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Thank you to Ethan Cole for the introduction, and to Patrick Mealy, Rosemary Griebel and the 

Calgary Public Library for asking us to put together this panel discussion today.  

 

 

Welcome, all of you, to The 12-Step Program to Successful Self-Publishing. 

 

First of all … are you finding it kind of crowded in here? It looks very crowded to me. I guess 

we should have asked you, as well as turning off your cell phones, to leave your egos, your 

illusions of fame and fortune, your sense of competitiveness, your arbitrary agendas, and 

unrealistic expectations at the door. It’s not too late and you can send them packing right now. I 

just don’t want to be held responsible for bruising any of those egos or being the cause of 

disillusionment or blamed for shattering your expectations about self-publishing.  

 

What you do need to keep next to you throughout this session, and the entire self-publishing 

process, though, is patience. Haste truly does make waste, and some of the worst self-published 

books I’ve seen, and I’ve seen and tried to read a lot of them, were obviously the result of the 

author’s impatience, of having tried to cut corners to save time and money, and publishing before 

the book was ready. So be prepared to take your time.   

 

You also need to understand, right up front, that this idea you have to self-publish may not 

actually, in the end, be right for you.   

 

You will not learn how to make a lot of money through self-publishing. At least, you won’t learn 

about that from me. Yes, it is possible to make money, but only a very few self-published authors 

ever sell out even the initial print run of their books, let alone cover their costs. 

 

And if you have plans to quit a paying job, to sell your car, and mortgage your house so you can 

afford the cost of self-publishing your book – please, please don’t do it! I hate to say this, but if 

you cannot afford the costs involved then perhaps you should adjust your plans. I’d hate to see 

any of you go into debt unnecessarily. No dream is worth that much! 

 

What I do hope you will go away with after this evening is a realization that it is possible to self-

publish, and do it successfully too, if you go about this entire process in a professional way. So 



I’ve come up with 12 steps that I believe are necessary for you to follow, if you really want to 

self-publish a book.   

 

1. Read a lot of books – all genres, fiction and non-fiction, for all age groups. 

 

If you don’t already have the reading habit and aren’t up-to-date on what other authors are 

writing, how can you expect to write your own book? Writers are Readers. Period. No argument. 

You need to read, and read a lot of books, to be able to write well.  

 

2. Write a great book.  

 

Write a great book. Simple, huh? What I really mean by this is to write the very best book that 

you can. Put your heart and soul into it. Write the book that you would want to read yourself. 

 

And while you’re writing that great book is the time to become part of the writing community, to 

enroll in writing courses if you haven’t already taken any instruction (and we can all use some 

instruction!), attend writing conferences (Did you know that one of the very best conferences is 

held annually during August right here in Calgary? When Words Collide is the extremely 

successful brainchild of Randy McCharles, a member of today’s panel), build up your 

connections, become an active member of the writing and reading community, including online 

communities. 

 

3. Get several other professional opinions on that great book you’ve written.  
 

You have already developed some of the contacts you need for this in #2. Work with a 

professional editor or a mentor or a writer-in-residence. Last count I heard, there were four 

Writers-in-Residence in this city. One in this very library system. These authors are serving in 

the positions to help you write a great book—and it costs you nothing for a consultation.  

 

While you’re at it, learn something about how the entire publishing and bookselling business 

works, both traditional and self-publishing, so you have a better idea of what you’re going to be 

dealing with. I can’t stress this point enough … you don’t want to be trying to reinvent the 

wheel. You’ll have a better idea of how the process will work for you if you know how others 

have published. 

 

4. Based on those opinions you received on your great book, revise, rewrite, and 

prepare an even greater book. 

 

It goes without saying that your goal is to create the very best book that you can. Get it right 

early on in the process and I can guarantee the actual publishing part will go much more 

smoothly. This is when you catch the errors in your writing, in the structure, the way your 

subject is presented or how the storyline is told and characters developed. I’m not saying the 

book should be perfect at this point, but it should be as close to perfect as you can make it.   

 

5. Continue all this time to read a lot of books and promote their authors. 

 



Buy their books or borrow them from the library, attend readings, review books you read, if you 

feel like reviewing. Read, read and read some more. 

 

I know you’re all probably wondering when I’m going to get to the meat of this talk. When I’ll 

discuss the actual self-publishing part. Well, it’s not yet, because first I’ll say you should … 

 

6. Query traditional publishers about your great book … just in case. 

 

Yes, that’s right. I said “traditional” publishers. Even though you have your heart set on self-

publishing, being in complete control, and pocketing all the profits from your book sales, why 

not hedge your bets and see if a traditional publisher is interested in your book? Don’t tell them 

you plan to self-publish.  

