


 

Special Report:  

Choosing the Optimal Publishing Option 

By Lisa Tener 

 

As a book coach, I often find myself answering this question, “What are the 

advantages to self-publishing vs. traditional publishing?” I’ve spent so many collective 

hours answering this question; I realized it would just make sense to write a short report 

and offer it free to anyone who asked. So, here it is, the answer to almost-every-aspiring-

author’s favorite question, “Self-publish or traditionally publish?” 

 

First off, there isn’t a one-size-fits-all answer for everyone. For some situations, 

self-publishing makes sense. For others, traditional publishing is the way to go. Years 

ago, I attended a conference with publicity gurus Steve Harrison and John Kremer. They 

had just been advising one person to self-publish her book. When another participant 

shared her book idea, they resounded in unison, “traditional publisher,” despite the fact 

that this woman didn’t have a “platform.” (i.e. a mailing list, group of fans, etc.). 
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Sometimes, the decision depends on the author’s goals, the author’s strengths and 

the author’s personality. Other times it depends on the particular market and market size. 

In this case, all the experts had to hear was the title and we knew. 



 

Many authors don’t necessarily have the platform or market for their book to 

interest a traditional publisher. For them, looking for a traditional publisher could just be 

a waste of time that could be spent on writing, publishing, marketing and selling their 

book. Or, perhaps, if traditional publishing is important to them, they can work on their 

platform to interest traditional publishers. Of course, some authors may be able to interest 

a publisher, but for them self-publishing makes more sense, for a variety of reasons. Let’s 

explore them. 

 

Self Publishing Pros 

1. Timing: It can take anywhere from three months to three years to obtain a literary 

agent. Sometimes more. And then the agent has to sell the book to a publisher. Once the 

publisher says, “Yes” you’re looking at another year to year and a half before the book 

comes out. It can take three or four months just to get your contract. In other words, if 

you’re in a real hurry, publish it yourself. Even a book that’s on the fast track can take 

much longer traditionally than it would take you to self-publish. 
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2. Control: If you don’t want anyone telling you what the book will be called, if you 

want to have the final say in cover design, if you want to control all aspects of book 

design, production and distribution, self-publishing is the route for you. I helped a client 

turn her highly compelling true story into a book proposal. She quickly got a “yes” from 

a New York agent, but the agent wanted to change the title and some of the perspective of 



the story. My client knew she’d rather sell fewer books and keep things her way, so the 

book is now self-published.  I also would have told you it would be harder for her to get 

national coverage for her book, but she appeared on the Montel Williams Show, so it 

didn’t hurt her that much! She probably sold fewer books than she would have with a 

traditional publishing house, but it was worth it to her to have the final say. 

 

3. Fixing Mistakes: If you’ve been around authors a while, you’ll know that many 

authors have a sob story about some BIG mistake their publisher made. In one friend’s 

case it was a pink cover for a book whose market was about 50% men. Fortunately, her 

agent stood up to the publisher demanding something more appropriate. I’ve heard tales 

of publishers sending way too few books to a speaking engagement, sending books that 

were messed up and un-sellable or just not getting books into the stores. My first book 

was first printed in a format that major bookstores wouldn’t carry (because of the 

horizontal, rather than vertical, orientation). That said, we all make mistakes and you may 

make some of your own. However, if you want to control errors (and have the ability to 

fix them quickly and know they’ll get fixed), self-publishing may be for you. 
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4. Percentage Profits: In self-publishing, the profits are yours. The profit margin is 

often much higher. However, make sure you look at how many more books you might 

sell with a traditional publisher and whether you think that could make up for the lower 

margins. Your profits may vary significantly depending upon whether you use offset 

printing or print on demand. The technologies vary, as do the pricing structures. 



 

Case study: 

Psychotherapist Barbara Holtzman, author of Conscious Eating, Conscious Living, says 

she became an author a bit by accident: “I started off with a workbook for people who 

came to my workshops and my groups. Word of mouth carried it beyond my students and 

I soon found people requesting my book in bookstores.  

 

“Self publishing is a great way to start if you are at all hesitant. I began by publishing 

1,100 copies. When those sold, I decide to publish a POD book, so that I could update it 

regularly, which I do. I like having full control over my book and I make more money.” 

 

Why was POD the right solution for Barbara? 

• Her private practice sustains her financially, so she wasn’t necessarily after 

creating a national bestseller. 

• She published her book to reach more people with her conscious eating 

programs and she also knew that the book would bring her credibility as an 

expert, which it has. 

• She wanted to be able to update the book often, and on her own. 

 

Last bit of advice from Barbara, “Hire somebody to format and make sure they’re good. 

Get references; I first hired someone to do the formatting and she did a lousy job.” 
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Traditional Publishing Pros 

1. Expertise: In most cases, a traditional publisher is going to do a better job than you 

of designing a front cover, back cover and layout. If they do much editing, which some 

houses do and some don’t, they may also add a great deal of value and make the book 

better than it would have been. They should also know how to market and sell the book 

effectively. They have experience you don’t have. However, you can also hire people 

with experience to help you in these areas. Just make sure you get references and see 

examples of their work. And don’t hire a self-publishing house to do your layout, editing 

or cover—chances are you will regret it. They almost always compete on price and 

quality is low. You want your book to represent you in the highest light. 

