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In October 2010, I self-published a collection of humorous essays entitled The Force is Middling in this One. As part of the marketing process, I combed through Amazon.com looking for reviewers who I thought might enjoy the book. These days very few Amazon reviewers post their email addresses, but occasionally I would find one and add it to a spreadsheet of potential reviewers. It took a long time (think days, not hours), but eventually I had a list of about 100 email addresses. My plan was to offer each of these reviewers a copy of Force in the hopes that they would like it and write a review.
Now keep in mind that I didn’t use a screen-scraping application to scour the web for random emails to spam. I personally spent several days of my own time assembling a list of reviewers who I had good reason to believe would enjoy my book. Additionally, I was not offering a quid-pro-quo arrangement: I wasn’t offering a copy of the book in exchange for a review; I was simply offering them a free book. There was nothing unethical or sneaky about what I was doing. The email gave a brief description of the book and then stated:
If you would like me to send you a review copy of THE FORCE IS MIDDLING IN THIS ONE, please let me know as soon as you can. You are, of course, under no obligation to post a positive review (or any review, for that matter).
Regardless, when you send an email to 100 people, you have to expect to piss off at least a handful of them. In anticipation of this, I appended a half-joking disclaimer to the bottom of my email that read:
Thank you for your support. If you would prefer not to receive any more emails from me, just reply with “F--- you” in the subject line or something and I promise to leave you alone. [This is verbatim; I censored the implied expletive.]
In fact, though, the recipients were surprisingly polite. About half didn’t respond, a quarter said yes, and a quarter declined. Even those who declined were universally polite and cordial – except for one guy. This guy took it upon himself to explain how my email was not only rude but misguided from a marketing perspective. Here is his response (all misspellings and grammatical errors are his):
I no longer review books on amazon. when i did review books on Amazon I only reviewed books that were within the fields that my work is concentrated on or authors whose literary work I admired and modeled my work on. I even refused to review books published by friends and colleagues when offered.
I certainly would never review a book sent over the transom by someone who has no regard to my interests or what I actually review. To anyone whose review ould be worth something, a letter like this would be a reason not to review a book.
Good luck and keep writing.
TT
In other words, not only was I a jerk for offering this guy a free book at my expense; I was a misguided jerk who knew nothing about how to market a book. Being an incorrigible smartass, I replied:
Wow, you use a lot of words to say “f--- you.”
Rob
A few hours later, I got this response:
No. I gave you advice based on 45 years in all sides of the publishing industry, based on being published since 1967, based on being a writing teacher, based on working with writers who get on the NYT best sellers lists, and based on working on issues involving online promotions including in regard to Amazon with Amazon and with publishers I have worked with, about how you should and should not send out these requests.
I am a busy person with my own work. You sent me an unsolicited email asking me to do something and I took time out to indicate something you could have done better. I could have just deleted your or blocked you.
Too many people think writing is a question of their personal merit or strokes, rather than a business, an art, and a profession. Your response speaks to the quality of your mind, the strength of your reason, and where you will end up.
TT
Apparently, while TT was far too busy and important to review my book, he had all the time in the world to assess my marketing plan and pontificate on my fate in life.
Well, I could have just shot off another quick jab, but I took some time to read over his email several times and think about what he had said. I took a long walk and ruminated on his words. Finally, after I thought I had sufficiently composed my thoughts to put together an appropriate response, I sat down at my computer and wrote:
Man, it takes you even more words to write “I’m an asshole.” Economy of words, friend.
Surprisingly, I didn’t hear back after that.
Now you may be wondering why I chose to begin a book about self-publishing a novel with that story. There are three reasons:
First, if you find yourself thinking at this point, “Wow, this Robert Kroese guy is kind of a jerk,” then let me save you $2.99 right now. This book isn’t for you.
Second, as a prospective self-published author, you’re going to have to get used to people saying “f--- you.” It will come in a lot of different forms, but if you can’t recognize it for what it is and laugh it off, you’re in for a tough slog.
