
indie authors in commercial genres price ebooks between £2.99 and
£4.99. For print books, both IngramSpark and KDP show you the per-
unit printing cost upfront - make sure you have a workable margin left
after printing and allowing for the retailer’s cut.
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Step 5: Distribution and discoverability

Your metadata - title, subtitle, description, categories, and keywords
- is your primary discoverability tool on every platform. Spend real
time on your book description; it’s your sales pitch. And as Troubador
Publishing explains, books without an ISBN won’t appear in library

catalogues, can’t be stocked by bookshops, and won’t be tracked by
industry databases. An ISBN is essential for any distribution beyond a
single platform.

Self-publishing doesn’t have to mean doing everything yourself. The
authors whose books look and read like professional productions are
almost always the ones who invested in the right people at the right
stages.

Section 3: Who to work with

Editors

Two strong starting points in the UK are Reedsy - an online
marketplace of vetted publishing professionals - and the Chartered
Institute of Editing and Proofreading (CIEP), which maintains a

searchable directory of qualified editors. Always ask to see samples
of previous work and get a quote before committing. Developmental
editors typically charge by the project; copy editors usually charge per
1,000 words.

Cover designers

Reedsy is again a good starting point. Alternatively, browse portfolios
on 99 designs, | Need a Book Cover, or within the Book Designer
community that hangs out on Substack. When briefing a designer,

always share comparable covers in your genre - the ones you think are
getting it right. The clearer your brief, the better the result.

Full-service self-publishing companies

If managing multiple suppliers feels too daunting, full-service self-
publishing companies can handle the whole production process. UK-
based options include Troubador (Matador imprint) and Silverwood
Books. These firms provide editorial, design, formatting, distribution,
and sometimes marketing support all under one roof. Full-service

packages typically run from £2,000 to £7,000 or more.

An important warning:

Not all self-publishing service companies are legitimate. Some
predatory ‘vanity publishers’ ofcharge large fees for poor-quality
services and sometimes retain rights they have no business
holding.

The Alliance of Independent Authors watchdog list is regularly
updated with publishers to avoid. Check it before you sign
anything.
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Section 4: What it costs

Service Typical UK Cost
Developmental editing £800-£2,500
Copy editing £400-£1,000
Proofreading £200-£500
Cover design £300-£800
Interior formatting (print + ebook) £150-£400
ISBN (single, via Nielsen UK) £89
Marketing / launch budget £500 - £2,000+
TOTAL (realistic range) £2,000 -£4,000+

The cost of self-publishing can vary enormously depending on how
much you invest in professional services. The table below gives a
realistic UK-based breakdown for a typical novel or narrative non-
fiction book.

These figures align with research from Reedsy and Imprint Digital,
which puts the average cost of book production in the UK at £2,000 to
£4,000. Costsrise further if you invest in paid advertising. Amazon

Ads, Facebook/Meta Ads, and BookBub promotions can each cost
hundreds of pounds per campaign, and some authors spend as much
on their launch marketing as they do on production.

If you’re hoping self-publishing will replace your salary or fund your
retirement, for most authors, the data doesn’t support that wish.

However, what the statistics do show is a little more nuanced, and in
some ways more interesting, than the bleak picture you might expect.

A note on going cheap

Many authors try to self-publish for under £500 by skipping
professional editing and using a DIY cover. The results are usually
visible and damaging. In a market where 177,000+ new titles were
registered in the UK in 2023 alone, production quality is not a nice-to-
have. It’s the baseline.

Section 5: The money — a realistic

look at earnings

The raw nhumbers

The first major independent global study of self-published author
earnings, found that the median income for indie authors was
US$12,749 in 2022 - a 53% increase on the previous year. Strikingly,
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that figure is higher than the US$8,600 median for traditionally
published authors over the same period.

In the UK specifically, research published by Imprint Digital puts the
average self-published author’s earnings at between £1,000 and
£5,000 per year, with the top 10% earning over £20,000. On the
downside, almost a quarter of self-published authors earn less
than £1,000 in any given year.

The broader picture for UK authors is challenging regardless of
publishing route. Further research by the University of Glasgow shows
average professional author income dropped from around £18,000 in
2006 to just £7,000 by 2022.

Only 19% of
professional authors
in the UK earn their
income solely from
writing.

And over 90% of all books -
regardless of whether self-
published or traditionally published
- sell fewer than 1,000 copies in
their lifetime. Those multi-million
bestselling titles you hear about are

exceptionally rare.

The royalty advantage

Where self-publishing genuinely wins is the per-copy royalty rate. A

traditionally published author on a standard deal earns around 7.5%
royalties on paperbacks and 10% on hardbacks. On an £8.99
paperback, that’s roughly 67p per copy.