 

2. Sales: Generally speaking, a publisher is going to help you sell books. They have the 

dedicated sales force, and distribution channels, to get your book into the major 

bookstores. Will they? It depends. If they get negative feedback from a large chain 

(which could be based on anything, even just the dimensions of the book or the cover), if 

they cut their sales force or if they just focus on other books that they think have a better 

chance, you may not get that much from your publisher. However, generally, having a 

traditional publisher can save you loads of time and get you into more stores. 
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3. PR: A traditional publisher may not get you any publicity or they may get you a little. 

However, being published by a major press, or even a mid-sized press, will buy more 

credibility with the media. A self-published book is harder to promote with the media, 



because you don’t have the endorsement of a traditional publisher behind you. The media 

even look at ISBN numbers to see if you are self-published or not. For me, I’m glad that 

to have had a best-selling publisher for my first book. Although we had to pay for our 

own publicist, being published by HCI gave us instant credibility with the media—and 

made it that much easier to get national coverage. 

 

4. Cost: There’s no cost to being published by a traditional publisher. If they tell you 

otherwise, they’re not a traditional publisher! You may make less money, but you invest 

less as well. And that money saved can be money you put towards publicity. 

 

5. You Can Mind Your Business: Do you want to take on the business of 

publishing your own books? Many people would rather leave this to the professionals and 

not have to worry about design, printing and distribution. 

 

The Truth about Publicity from Major Publishers 
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Generally, your publisher won’t get you much publicity. It’s up to you to do that. I’ve 

spoken to authors who’ve written best sellers and dozens of books who say that their 

publisher didn’t put any energy, time or money into publicity—they did it all themselves. 

I’ve also spoken to a bestselling author who said that her publisher did provide a 

publicist, but the publicist would not let her promote her book in many of the ways she 

wanted—she had to be the “victorious victim” and could not show herself to be the 

expert she was in press releases, because that would interfere with the victim image. The 



publicist also insisted on a very limited hook—she couldn’t promote any ancillary media 

hooks that the book held. She wasn’t happy about that at all. Her book did even better in 

England than the US because, in England, she promoted herself and used all the available 

angles. So having a publicist through the publisher can be a double edged sword. 

 

Self-Publishing as a Bridge 

Some people self publish first. Once they’ve sold 15,000 copies or so a traditional 

publisher may be interested in their book. If they want the credibility and distribution of a 

traditional publisher, that can be good news, although I know one author who sold her 

book to a traditional publisher and then cancelled the contract when the publisher mashed 

dozens of copies and sent them to her as new.  

 

Some Words from the Wise 

If you’re going to self publish, there are a few key elements to keep in mind: 
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1) Look like a pro. Most self-published books give themselves away as self 

published. If you plan only to sell it on your website that may not matter, but if 

you want bookstores to sell your book, it better look like a book that’s hot off the 

traditional press. How to do that? You can hire someone who knows what they’re 

doing. If you want to do it yourself, examine the covers of 20 or 30 books. Make 

sure your cover looks like theirs (the author’s name appears at the bottom, for 

instance). Other things that can give away a self-published book are the layout, 

interior design and lack of editing—so work at making these perfect. 



2) Read the industry greats in self-publishing: Fern Reiss and Dan Poynter can steer 

you in the right direction. Don’t try to publish seat of the pants. 

 

A Bit About E-books 

What are the advantages of an e-book? In addition to many of the advantages of self 

publishing: 

• You can charge for the information (and how much it’s worth to the buyer) 

rather than charging a typical price for a book, such as $12.95. It seems 

contradictory, but people will often pay much more for an e-book than they 

would for a physical book, because we’re not used to paying much for a 

physical book. 

• There’s no inventory (which is also true of publishing on demand printing). 

• You get to keep the profits. There is no cost to make physical books at all—

just marketing costs. 

• It’s easy to update your book, make changes and keep it current and, 

therefore, more valuable to readers. 

• People who shop on the internet can see and use it instantaneously…and they 

can buy it from the comfort of their own home—no need to run out to the 

store. 
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• You can include links to your website right in the e-book, so those reading 

online can go right to your site and take the actions you suggest (such as 



subscribing to your blog or newsletter, buying an additional product such as a 

course, or signing up to become your client). 

Disadvantages of e-books include that: 

• It’s not easy to parlay into media coverage, other than the internet. 

• It may be hard to sell many books if you can’t get traffic to your site and 

convert that traffic with an effective sales letter. 

• Some buyers want a physical book. 

• It’s harder, but not impossible, to sell your book in electronic form at speaking 

engagements. 

• It holds less cache with many groups. 

• Some authors worry about the risk that others will copy and paste their 

words—it’s easier for people to plagiarize. 
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Have you made your decision? If not, think hard about your goals and which method fits 

in with them.  
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