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Hey, indie author! If you’ve invested time, money, and energy in creating a book that you
self-published, but you aren’t getting the kind of reviews and sales you expected, then
something is wrong! But what is it? Use this worksheet to help you figure out what
might be contributing to the problem so you can make a plan to get things back on
track.

You have a split-second to grab someone’s eye with a captivating cover design that 
piques their interest. It has to look great in real life and as a tiny thumbnail online. It 
also must convey something meaningful about the book’s subject. If you created your 
own cover and lack actual book design experience, this is likely a big part of your 
problem. Amateurish and ineffective covers are almost always part of the mix when an 
indie author is struggling. But with professional cover designer rates starting as low as 
$150 per cover, there’s no need to skimp on this crucial sales element. Try this 
instead.
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Is my cover design eye-catching and professional-looking?

Is my cover copy and/or online book description attention-grabbing? 

As an indie author, it’s crucial that you master the art of getting people’s attention and 
drawing them in. In your cover copy or online book description (these often use the 
same text), are you simply outlining your book’s content or are you selling readers on 
your perspective or system with clear benefits? Are you telling them your story is 
interesting, or are you hooking them with interesting turns of phrase and emotional 
language? As with cover designs, if your copy isn’t optimal, no one’s going to give 
your book a chance. First impressions count, and these items must make the reader 
really want to read your book.

https://thewritersally.com/articles/99designs-for-great-book-covers/
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If you’re like most authors, you want to sell books and make a living. And there’s 
nothing wrong with that! But when you’re a new author without the imprimatur of an 
established publishing house behind you or endorsements from other trusted entities, 
you need to think differently. Instead of pricing your book the same as those from 
bestselling, well-known authors—forcing a comparison you will inevitably lose—aim 
to remove barriers to new readers discovering your work. Strategic pricing that 
includes free giveaway periods and low-cost books, especially the first book of a 
series, encourages readers to take a chance on you. You’ll be able to sell more books, 
more easily, and at a higher price tag later if you’re willing to accept a little less now.
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Have I appropriately priced my book following  a pricing strategy?

Do I have enough positive reviews on Amazon and Goodreads?

Traditional authors have a “stamp of approval” from trusted industry gatekeepers 
such as their publisher, mainstream reviewers, and even other well-known authors 
who offer endorsements. Indie authors often lack these, but you can make up for it by 
getting the nod through “social proof” instead. When it comes to books, social 
proof = online book reviews. That’s why having only a few or no customer reviews 
posted for your book can be a serious barrier for new readers. Most experts agree that 
authors need at least 25 four- and five-star reviews on sites like Amazon and 
Goodreads before that barrier dissolves, not to mention that many valuable promotion 
tools use this benchmark as well to weed out serious contenders from the rest. The 
more good reviews you get, the more opportunities you’ll have to uplevel your 
marketing, the more sales and yet more reviews will come in…and more easily.

Can I pitch my book in one sentence? 

Imagine you’re in an elevator and, when the doors open, in walks the book reviewer or 
media personality of your dreams. You only have until the elevator gets to the next 
floor to tell this Kingmaker about your book, or forever lose your chance at success 
and happiness (okay that’s dramatic, but we’re imagining, right?). What would you 
say? If you find it difficult to create a succinct sales handle or “elevator pitch,” it’s 
possible you’re trying to do too much in one book. It may also mean you haven’t done 
enough marketing research to understand how your book fits into the existing book 
marketplace and thus how to make it stand out. 
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The answer to, “Who is your book for?” should never be, “Everybody.” To effectively 
market any product or service, you must clearly define and get to know your target 
audience. If you aren’t sure who your book is for, it’s likely you also haven’t confirmed 
that there’s a need for the book, your sales pitch won’t be as strong as it needs to be, 
your cover art may not be speaking to the right tastes, and there’s no way your 
marketing plan will work. Figure out who your ideal reader is and tailor everything to 
that archetype.
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Do I know exactly who my target audience is? 

Am I clear on and does my book satisfy the promise I’ve made  
to the reader? 

Each book is a promise between you and the reader—it promises specific, definable 
results or benefits or a specific type of story with an approach or set of themes that will 
attract your ideal readers. You must know exactly what that promise is; just as a 
romance promises a happy ending, a self-help book promises proven systems and 
concepts. An effective book doesn’t try to be all things to all people, nor is it created in 
a vacuum. You must know your category and understand the implicit promises you 
make to the reader when you embark on writing your type of book. If you treat your 
pages like a soapbox or personal experiment without regard for your reader’s 
experience and expectations, you’ll end up shouting on an empty street corner.

Have I researched the competition so that I know where I fit in and how I
can stand out from the crowd? 

