
 

 

It’s easy to publish an e-book (part 1): Stop! Are you actually ready? 

by LimebirdSally 

Limebird Writers  

This was originally going to be the second in a three-part weekly series on independently publishing 
an e-book, with the first outlining how easy it is to go from completed ms to publicly available e-
book in just a few hours. However it struck me that the far more logical sequence was to start with 
this post cautioning that it is equally easy to publish an unfinished ms so the ‘how-to’ guide has been 
relegated to the final post in the series! 

Obviously I’m not talking about anything as obvious as missing the second half of a book, but I’m not 
being particularly ground-breaking when I say that there are a lot of bad indie e-books out there. 
Those books where the writer’s repetition of glaring grammar slips makes you wonder if they 
actually believe ‘it’ charges around the literary landscape seizing possession of everything it 
encounters; or those where a few pages in, you’re seriously questioning whether they’ve published 
an early draft by accident and meant to fill in gaps in their plot and characterisations at a later stage. 

Those 80,000 words, lovingly crafted and re-crafted again numerous times might seem like a 
completed book but before you publish your e-book you need to take a huge step back, block out 
the glowing praise of your friends and family and shield yourself with a small but mighty army of 
people who will give you the rigorous critique that you need. Writing groups, critique partners and 
beta readers all play a valuable role and it may be you’re lucky enough to have people within your 
existing feedback circles able to offer a professional standard of critique. If not, then you’ll need to 
pay for professional editorial services. 

Creative editing - I think this step is often missed when indie-writers are either trying to save on 
costs or genuinely don’t realise that this is a vital step in the novel writing process. A creative editor 
will identify those aspects in your plot, characters and writing style that need reworking. 
Importantly, to be effective, this isn’t a single stage process, but depending on the scale of re-writes 
you should return to your creative editor (or use a different one) for a fresh critique after you’re 
happy with the subsequent re-writes. 

In a recent post I wrote about how I stupidly drafted and redrafted an entire novel before I realised 
I’d confused my protagonist’s search to work out the truth of her immutable back-story as a plot in 
itself. I only sussed this out after having seen an indie author make the same mistake in a published 
e-book. I would expect a creative editor to pick up on this kind of thing, as well as those ‘show not 
tell’ moments; problems with characterisations; areas where characters act contrary to the reader’s 
understanding of them; plot holes etc. 
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It’s easy to think that because you have an exciting, readable novel that it’s complete, and true you 
may be a strong enough writer that it’s good enough. But even the best of writers go through a 
multi-stage creative editing process and do you really want to publish something that could be so 
much better with a bit more time and investment? 

Copyediting - The quality of comments and blogs of the writers who visit this site indicates great 
intelligence and a high standard of writing and I’m sure none of you would be so daft as to publish a 
book without having it copyedited ! Be conscious that no matter how good your attention to detail, 
when you’re too close to something you miss the errors that will be immediately apparent to a 
professional copyeditor (although even they can miss things!) 

Just make sure you use someone who speaks your native language – no offence, but you people 

stateside spell a lot of words wrong  

Formatting glitches – deep inside your computer lurks a gang of deceptively cute-looking gremlins. 

They lie in wait as you painstakingly make your word document look exactly the way you want it, 
patiently waiting as you upload it into the software conversion programme and …weeeeeeee, down 
they swoop, randomly adding in italics, huge gaps in the text, central justification and all manner of 
formatting delights you could only begin to imagine. If you ‘speak computer’ like limebirdsophie you 
might know exactly the soothing words to coax the little monsters away from the toilet bowl where 
they’ve created a delightful little present that they’re currently smearing all over your beautiful 
work, but the most that any normal writer can do is say aaaarrrrggghhhhh beeping beeping beep 
beep beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep! 

I know that even publishing houses sometimes allow little formatting delights to slip through, but 
the reality is you can check through your document before you publish it and you can attack the 
formatting gremlins. It helps to remember that computers are exceedingly logical beings and any 
glitches in the formatting are a direct response to the underlying formatting in your original 
document even if you can’t see it. 

I have two suggestions for you to try. For minor formatting joys if you understand HTML mark-up 
you can go directly into the HTML file that the conversion software will have produced and manually 
change the code (this means nothing to me, but Hubby talks all kind of weird computer languages). 

The possibly more practical advice is to return to your original document and strip the formatting. 
I’m afraid I only know how to work in Word but hopefully you can work out the equivalent. Making 

sure you have a back-up ( ) cut the entire document and paste it into wordpad and then paste it 
back into a brand new word document. You’ll then need to manually change all the formatting in 
this fresh document to the way you want it (if you’re using smashwords their style guide is very easy 
to use http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/52) 

Hopefully this will sort it. If not, make sure there’s no auto-formatting hidden away in your pre-
converted document; and make sure you’re not being too ambitious with the formatting you’ve 
manually inserted into your document and question whether it’s really required. If that fails, then 
I’m afraid the only option is to smash your computer in a fit of rage and pull out the little gremlin 
carcasses from the wreckage. 