Third, assuming that TT really did have 45 years of experience in publishing, his response demonstrates just how little of that experience actually still applies in 2011. When you get advice from someone like TT, you will be tempted to think, “Wow, 45 years? He must know something about the business of publishing.” You would be wrong. TT is a fossil of a species that is rapidly going extinct. His opinions calcified during the age of Publishus Giganticus, when massive, unwieldy publishing companies ruled the plains. The comet has already hit; TT just doesn’t know it yet.
At this point you’re probably thinking, “Who is this Robert Kroese guy who thinks he knows so much more about publishing than somebody who has 45 years of experience?” Let me tell you.
As of this writing, I have written four books (not including this one). I self-published my first book, Antisocial Commentary, in August 2007. My second book, Mercury Falls, was originally self-published in October 2009, and was then re-published by AmazonEncore a year later. In between the two editions of Mercury Falls, I self-published The Force is Middling in this One (basically an expanded and improved version of Antisocial Commentary). The sequel to Mercury Falls, Mercury Rises, will be published by AmazonEncore in October 2011. As of this writing, my books have sold roughly 20,000 copies.
Make no mistake; I’m no Stephen King. I’m not even J.A. Konrath (if you haven’t heard of him, you probably will soon. He is, hands-down, the most successful independent Kindle author on the planet. He was recently the subject of a blog post titled “Could Konrath Become the First Kindle Millionaire?”).
If you wanted to learn how to write a suspenseful book, there’s probably no better teacher than Stephen King. But let’s face it: Stephen King lives in a different universe than most writers. I was wracking my brain trying to come up with an analogous situation in another industry, like “Getting advice on publishing from Stephen King is like getting pointers from Cary Grant on how to break into Hollywood,” but even that comparison is inadequate (setting aside the fact that Cary Grant is dead). The fact is that no other industry has changed as much as publishing has in the past five years. There simply is no comparison. A book written about publishing two years ago is now hopelessly out-of-date, and any advice given by someone whose first success in publishing was over five years ago should be taken with at least a teaspoon of salt.
Even Konrath, bless his heart, had his first success more than two years before Amazon released the first version of its Kindle reading device. He was a successful author well before the phrase “Kindle millionaire” had any meaning. Does Konrath have some great advice for aspiring authors? Absolutely. Is he the best person to tell you how to produce a Kindle bestseller today? Probably not.
Mind you, I’m not claiming to be the best person for that job either. There are plenty of self-publishing how-to books on the market, many of them written by people who have as much “street cred” as I do (or more). You may find one of those books more helpful than this one. I wrote this book because a lot of people ask me for advice about writing, publishing, and marketing – and because I couldn’t find a book that said everything I wanted to say.
One final caveat: in case I haven’t made this clear yet, this book is about my experience with self-publishing, and my attempts to glean some general lessons about what worked and what didn’t. That means you don’t have to put up with a lot of vague generalities like “Many authors believe that in this digital age, social networking is the key to self-publishing success.” But it also means that you do have to put up with me talking a lot about myself and my own books.
I began blogging regularly in October, 2006. I started out on MySpace, but after a couple of months I moved my blog to my own domain, MattressPolice.com (a reference to the movie Fletch). Although I had always enjoyed writing, I had resisted starting a blog in the past because in my experience most blogs were filled with uninteresting anecdotes from the blogger’s personal life and/or poorly argued quasi-intellectual essays. I determined to avoid both navel-gazing and pontificating, focusing instead on simply making people laugh. As Mattress Police matured, I would occasionally talk about my personal life or make a serious point about politics or current events, but the overarching purpose of Mattress Police was always to entertain.
After my first couple of posts, I emailed the URL of my blog to several friends and family members, who encouraged me to keep writing. The enthusiasm that greeted my first blog posts got me thinking that maybe I had a future as a writer. I wasn’t sure what this future would look like, but I knew that I would need a lot more readers if I was going to make a living at it someday. I started researching how to increase traffic on my blog. I listed Mattress Police with blog directories, designed an eye-catching blog template, and traded links with other bloggers and websites. There were only two things I found that actually had a significant effect on blog traffic, however: writing quality content and commenting on other blogs. Neither of these is a silver bullet either. Often the blog posts that I thought were the best got very little reaction, while others that I wrote off the top of my head got a huge response. My most popular post, in fact, was a short question-and-answer session that was more-or-less a transcript of a conversation that I had with a neighbor kid who I had hired to dig trenches for me. That post garnered over 100,000 hits – a fact that astounded me, as I had posted it as filler because I couldn’t think of anything else to write about that day.