Publishing a book is like walking into a cocktail party in full swing—there’s a 
conversation already underway and you won’t be able to jump in until you know what 
everyone’s talking about. You need to know what other books are shelved (physically 
or virtually) next to yours to understand the choice you’re asking customers to make. 
You should also know what other books, such as category bestsellers, your target 
readers have likely already read. How is your book the same? How does your book 
differ? Are you hitting on topics your audience expects you to cover? Are you bringing 
something fresh to the trend? If you don’t know how your book fits in, it’s difficult to 
know what to highlight as positive differences, which are an important part of 
attracting readers in a crowded marketplace.
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Did you just decide you wanted to write a book? Or are you writing it because you’ve 
noticed people clamoring for a solution other books have failed to provide, and that 
you are uniquely qualified to deliver? You can write a book for fun, to satisfy your ego, 
even to satisfy your mother, but if you want to sell it, you need a compelling answer to 
this question: “Why does the world need this book?” 
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(Nonfiction) Is my book meeting a demonstrated need? 

(Fiction/Memoir) Is my book part of a trend on the upswing? 

This one can be difficult to swallow for many authors who set out to write a book 
simply because there’s a specific story they want to tell. But if your book isn’t getting 
the attention you hoped for, ask yourself if your story is part of a current trend, part of a 
trend that’s already over or overstuffed, or something perennially in favor? Even if your 
“eat, pray, love” style memoir is beautifully written or your zombie apocalypse novel is 
intensely captivating, you may struggle to get readers because those types of books 
have been done to death and the market is weary of them. The bad news is there’s not 
much you can do about this except go back in time and write a different book (or think 
more strategically about the topic of your next one). The good news is that some 
readers can never get enough of their favorite book types and often trends come back 
around, so don’t give up, and be ready to ramp up your marketing efforts if you see 
signs that’s happening. 

Have I gotten objective input on my book’s content (and was I truly open
to it)?

Remember that most book buyers shopping online will have access to your first few 
chapters as a free sample, so if they aren’t immediately sucked in or connecting with 
your book, they may not buy. It’s impossible to be completely objective about your 
own creations, and you need some objectivity to find the weak spots in your work, 
especially if you aren’t getting the reviews and sales you want. If no one but you has 
reviewed your manuscript, there’s a good chance you’re missing something 
important. Consider hiring a pro  who’ll appraise your work and guide you through 
improving it, if necessary. Or, use beta readers from your target audience —it’ll take
more time, and the feedback you receive depends heavily on the quality and quantity
of readers, but you’ll still get crucial insight into problems you’re unlikely to spot on
your own. Even bestselling authors rely on feedback from others.

https://thewritersally.com/articles/99designs-for-great-book-covers/
https://thewritersally.com/articles/professional-book-editing-services-worth-it/
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An "author platform" is anything about you or your book that will help you get 
attention and sell copies such as mailing lists, credentials, contest wins or awards, 
previous publications, and high-profile connections. In contrast to traditional 
publishing, where the biggest houses want authors with huge national platforms, self- 
publishing can work well for those with smaller platforms or solid regional audiences 
—do you have at least 1,000 social media followers and about as many email 
subscribers? This is a good starting place for a new indie author, but you’ll want to 
focus on growing your lists to see more impact from your marketing efforts, especially 
if you published before reaching that benchmark. Millions of books are published 
every year, so if you don't beef up and continue to nurture your platform your book 
will quickly disappear amidst the noise.
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Have I built a robust and appropriate platform that I can expand upon? 

Do I have a marketing plan and do I know how to use it?

Self-publishers quite literally take on all the hats normally worn by various players at a 
publishing house unless they outsource these roles. This includes the marketing and 
publicity hats. Your platform and a strong book package (content, design, pricing 
strategy, etc.) will provide the foundation for your marketing efforts, but a good plan 
lays out the strategy for building on that to increase exposure, expand your audience, 
and ultimately generate sales. If you just throw your book randomly against a dozen 
walls, it’s unlikely to stick. Dig deep into your work and your platform to uncover 
opportunities. Also consider how consistent you’ve been about what you do, when, 
and how often. You want to give any tactic a few months, in most cases, before you 
decide it really isn’t working. Be honest with yourself about how well you’ve done at 
following your own plan.

Have I gotten help to fill in the gaps in my knowledge and skillset? 

If you’re serious about selling copies to more than your friends and family, identify 
where you need help and then get it. Figure out what you realistically can and should 
do yourself, what you need to learn, and what you need to outsource whether you’re 
hiring someone or bartering. Like any other business venture, publishing a book 
requires investment—the question is, how badly do you want to succeed at this 
business and what are you willing to do to get there? 
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Sign up for your Free Project Review  today!
Successfully writing and publishing a book is a pretty involved process, but it doesn’t have to be

painful or frustrating. I’ve helped usher more than a hundred books from concept to shelf. I’ve worked

with Big Five publishers, literary agents, and indie authors, and I can help you, too. Let’s talk, and

we’ll drill deeper into what’s holding you back from achieving your publishing goals, at no obligation or

cost to you.

Who am I? I’m Ally Machate, a bestselling book

collaborator, award-winning editor, and expert publishing

consultant on a mission to lead more serious authors toward

success and help bring more high-quality books to readers

everywhere. Leveraging a background in "Big Five"

publishing, my team and I live to help make great books

happen, whether that means showing a writer how to

improve a manuscript, get an agent, or self-publish;

ghostwriting a book to help an entrepreneur skyrocket her

business platform to new levels; or coaching an author on

growing her platform to sell more books. Since 1999, I’ve

supported hundreds of authors on their publishing journey

and take pride in serving as their books’ best ally.
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