The indie publishing revolution is fantastic for a number of reasons, but it also makes it too easy to 
publish books that are simply not ready for publication. It doesn’t matter how talented you are as a 
writer, how proud you are to have completed a full length novel, or how impressed your friends and 
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family are at your accomplishment, I doubt there is anyone able to write a novel good enough for 
publication without help and support from industry experts. 

In the second post in this indie-publishing series next week, “It’s easy to publish an e-book (part 2): 
Too easy?” I discuss the impact that bad indie books are having on the industry and what might be 
done to confront this. I really hope you’ll return, ready to contribute to an interesting debate on 
these issues! 
 

 

It’s easy to publish an e-book (part 2): Too easy? 

This is the second in a series of three posts on independently publishing an e-book. The first 
discussed the common mistakes made by indie authors, while the third next week is more of a ‘how 
to’ guide on how to go about indie publishing an e-book. This post is a little musing on the impact 
that bad indie books are having on the industry and what could be done about this. 

I think we can take as fact that there are some bad indie e-books out that that weren’t ready for 
publication. Perhaps a more contentious issue is whether this is a problem. After all, surely writers 
are only hurting themselves if they choose to publish sub-standard novels? 

I’d argue no, the damage is much wider-reaching than the individual writer. Okay, so perhaps an e-
book was free so you’ve not really lost anything. Then again, perhaps the book was so terrible you 
don’t care if it was free or not and you’re outraged that the writer has had the cheek to market this 
book so effectively that it wound up on your kindle and now you’ve lost a few hours of your life that 
you’ll never get back (okay so I’m thinking of a specific example here and the frighteningly mean 
reviews by other readers indicate I’m not the only one who thought this). Worse still if you actually 
paid for it! 

Most importantly, how many terrible indie e-books would you read before making a generalised 
assessment that indie e-books just aren’t worth the electric paper they’re written on? This denies the 
indie authors who have approached publication in a professional manner the opportunity to share 
their work. Further, to what extent does a reader then assume that any free/ cheaply priced e-book 
is an indie, which means books released by publishing houses are also caught up by the negative 
halo effect? I’ve also seen recent stateside blog posts and articles recommend that indie authors 
price their e-books above the $.99 mark to offer the indie industry credibility, but surely that just 
means instead of just swamping the market with free/cheap unfinished indie books, the market will 
be inundated over-priced unfinished indie books. 

I very much doubt that any writer publishes an e-book thinking they’re putting out a terrible book so 
is it arrogance, delusion or simple ignorance that causes a writer to think that their draft novel is 
ready for publication? There might also be an element of disrespect and naivety if a writer knows 
that this isn’t a polished work but the ease with which e-books can be amended and republished 
makes them chuck it out there anyway with a, “Hey, what have I got to lose?” mentality. 



So what can be done about this? In the first instance writers need to take responsibility for 
themselves, but of course a writer who has spent years putting their heart and soul into their work is 
far too close to it to recognise whether their book is ready for publication or not. Sometimes this is 
very much one of those ‘not being aware of what you don’t know’ situations (this is “unconscious 
incompetence,” I’m sorry but I can’t find the originator of the leadership model to be able to 
attribute it). 

I certainly don’t think brutal and soul-destroying reviews are the answer and I don’t feel writers 
should be publishing books to test the water and thinking they can use reviews to further refine 
their books. What I’d like to see is something, somewhere in the industry encouraging and 
supporting indie writers to treat the publication of e-books in a professional manner (i.e. avoiding 
the common mistakes I discussed in last week’s first post in this series). 

But what? 

The blogging community offers a great deal of support and advice. I’ve probably developed my 
writing more in the past four months spent in the online writing community than the past fifteen 
years. But not all writers are active in the blogging community and not all are aware of what they 
need to know. 

I started by imagining some kind of independent regulator for the indie publishing industry so 
anyone who wishes to independently publish an e-book has to register with this regulator and 
receives advice and the ‘rules’ on how to go about it. 

- The upside = every indie writer will be made familiar with the processes of editing and proofing and 
must demonstrate a clear commitment to upholding basic publishing standards. 

- The downsides = cost and time. How is this regulatory body going to be funded without imposing 
huge additional costs on indie publishers and in terms of practicality, who has the authority to set up 
such a regulator anyway? 

Okay, so perhaps a regulator requires a bit more thought, but what about the aims of something like 
this, which is to ensure that indie writers are fully equipped with the knowledge on how to develop 
their novel to publishable standards? 