I also spent countless hours commenting on other blogs, as I had heard that this is one of the best ways to build blog traffic. Fortunately, I had a job with very flexible hours at this point, so that I could (and did) literally spend a solid day once a week or so commenting on blogs. I kept up this pace for months, commenting on hundreds of different blogs. I won’t pretend that I actually read every post that I commented on, but I read enough to leave a semi-intelligent comment. Usually my comments were smartass remarks aimed at making the blogger (and other readers) think, “Who the hell is this guy?” – which would prompt them to check out my blog. The sad thing about blogging is that most other commenters are doing the same thing – they are all desperate to get other people to read their blogs, and they’ve all read the same articles telling them that they can build their readership by leaving comments on blogs. We’re all competing for the same limited audience of blog readers (who mostly lurk without leaving comments).
This was an extremely time-consuming way of building a readership, but it did work. After a few months, I was getting several hundred hits a day on Mattress Police – pathetic by the standards of A-List bloggers, but still better than 99% of the blogs out there. And keep in mind that it only worked as well as it did because I was also working very hard to produce quality content on a regular basis. I usually did two substantive posts per week, plus a caption contest on Fridays where I would Photoshop my head into a scene from a movie or TV show. I would select my favorite ten captions and then let the readers vote for the best of the ten. That was an effective way of keeping people coming back to the site.
One challenge that I faced was that it was difficult to find blogs whose readers might be interested in my own blog. You could Google “funny blog,” but the results tended to be rather arbitrary. This was a problem that I faced when trying to make my blog more visible to search engines as well. Search engines work primarily based on key words, not on concepts. As an illustration: at present several mattress companies pay me good money for text links on Mattress Police – because my site is considered by search engines to be an authoritative mattress-related site. The fact that the name of the site is simply an obscure reference to an old Chevy Chase movie, and that the content actually has nothing to do with mattresses, doesn’t seem to matter to search engines. Conversely, the search engines have no idea what my blog really is about: humorous writing. So if you search for “funny blog”, “humorous blog”, “humor writing”, etc., you probably aren’t going to find Mattress Police.
I decided that as a web developer and humor writer, I was in as good a position as anyone to rectify this situation. So I created a site called humor-blogs.com, which was basically a directory of humorous blogs. Anyone with a blog could join; the only requirement was that you link to humor-blogs.com. I also implemented a blog post ranking system, so that bloggers could install a widget on their blogs that would allow readers to vote for the post if they thought it was particularly funny. This led to more links to humor-blogs.com and more traffic. Soon there were hundreds of blogs listed, and it became a good resource for people to find funny blogs on the web. For some time it was the #1 ranked site on most search engines (including Google) for “humor blog” and “funny blog.” Mattress Police was almost always ranked in the top five sites on humor-blogs.com, which led to an increase in traffic for Mattress Police as well. I was always completely up front about my involvement in the site, although there were of course accusations that I was cheating (I wasn’t, but I did catch several other bloggers trying to skew the rankings by creating multiple user accounts).
At its peak, Mattress Police was averaging around 600 unique visitors per day. I figured that I had around 200 die-hard fans. Again, this is a far cry from the traffic seen by A-List bloggers, but I at least had the beginnings of what people in the publishing industry call a “platform.” I decided to test the strength of this platform by publishing a book.
That book was a 160-page collection of the best posts from my first year of blogging, with the unwieldy and grandiose title Antisocial Commentary: From the Secret Files of the Mattress Police. I self-published it through Lulu.com, pricing it at $11.95. At this price, I was making around $1 per book. I wasn’t really interested in making money on it; I just wanted to get as many copies in the hands of readers as I could. In fact, I let Mattress Police readers pre-order the book for $10 and threw in free shipping. I think I got around 100 pre-orders, which allowed me to get a discount by purchasing in bulk from Lulu. Between the cost of the books and shipping, I nearly broke even. Over the next several months, I continued to occasionally plug the book on Mattress Police, and I sold another 50 copies or so.