Meanwhile, self-published authors can earn between 40% and 70%
royalties per book, compared to 10-12% for traditionally published

authors. On a £3.99 ebook this means the self-published writer could
earn as much as £2.79 per copy.

Genre matters

Without doubt, the maths favour self-publishing, but the challenge is
volume: Self-published authors have to find their own readers, and
that requires a very different skill from writing.

Getting found and selling well starts with genre.

Romance, crime, thriller, horror, science fiction, and fantasy have
well-established indie readerships and active discovery communities
on BookTok and Goodreads. According to IBISWorld’s UK publishing
analysis, fantasy and romance are among the strongest drivers of

fiction growth - categories where indie authors are already well-
represented. In comparison, literary fiction, poetry, and niche non-
fiction are harder sells in the indie market.

Volume helps

One of the most consistent findings across earnings surveys is that
the most commercially successful self-published authors are
prolific.

Data from 2023 reveals that more than half of writers earning over
$50,000 annually had published more than ten books, and 20% had
published over thirty titles. Put simply - self-publishing rewards a
catalogue, not a single book.
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The bottom line

For the vast majority of UK authors, self-publishing will not
generate a living wage. Approaching it as a business — with

— gives you the best possible chance. But for most, income from
self-published books is modest, and often doesn’t recoup upfront
production costs in the first year or two.

professional production, realistic expectations, and a long-term plan

Section 6: Beyond the money —

building your platform

Here’s where the conversation gets more interesting. While the
financial returns from self-publishing are often modest, the platform
you build in the process can be genuinely valuable, both in its own
right and as a stepping stone to other things.

What an ‘author platform’ actually means

An author platform is your presence and reach as a writer: your
website, email mailing list, social media following, and reader
community. It’s the answer to the question “when you publish
something, how many people will actually hear about it?”

For traditionally published authors, this has become something
publishers ask about before signing. It’s no longer enough to have a

great manuscript, publishers increasingly want to know whether you
can help sellit.

The social media landscape for books

BookTok - TikTok’s book community - has become one of the most
powerful organic book marketing channels in existence. A single viral
video can drive tens of thousands of sales almost overnight.
IBISWorld cites BookTok as a key driver of fiction sales growth in the
UK, alongside Spotify’s decision to add audiobooks to its premium
subscription.

Instagram (Bookstagram) remains strong for community-driven
content.

Substack is useful for writers who want to build paid newsletter
audiences, but it has serious flaws that can hamper meaningful
subscriber growth (see next page).

Goodreads is still the primary place readers track and review books.
Building your presence there matters for discoverability on Amazon
and beyond.

The mailing list: your most valuable asset

Ask any experienced indie author what their single most valuable
marketing tool is, and most will say it’s their email mailing list. Unlike
social media followers, which can disappear overnight if an algorithm
changes, an email list is yours. Readers who sign up are actively
saying they want to hear from you. A list of even a few thousand
engaged readers is genuinely valuable, both for launching new books
and for demonstrating platform to potential publishers or agents. Be
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aware that Tools like Mailchimp, MailerLite, and Substack can make
it easier to build your list, but none provide a silver bullet. Gaining a
list of dedicated, interested followers takes a lot of time and patience.

The truth about Substack

Starting out on Substack sounds straightforward - but the reality? It's
a grind. Here are the main hurdles new writers face:

Discoverability is brutal. Substack's biggest weakness for new
writers is discoverability - content from large accounts with
thousands of followers dominates. Without an existing audience,
growth is genuinely tough.

Spam suspensions hit out of nowhere. Writers have been
suspended after publishing their very first post, with no clear
explanation of what triggered it. And when it happens, your
subscriber list gets hidden, appeal responses take 40+ hours, and
accounts are sometimes flagged incorrectly.

Converting readers costs. On average, only 5.7% of free
subscribers convert to paid - meaning you'd need 175 free readers
just to land 10 paying customers.

New revenue models

Research shows the highest income growth for indie authors is
coming from those who move beyond just selling books on Amazon.

Crowdfunding, Patreon, and direct sales from an author’s own
website are delivering the strongest year-on-year income growth.

Author Brandon Sanderson demonstrated what’s possible at the
extreme end - he raised over $41 million through Kickstarter for four
independently published books, against an original $1 million target.

Of course, these models require an established audience first, but
they indicate where self-publishing is going.

Section 7: Self-publishing as a path to

traditional publishing

Here’s something that would have been laughed out of a literary
agency a decade ago: self-publishing as a deliberate route into
traditional publishing.

But today, it’s genuinely happening and the major publishers are
paying close attention.

The shift in attitude

Simon & Schuster’s CEO Jonathan Karp recently said that self-
published authors represent “a fertile opportunity” comparable to
what mass market paperback publishing once was. According to Jane

Friedman’s publishing intelligence newsletter, the company has
launched Simon Maverick, a new audio-first imprint targeting self-
published authors specifically, planning 50 titles in its first year.
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Penguin Random House’s Scarlett Press imprint also announced it
would publish both self-published and original titles, with one of its
first deals going to an author whose self-published novel attracted a

major three-book deal.