It’s here I feel that aggregators and publishing platforms could play more of a role. For example 
Smashwords has a fantastic style guide on the mechanics of formatting your completed ms, and a 
very good marketing guide on what to do both before and after you publish. I don’t recall seeing any 
guides to having your work edited or proofed and how to ensure it is ready for publication. Similarly I 
don’t recall Amazon having any checks in place to make a writer pause and take stock before they 
directly publish. Of course it could well be that there are such warnings in place and I’ve missed 
them, so I’m happy to stand corrected on this. 

Ideally I’d like to see publisher and aggregators to work together to ensure that minimum standards 
are met by indie-publishers, but I get the feeling that Amazon and Barnes & Noble are currently a bit 
busy poking their tongues out at each other and playing a game of one-up-manship. Personally if I 
was an aggregator or distributor I’d want to take the lead on enforcing minimum standards (e.g. a 
self-declaration that a book has been professionally edited before publishing?) and in a complete 
dream world I would have a team responsible for checking a writer’s novel to ensure it is ready for 
publication before allowing them to publish. Of course the business model for that would be 



untenable in terms of costs to writers, making even the best of indie-authors just go elsewhere, 
which brings me back round to the (equally dream-world scenario?) of an industry-wide measure. 

Again I may not be aware of it, but is there a professional body of editors and proofreaders? The rise 
of the electronic indie publishing industry has seen the rise of the making-money-out-of-indie-
writers-industry and it’s very difficult for a writer who is new to all this to identify where investment 
does need to be made and who to go to. 

The fact is, aside from ensuring that information is available to indie-writers, or campaigning to 
publishers to introduce what I can see are clearly untenable changes financially, I’m not sure what 
can be done to curb the alarming proliferation of sub-standard indie novels! But is the best we can 
really do really just to write blog posts, share our experiences and hope that aspiring writers invest 
in their work before publication? 

The words of warning now aired, in the final post in this series next week, “It’s easy to publish an e-
book (part 3)” I talk through the e-book publication process. Of course if this was one of those books 
in the aforementioned making-money-out-of-indie-writers-industry it would be titled, “How to make 
your fortune publishing an e-book in less than three hours,” with the final conclusion being you 
should publish your own book titled, “How to make your fortune publishing an e-book in less than 
three hours.“ 

 

It’s easy to publish an e-book (part three) 

by Limebirdsally  

In this final post in the series I overview how to take a completed ms and transform it into an e-
book. Bear in mind that the market is constantly developing, so I’ve focused on options at a broader 
level rather than going in heavy with detail. To the best of my knowledge the information here is 
accurate at the time of writing, but I would expect it to change over time! 

When it comes to publishing you essentially have three choices: 

- Go direct to publishing platforms e.g. Amazon Kindle Direct Publishing; Barnes & Noble (B&N) 
(Nook); Borders (Kobo) – this avoids aggregator fees but is more laborious (also see bullet point 
three below) 

- Use an aggregator e.g. Smashwords; Lulu; FastPencil – an easier way to distribute your book to a 
range of stores but you pay greater commission and some charge up-front fees 

- A mix of going direct to publishers and using an aggregator - for example if your aggregator does 
not distribute to a particular store (e.g. Smashwords are still working on a deal with Amazon) or if 
you do not have a US bank account (in which case you’re not able to publish direct to Barnes & 
Noble). 



Before you do anything, ensure you have a completed ms (apologies for the lectures in parts 1 and 2 
in this series, but all important stuff!). If you haven’t worked into a fresh document and set your own 
formatting, strip the existing formatting by pasting it into wordpad and then back into a fresh 
document. The Smashwords style guide is a very helpful step-by step process to getting your 
document ready and has little hints such as not using the tab bar for your paragraph indents, which 
can cause weird problems after conversion, but using the paragraph indents and spacing option. You 
will then need to take this document and use the relevant software to convert it into a format that 
can be downloaded to an e-reader (e.g. Kindle, Nook etc.). This is discussed in point three below. 

Make sure you have a professional book cover (or you may be using a print on demand (PoD) 
package where this is part of the service), a compelling blurb for the book, and author bio. 

The following are the key decisions you need to think about when choosing between your indie-
publishing options: 

1. Do you just want to produce an e-book or do you also wish to produce a paper version? 

Many of the print on demand self-publishers offer e-book options (e.g. CreateSpace, which is an 
Amazon company, iUniverse, Lulu, Fast Pencil etc.) These companies will have greater fees than if 
you’re just producing an e-book, although the costs can be wrapped up in the whole package so it’s 
worth taking a comprehensive view on print and e-book when making your decision. 