I never seriously considered trying to interest a publisher in Antisocial Commentary, because I knew the odds of a publisher picking it up were virtually nil. It had a lot of strikes against it, from their perspective, starting with the fact that it was too short and that nearly all the material in the book was already available for free on the web. Besides those drawbacks, the market for humorous essays is very small – there are only a handful of authors (Dave Barry, David Sedaris and a few others) who can make a living at it.
I learned three important lessons from this experience: First, selling a lot of books is HARD. If I was going to come anywhere close to “professional author” status, I needed to up my game to a whole new level.
Second, don’t under-price your book. I don’t think most readers realized that I was actually losing money on the book, and they probably wouldn’t have cared if they did know. People who wanted it bought it, and probably would have bought it even if it had cost them $5 more. My reasoning had been that the lower the price, the more buyers I would have. But there is something I had overlooked, which is what economists call the “perception of value.” If you price something at $7, people tend to think it’s worth about $7, even if it cost you nearly that much just to print it. (Note that I’m talking about hard copy books here; pricing e-books is a whole different matter.) Additionally, I had missed an opportunity to market the book: if I had charged more and used the revenue to buy more copies, I could have sent copies to a lot of book reviewers, which would likely have resulted in more sales.
The fact was, however, that I simply didn’t believe strongly enough in Antisocial Commentary. I had been convinced by a few of my more enthusiastic fans that I needed to put together a book, but I should have waited until I had more, and better, material, and I should have spent more time editing it and getting feedback from beta readers. Don’t get me wrong; I believe Antisocial Commentary is a good book, but I knew when I published it that it could have been better, and that fact contributed to my decision to price it low and to not market it as aggressively as I might have. And that’s the third lesson I learned: to effectively sell a book, you have to believe in it.
While I was pushing Antisocial Commentary, I was also working on another book: a novel I had started shortly after I began blogging, called Mercury Falls. I had tried several times in the past to write a novel, but I found the secret this time around: don’t take yourself so seriously. Mercury Falls started out as a parody of a novel, the same way that Mattress Police started out as a parody of blogging. I simply kept writing, without any thought as to where the story was heading, and I included tangents that served absolutely no purpose other than entertaining myself. When I had about thirty pages written, I sent it to a blogger friend of mine for some feedback. He responded positively, so I kept writing. Once I had written about a hundred pages, I realized that I was going to have to tie together some of the extraneous details, because a lot of readers were likely not to appreciate getting to the end of a novel only to find out that it didn’t really have a point. So I corralled my impulsiveness and forced the action into a coherent plot.
When I was finished, I read over the manuscript several times, making corrections for grammar and continuity. Then I sent it to several writer friends (most of these were people I had “met” online through blogging – another advantage of being an active blogger). Their feedback was positive, but they had a lot of suggestions for changes. My beta readers were invaluable in helping me improve Mercury Falls. One thing that I learned about beta readers, though, is that very few people want to read a manuscript more than once. It’s important to make the book as good as you possibly can before showing it to your beta readers, because you’ll probably only get one shot. Of course it’s a different story if you’re part of a writing group, and you’re sharing your progress as you go along. Personally, I couldn’t write that way. I generally don’t want feedback until I have something that I consider finished.
I spent several more months reworking various aspects of the manuscript, in particular the first few chapters. I wanted the opening to be strong, so that readers would be pulled in and not be able to put the book down. Once I was confident that the book was as good as I could make it, I started sending it to agents. My goal was to get Mercury Falls picked up by a major publisher, and to do that you generally need to have an agent. I did some research to find agents who might be interested in a humorous fantasy novel and started sending the manuscript to three or four agents per week.
About half of the agents I queried didn’t respond. Of those who did, three quarters said they weren’t interested. A few asked to see the full manuscript, but in the end I wasn’t able to persuade any of them to represent it to a publisher. Granted, I only gave the process about six months, but I had had enough. I was convinced there was a market for Mercury Falls, and I didn’t want to waste any more energy selling it to agents when I could be selling it to readers. I was beginning to hear about self-published authors having success selling their books on Kindle, and I decided to take advantage of the situation before the window closed.