It’s clear that the dynamic has genuinely shifted. A self-published
book with strong sales, solid reviews, and a growing author platform is
now increasingly viewed as a lower-risk commercial proposition.

The famous examples

The Martian by Andy Weir

Andy Weir had been repeatedly rejected by literary
agents before he posted The Martian as a serialised
story on his blog in 2009. When readers asked for a
Kindle version, he uploaded it for 99 cents.
According to SWATT Books, it sold 35,000 copies in
under a month, becoming an Amazon bestseller in science fiction

almost overnight.

Podium Publishing picked it up for audio. Crown Publishing (Random
House) came for the print deal. The film rights sold to 20th Century
Fox for a reported $2-3 million. The Ridley Scott film starring Matt
Damon grossed over $600 million worldwide. The Martian has sold
over 5 million copies to date. The lesson: Weir didn’t self-publish
strategically - he did it because he had no other option. Quality and

community did the rest.
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Fifty Shades of Grey by E.L. James

E.L. James is British, which makes this particularly
relevant. Originally written as Twilight fan fiction,
Fifty Shades of Grey was self-published in 2011 and
built its readership through online communities and
social media. Vintage Books (Penguin Random
House) acquired the trilogy in 2012. The film rights

sold for $5 million. According to multiple publishing sources, over 150
million copies have been sold worldwide. At one pointin 2012, the
series had outsold the entire Harry Potter catalogue in the UK.
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The Tale of Peter Rabbit by Beatrix Potter

For a British example with rather more heritage:
Beatrix Potter sent The Tale of Peter Rabbit to six
publishers and was rejected by all of them. In
December 1901, she self-published 250 copies
herself. Frederick Warne & Co. saw a copy and

offered to publish it commercially in 1902. It went on to become one
of the best-selling children’s books of all time.

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER

T THE LEES DON'T KILL YOU,

Wool by Hugh Howey

Howey began Wool as a short story on Amazon in
2011. Reader response was strong enough that he
expanded itinto a full novel series. Simon &
Schuster eventually signed him, but Howey had the
commercial leverage to negotiate a deal in which he

retained his digital rights. According to Spines’ profile of successful
indie authors, the title has sold over 3 million copies and it’'s now a
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template for how commercially savvy indie authors approach
traditional publishing conversations.

The honest caveat

These are exceptional cases. Literary agents are not trawling
Amazon looking for their next signing. What draws their attention
is genuine commercial traction: verified sales, a strong online
following, hundreds of positive reviews, and evidence the author can
sustain an audience across more than one book.

It’s also worth understanding that re-submitting a previously
rejected manuscript after self-publishing it rarely works. If an
agent passed on your novel before, selling 200 copies on Amazon is
unlikely to change their mind. What self-publishing can do is help you
build the track record that makes your next manuscript a more
attractive proposition.

As Jane Friedman advises, agents don’t sell your book to readers, they
sellit to publishers. That distinction matters enormously when
thinking about what ‘commercial traction’ actually means to them.

Section 8: Is it worth it? An honest

assessment

This is the question the whole guide has been building to. The answer,
inevitably, is: MAYBE. But let’s make that as specific as possible.

When self-publishing makes sense

¢ You write in a commercially popular genre - romance, crime,
fantasy, thriller, horror, sci-fi - where indie readerships are
established and active. These are the categories where self-
published authors are most likely to achieve commercial
traction.

* You’re willing to treat self-publishing as a business, not a
hobby. That means budgeting properly, investing in
professional production, learning about marketing, and
thinking long-term.

e You want creative control: over the cover, title, content,
pricing, and publication timeline. Traditional publishing
requires significant compromise on all of these.

¢ You wantto publish faster. Traditional publishing, even once
you’ve landed an agent and a deal, typically takes two to three
years from contract to bookshop.

¢ You’re building a catalogue. The economics improve

significantly with each additional title. Remember: more than
half of the highest-earning indie authors have published over

ten books.
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You want to build a platform that might eventually open
traditional publishing doors and you understand that’s a long-
term play, not a quick fix.

When it probably doesn’t make sense

Your primary goal is literary prestige - longlists, prize
nominations, major broadsheet reviews. These remain almost
exclusively the territory of traditionally published authors.

You want your book prominently in bookshops. Getting self-
published titles into bricks-and-mortar retail is possible via
IngramSpark, but in practice most bookshops order very few
self-published titles even with a full ISBN and distribution
setup.

You don’t have the time, budget, or inclination to handle the
business side of publishing. If you want to focus purely on
writing, traditional publishing, despite its frustrations, offloads
most of the commercial work onto the publisher.