 

There should be no competition between the two ways of publishing. One way isn’t better than 

the other – they are just different with advantages and disadvantages to both. One of the two may 

be more suitable to you, but how will you know for sure unless you explore the possibilities of 

both?  

 

If you haven’t ever experienced being rejected by publishers, this is the time to find out what it’s 

like. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? If your book is as great as you can make it, a 

publisher just might surprise you and ask you to submit the manuscript for consideration. And 

you can always turn them down, if you really have your heart set on self-publishing. Although 

I’d say you’d be crazy to do so, since the publisher takes on all the expense of producing and 

distributing your book.  

 

As I say, send out queries now … just in case.  

 

7. Begin approaching professionals who offer services in: 

- editing  

- design (cover and interior)  

- eBook formatting  

- printing  

- distribution and sales  

- promotion and publicity 

 

You’ve gathered referrals and names of possible services from the writing community in which 

you are now fully participating. There are companies that will take care of every service for you 

for one overall fee. I chose to contract with each service individually and be my own project 

manager, because I had met so many professionals throughout my career who I knew personally 

and knew I could trust. Plus, I knew what I was doing, having worked in publishing, and I was 

testing some new ideas about the direction I believed publishing was heading.  

 

I will warn you here though to be cautious. Sometimes it seems that the only people who are 

actually making any money in this self-publishing business are those who are offering self-

publishing services. There are many charlatans out there so, I warn you now, and as Elmer Fudd 

always said, “Be vewy, vewy careful.” 



 

Look at other self-published books, those that you like and dislike. Make a note of who 

published, designed and edited the best of them and either talk with the author about their 

experience or contact the service providers directly yourself. 

 

Obviously, if you have skills and experience in any of these areas then go for it yourself. But still 

consult with a professional, just to make sure it’s being done right. The old adage of, “The 

lawyer who defends himself in court has a fool for a client” comes to mind. 

 

I think there may be people in the audience who already provide these services. Please stand up, 

if you do, and tell us which service you provide. I’ll leave it up to the audience to ask you for 

business cards after we’re finished here tonight. 

 

And I’m more than happy to share contact information with all of you for my own service 

providers. They’re listed in my print and eBooks.  

 

8. Create and build an online presence.  

 

This is when you should be preparing a website, developing your presence on social media sites, 

writing to a blog, if you wish to do so. In fact, I strongly encourage you to write a blog.  

 

Join more online writing and reading sites. Make friends with other writers and readers, 

internationally as well as locally. Begin building a potential fan base. Continue to read other 

books and help promote other authors whose books you enjoy reading. 

 

9. If you haven’t received a positive response to the queries you sent out earlier, 

contract with the professional services you’ve decided on working with and begin 

production of your great book. 

 

Remember, you sent your agenda packing at the beginning of this talk, so don’t drag it back out 

at this point and begin making unnecessary demands of your service providers. Your book will 

be published in the time that it takes to be published. It may seem at times that the wheels have 

stopped turning, but, really, Rome was not built in a day. Have patience and trust that the people 

you have contracted with know what they’re doing and will publish for you the very best book 

that they can.  

 

10. While you wait … read a lot of books, promote authors, and begin making 

announcements through your social media sites you’ve developed about your own 

anticipated publication. 

 

I keep repeating this “read a lot of books” business as though it were a mantra, because it should 

become your mantra. How can you ever expect others to be interested in reading your book, once 

it’s published, if you yourself don’t read books? It continues to boggle my mind whenever 

writers tell me they don’t read or don’t have the time to read. As I said before, you cannot write 

unless you are a reader first. 

 



11. Work up, develop, and schedule a marketing and promotion plan so you may 

immediately jump into the really hard work – as soon as you … 

 

12. Publish! 

 

I know some of you are scratching your heads right now, thinking, “Wait a minute! She didn’t 

actually tell us HOW to self-publish! All we got out of her talk is that we should read a lot of 

books.”  

 

Well, yes … and no. I never said I was going to hold your hand and lead you through the self-

publishing process. But, if you follow the 12 steps I’ve listed, do the necessary homework, 

research, act like a professional, and write a great book, you will eventually publish. 

 

Remember that, in the end, it’s your name that appears on that self-published book, and your 

reputation, so do everything you can to make anything you publish the very best it can be.  

   

Then write more great books!  

 

And continue to read lots of other great books so you can promote them and their authors. After 

all, it’s true that what goes around comes around. All that reading and promoting and connecting 

with other authors I’ve been going on about will only help to make the next step of finding your 

own new readers for your great book that much easier. 

 

Thank you! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