I had kept my Mattress Police readers updated on the progress of Mercury Falls – and my lack of success in securing an agent. I had also created a separate website for Mercury Falls, where I posted excerpts from the book, endorsements from my beta readers, and an interest list signup form (MercuryFalls.net). Knowing that I might end up self-publishing the book, I promised my readers that if I didn’t have an agent by the time 500 people had signed up for the interest list, I would self-publish Mercury Falls. I posted a preview chapter on MercuryFalls.net and promoted the site aggressively on Facebook, Twitter, and Mattress Police.
At this time, I was working as an onsite contractor at the Google headquarters in Mountain View, California. (I built an asset tracking system to help them keep track of their computers and other hardware. After two years of work, they pulled the plug on it for no apparent reason. And people think being a writer is demoralizing.) Google has around 20,000 employees, and they have an array of internal email lists devoted to different interests. I sent a few emails to the creative writing list and the book list, encouraging Googlers to sign up for my mailing list.
By six months into my agent search, 500 people had signed up. I announced that I would be self-publishing Mercury Falls.
When I made this announcement, a few other writers I knew tried to discourage me from going the self-publishing route. The fascinating thing to me was that the people who screamed “NO! DON’T DO IT!” were themselves aspiring authors who had not yet been published. All of the published authors I knew said, “That’s a great idea. Go for it. Get your work in front of readers and show publishers that you can sell a few thousand books.” Published authors already know that being published isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. That’s not to say there aren’t challenges associated with self-publishing, but compared with the challenges facing any unknown author, the challenges of self-publishing are nothing.
I designed a cover and formatted the book using a template I had downloaded from Lulu.com. I had intended to use Lulu to print the book, but by the time I was ready to publish, their prices had gone up. So I went with CreateSpace, a self-publishing company owned by Amazon.com, instead. I set the retail price at $12. CreateSpace’s prices were low enough that at that price, I would make a profit of about $2 per book. Additionally, I gave Mattress Police readers a month to pre-order a signed copy of the book for $12 plus shipping. They wouldn’t save any money by pre-ordering, but they would get a signed copy – and a chance to get the book before it was available from Amazon.com. I set up a pre-order form using PayPal, and by the release date I had received about 100 pre-orders. Ordering in bulk, I could get the books for about $6 each, so I would make $6 per book on the pre-ordered copies.
While the pre-orders were coming in, I spent some time scouring Amazon.com for the email addresses of people who had reviewed (and liked) similar books, such as Christopher Moore’s Lamb and Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman’s Good Omens. Eventually I assembled a list of some 200 email addresses and emailed all of them asking if they would be interested in getting a free copy of Mercury Falls to review. I got about fifty yeses. I ordered 200 copies altogether: 100 for the pre-orderers, 50 for the Amazon reviewers, and another 50 for other bloggers, magazines and other reviewers. Since I had already made $600 from the pre-orders, I only had to front $600 of my own money.
Mercury Falls sold another dozen or so copies on Amazon.com over the next two weeks. Then I published the Kindle version. Initially, I priced the Kindle version at $4.99, and over the next two weeks I sold another 20 copies or so. Then, as an experiment, I tried dropping the price to $2.99. To my surprise, the rate of sales more than doubled, so that I was actually making more money at the lower price. After two weeks of that, I tried dropping the price to $0.99. Sales more than doubled again.
In addition to promoting Mercury Falls on Twitter, Facebook and Mattress Police, I posted announcements on several e-book related websites, such as http://www.kindleboards.com, http://www.mobileread.com/forums/, and Amazon’s Kindle discussion group. I had also posted announcements to Amazon’s science fiction and fantasy discussion groups. On forums that allowed signatures with embedded hyperlinks, I included a link to the Mercury Falls page on Amazon in my signature. For sites that didn't include a pre-created signature, I kept a text file handy, with the text “Robert Kroese, Author of Mercury Falls” and a link to the Amazon page). I was active in discussions on these forums for several weeks. I don’t really enjoy participating in these forums, because they tend to be dominated by trolls and pedantic know-it-alls, many of whom consider it their prerogative to stomp all over anything that looks like self-promotion. It’s true that there’s a lot of spam on these forums, but it’s relatively easy to spot and avoid. What’s harder to avoid are the people who have nothing better to do than hang out on forums all day making snide remarks about hopeful new authors.