You’re expecting meaningful income from a single book. IT
ALMOST NEVER HAPPENS. Over 90% of books sell fewer than

1,000 copies in their lifetime, regardless of publishing route.

You write poetry, experimental literary fiction, or highly
niche non-commercial genres. The genre-driven discovery
mechanics of self-publishing platforms tend to work against
these titles.

The verdict

For the majority of UK authors, self-publishing will not make you
financially independent. But it can - if done properly - get your work
into the world in a form you’re proud of, on your own terms. It can
build you a platform and a readership that is genuinely yours. And for
a meaningful minority of authors - those with the right genre, the right
approach, and the patience to build a catalogue - it’s becoming a
viable long-term career path.

The tools have never been better. The stigma has never been lower.
The opportunities, through BookTok, direct sales, audiobooks, and a
publishing establishment that is finally paying attention, have never
been broader.

Just make sure you go into it with your eyes wide open.

Self-publishing in the UK is not a shortcut to success and it’s
definitely not a substitute for writing a genuinely good book. Butitis a
legitimate, increasingly respected, and viable path for authors who
are willing to do both kinds of work - the writing work and the business

work.

Even though the UK market is vast and expanding, the competition is
fierce and the financial returns, for most authors, are modest. But the
controlis real, the community is there, and the examples of authors

12
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who have used self-publishing as a launchpad towards readership,
income, and sometimes traditional publishing deals are multiplying
every year.

If you’re sitting on a manuscript you believe in, and the traditional
route is taking too long or closing too many doors, self-publishing
deserves serious consideration. Not as a last resort. As a choice.

Key sources and further reading

How to get your book published in ten steps
Tips and advice from Chris Godfrey for authors who want to go the
traditional publishing route. Click the image to see the guide.

BT FREELANCE WORDS®

Industry Data

Publishers Association Annual Statistics 2024 — publishers.org.uk

ALLi/ CREATe: Indie Authors’ Earnings 2023 — University of Glasgow

Nielsen Book Data (UK ISBN registrations 2023) — via Troubador
Publishing

IBISWorld UK Book Publishing Industry Analysis 2026 —
ibisworld.com

George Walkley: The UK Publishing Industry in 2025 —
georgewalkley.com

Author Earnings & Costs

University of Glasgow / ALCS Authors’ Earnings Research — gla.ac.uk

Imprint Digital: UK Self-Publishing Economics — imprintdigital.com

Jericho Writers: How Much Do Authors Make? — jerichowriters.com

Publishers Weekly: Self-Published Authors Making Gains —
publishersweekly.com

Self-Publishing Platforms

Amazon KDP — kdp.amazon.co.uk

IngramSpark — ingramspark.com

Kobo Writing Life — kobo.com

Draft2Digital — draft2digital.com
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https://www.georgewalkley.com/UK-Publishing-Industry-2025/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/news/archiveofnews/2023/june/headline_976310_en.html
https://imprintdigital.com/uk-self-publishing-economics-costs-and-profits-explained/
https://jerichowriters.com/how-much-do-authors-make/
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/publisher-news/article/92003-survey-finds-self-published-authors-making-gains.html
https://kdp.amazon.co.uk/
https://www.ingramspark.com/
https://www.kobo.com/gb/en/p/writinglife
https://www.draft2digital.com/
https://www.freelancewords.co.uk/resources

Finding Professional Help
Reedsy — reedsy.com

Chartered Institute of Editing and Proofreading (CIEP) — ciep.uk

Troubador / Matador Publishing — troubador.co.uk

ALLi Watchdog List (publishers to avoid) — selfpublishingadvice.org

Nielsen UKISBN Agency — nielsenisbnstore.com (£89 single / £164
for ten)

Author Communities & Publishing Intelligence

Alliance of Independent Authors (ALLi) —
allianceindependentauthors.org

Jericho Writers — jerichowriters.com

Society of Authors — societyofauthors.org

Jane Friedman — janefriedman.com

About Chris Godfrey

Chris is a professional writer with more than 35 years’ experience as a

freelance creative. Currently, he is the founder of Freelance Words -
a marketing hub, Thrilla Films — a showcase for scripts for TV and
Film, and the forthcoming Darkhouse — a digital magazine for new
and emerging writers due for launch in Q4 2026.

Chris has been active in the UK advertising industry since the 1980’s,
working for clients as varied as British Airways, Rothman’s Tobacco,
Pirelli Tyres, Fred Perry sportswear, Ford Motor Co, Wells Fargo Bank
and more. He also worked in the publishing industry as a freelance
editor, and was the CEO of White Knuckle Films, a Los Angeles-based
content producer to the major studios, TV networks and streamers.
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https://troubador.co.uk/
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https://jerichowriters.com/
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https://www.thrillafilms.com/