If you just wish to produce an e-book, it is likely to be cheaper to go to an aggregator that solely 
operates with e-books or go direct to publishing platforms, but do look at the options offered by PoD 
companies when making your decision. 

2. Exclusivity versus wider distribution 

Amazon has been pushing its KDP Select whereby authors receive royalties when customers borrow 
their novel through the Kindle Owners Lending Library, but the downside is that you need to offer 
them exclusivity for 90 days, which of course limits your audience. I suspect there may be retaliation 
in the market, so have a look at what different publishers are offering when the time comes! 

There’s a strong argument for making your distribution as wide as possible by not tying yourself 
down to exclusivity deals (you can still publish on the kindle store without going for KDP Select 
exclusivity), but the lending option may be appealing to you if you have a low price point for your 
book and the revenue from lending will potentially be greater. You’ll need to look at such options in 
the context of your marketing strategy and think about how it fits with your book launch plans. 

3. How confident are you in working with different software packages and how sophisticated are 
your formatting needs? 

The DIY publishing options talk you through the conversion process from text document to a file that 
can be downloaded to the appropriate e-readers. For example Smashwords has an excellent style 
guide that you can use to put your format your ms before putting it through their conversion 
software into a range of formats; Amazon has instructions for using Mobipocket eBook Creator, 
which you use to convert your ms for Kindle; B&N have instructions on pubit for Nook etc. 

You do not need to be a computer whizz to follow the instructions in converting your file so don’t be 
daunted if you’re used to working on computers, as it’s all intuitive. You do, however need to be 



sufficiently computer literate in following step by step instructions to format your document and be 
confident picking up software that you’re not familiar with. 

If you need support it is possible to pay a freelancer to convert your document for you to the 
required format (for example Smashwords has a list of freelancers who can do this for you if you’re 
using their service). Alternatively, you may wish to use an aggregator that offers a more 
comprehensive service. For example, Publish Green has a tiered fee service from formatting your file 
for you through to managing and distributing your book for you. They sell themselves on a more 
bespoke service to enhance the look of your novel. Just be aware that you’re potentially going to pay 
upwards of $299 for formatting that you could potentially do yourself. 

Essentially if you lack confidence or have complex formatting involving footnotes, pictures etc. it is 
still worth experimenting to see if you can do it yourself, but you may find it beneficial to pay for a 
freelancer or  publishing distribution package that is able to format your ms for you. 

4. Upfront costs vs. commission 

The publishing platform will take their commission from sales. Some aggregators charge an upfront 
cost and the commission taken from sales varies (and can be a little hard to decipher as the 
aggregator will take their commission and the publishing platform will take their commission!) 

In choosing between them, related to point two make sure any upfront costs are for services that 
you require. For example if you’re paying for a package to produce your cover and format the 
document an upfront fee is understandable. If you’re paying an upfront fee to compensate for their 
lower commission on sold units you need to weigh up whether your volume of sales makes this a 
sensible trade-off. Naturally this is difficult to estimate, but it comes down to the range of appeal of 
your book and the marketing activity you have planned. 

5. International Standard Book Number (ISBN) 

A final point to mention is whether your chosen platform(s) require(s) you to have an International 
Standard Book Number (ISBN). You can purchase these in blocks and you require one for each 
format of book (i.e. e-book, hardback, paperback). However at the time of writing you do not need 
to have an ISBN to publish direct to Amazon or B&N as they will create their own unique identifier 
which functions in the same way. Apple’s iBookstore, however does require you to have an ISBN. It is 
worth bearing in mind that your aggregator may supply an ISBN for free where required by the 
publishing platform (for example Smashwords allows you to choose whether you assign your own 
ISBN, or if you wish them to allocate one for free). 

In conclusion there is a range of choices of publishing platforms and aggregators – far more than the 
few I have mentioned in this post! My advice is to really think about what is necessary and to not 
pay for services that you do not require. For example why pay for somebody to format your ms if 
you’re able to do it yourself; don’t pay-out for an ISBN before ascertaining if you actually need one. 
Take the time to look through your options before reaching a decision, but once you’ve decided on 
your approach, you really can go from completed ms to published e-book in a few easy steps 
provided you follow the cardinal rule that you have removed any rogue formatting from your ms 
prior to converting it into e-reader format! 

A final word is that blogging and our Limebird site is fantastic for networking. Please feel welcome to 
use the comments sections in our posts and our forums to share experiences and ask questions 
(you’re able to start new discussions in the forums). We really appreciate all the people who take 
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the time to visit and read our posts and will do anything we can to support those in the Limebird 
community whether you go the indie route or traditional publishing house, so do check in and let us 
know how you get on if you do publish. BUT I’m afraid you can’t just rely on networking – you will 
need to get out there and promote your book to your target audience if you want it to sell! 
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