Meanwhile, reviews started to trickle in, and they were uniformly positive. The first two reviews (from Amazon reviewers who had never heard of me before I offered them a copy of the book) were both five-star reviews, calling Mercury Falls “spectacular” and “wickedly brilliant,” respectively. The reviews came in at a painfully slow rate; if I were doing it over I would probably have tried to get the book in the hands of reviewers at least a month in advance of the official release date. But reviews kept coming in, and for a while they were all five-star reviews. Not everyone loved the book, of course, but I was very fortunate in that the first seventeen reviewers all liked it well enough to give it five stars (Some of these reviews were from friends and fans of my blog, but most of them were just reviewers I had found on Amazon). This obviously put some pressure on other reviewers: nobody wanted to be the first one to give Mercury Falls less than a five-star review. And when the less-than-stellar reviews started coming in, the reviewers seemed to feel obligated to say something like “maybe I’m missing something,” or “It’s probably my own fault.” I even got an email from one reviewer saying that while he didn’t particularly like the book, he felt bad about posting a negative review, and wouldn’t post it if I didn’t want him to. I told him I didn’t mind if he didn’t post it.
An aside on “cheating” and “manipulating the ratings”: Some purists will argue that by pre-selecting reviewers who would be predisposed to give my book a good review, encouraging friends to write reviews, and asking a reviewer who didn’t like the book to not post a review, I am cheating or at least gaming the system. My feeling is that the ratings are a game, and that as a self-published author who is fighting against the marketing juggernauts of multi-million dollar publishing houses, I’d be a fool not to play the game as shrewdly as possible. Let me be clear: I have never cheated in the ratings. By this I mean that I have never posted a review of my book under a false identity (or encouraged others to do so); I have never asked anyone to give a dishonest review; and I have never traded good reviews with another author. But if I’m taking money out of my pocket to give a copy of my book to a reviewer, I’d be an idiot not to give it to somebody who seems to enjoy that sort of book. As for friends writing reviews, well, it seems to me they have as much right to post an honest review as anyone else (and I frankly don’t have that many friends; only about 10 of the now 190+ reviews of Mercury Falls on Amazon are by people I’ve met in person). And while I would never give a reviewer a copy of the book on the condition that they write a positive review, if a reviewer asks whether I’d prefer not to have a negative review posted, I’m going to be honest about it.
I had also offered a review copy to many of the more popular bloggers I knew, and I went on a “Mercury Falls blog tour” to drum up publicity. I made myself available for interviews by bloggers and did several guest posts. I linked to the all the tour participants from Mattress Police. One blogging friend even connected me with the producer of a local morning show, Good Day Sacramento, and I got booked on the show. I had vaguely dreaded the idea of going on television to talk about my book, figuring that I’d be interviewed by some bimbo who didn’t know anything about the book. I was pleasantly surprised, however, to find that one of the hosts of the show had actually just read Mercury Falls and loved it. He was thrilled to have me on the show, and spent most of the segment talking about how great the book was. I basically just had to sit there and smile.
As a result of the early positive reviews, my self-promotion efforts, word-of-mouth promotion, and the ridiculously low price (this probably being the main factor), Mercury Falls soon became one of the top ranked science fiction/fantasy books on Kindle. It peaked in the top 600 Kindle books overall. The great thing about getting into these rankings, by the way, is that the process is somewhat self-perpetuating: people looking for books scan the rankings, and if they see an interesting-looking book at a good price, there’s a good chance they will buy it – which helps the book maintain its spot in the rankings. Mercury Falls spent several weeks in the top 1,000 books on Kindle before gradually slipping back into semi-obscurity. Obviously, I didn’t make a lot of money selling books at $0.99 per copy, but I figured that I was building a fan base – my plan was to break even on Mercury Falls and then start making money on the sequel and other future books.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/46904 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!