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 Self-publishing is an increasingly accepted form of publication, as some writers by-pass the tradi-

tional avenues to quickly get their books into print with companies like Lightning Source and BookSurge. In 

this paper I wanted to establish the reasons for and against choosing self-publishing over traditional publish-

ing because it is a question new authors face everyday. As the technology becomes more efficient, even more 

established publishing companies are using Print-On-Demand instead of more conventional methods, and I 

want to explore what it means for the author to choose a traditional publishing company over self-publication 

in this age of innovation and modernization. 

 There are several pros in terms of weighing self-publishing against traditional. First, the technology 

is improving everyday. This means that the finished product can look almost exactly like a book published by 

one of the larger companies. Software like InDesign is available to the layman and therefore can be used to 

create a product that, unlike a few years ago, can pass for professionally designed. Ooligan itself has several 

self-taught designers that I would hire myself if  I were to self-publish simply because their designs look so 

practiced. Most self-publishing companies can also now secure ISBNs for the author, which makes the sales 

and tracking of such books much easier and more conventional. 

 Second, with the self-publishing process the author has much more freedom of choice in all aspects. 

The author can decide whether to accept the changes of an editor (or even whether to hire an editor at all!), 

what the cover will look like, how much to sell the book for, how many copies to get printed, etc. The deci-

sions are many, but are left in the author’s hands.  Even more importantly, perhaps, the author can retain all 

rights to the work and does not have to worry about reading the fine print on contracts with a publishing 

company.

 Third and fourth, self-publishing is a much faster process, and the author does get a higher percent of 

royalties. Getting a book accepted by a traditional publisher, then edited, then designed, then printed, etc., can 

take years. POD, however, has a very short turnaround, so that an author’s book can be in their hands within 

a month if  they desire. And while the publishing company retains all but 5-10% of the profits on a traditional 

book, a self-publisher can keep all profits minus the initial cost of printing if  they want – again the choice is 

theirs whether to keep the money, invest it in marketing, etc. 

 Finally, it is important to note that self-publishing a book does not mean that traditional publishing 

is out of the question. In fact, I have heard several tales of people self-publishing, marketing the book to the 

max, and gaining the attention of a traditional publisher to get a contract. While this is a rare phenomenon, 

it does make sense that a publisher would want to buy a book that already has a history of selling well – that’s 

just good business sense. 

 Do not take the previous statements to be an endorsement of self-publishing. Like I said, this is an 

exploration of the options. Now, I will investigate the pros of traditional publishing in order to establish why 

an author might decide to pursuit this route for their book. The biggest factor in why people might choose 

traditional publishing is that if  a publishing chooses to publish your book, they front all the money for print-

ing AND give an author a royalty check (usually). Sometimes it can be difficult to invest money in a book, but 

with a publishing company, this is unnecessary. 

  Also, because the publishing company does invest money in the project, they have a very vested in-



terest in making sure the book does well. Companies like Lulu will print the book, but they have no further 

obligation (unless you pay for further services). A major publisher, on the other hand, will edit, design, mar-

ket, print, etc., the book for you. If  an author knows absolutely nothing about the publishing business, this can 

be extremely important because the people working for the publisher are professionals. This guidance from 

experts can be a real boon. 

 One of the reasons so many people still seek out major publishers for their books is the notoriety. 

While self-publishing can be easy, that also means that so many people are doing it that a single book can get 

lost among the masses. With a larger publisher, there is more fame, renown, and other publishers will take 

you more seriously with another work. There are no admission requirements to self-publishing whereas ac-

quisitions editors serve as guardians to the literary integrity of their publishing companies. 

 Because the more traditional companies are established and have more money to invest in a book, it is 

much easier for a book published this way to get sufficient distribution and reviews. These ensure the book is 

seen, noticed, and circulated – huge factors in the success of a book. A bookstore is more likely to buy a book 

that has been well received than one they’ve never heard of.  And once an author has pursued a traditional 

publisher, if  the attempt fails self-publishing still remains an option. 

 Having established the great things about both self-publishing and traditional publishing, it is time to 

turn to the cons of both types. The disadvantages of self-publishing are considerable. First, the author has to 

do all the work herself. This means hiring freelance editors and designers if  the printer you’ve chosen does 

not provide them, and then marketing the book and yourself to every possible venue. Some people are good 

at this, but many are not. It can be extremely hard to set up readings, events, and reviews when you are a new 

author. And there are so many self-published books out on the market that getting readers’ attention can be 

almost impossible. Traditional companies already have so many avenues open to them in terms of marketing 

that this is often the best way to get noticed. 

 Second, the author is responsible for all costs. According to recent statistics, 90% of self-published 

books fail (i.e. the author does not sell enough copies to recoup money spent on printing). This can be a 

significant investment, so an author needs to be prepared for such an occurrence. It is harder to sell self-pub-

lished books because many bookstores will not carry them. While traditional publishers have an established 

system where booksellers can return to them books that do not sell, there is no such system for POD, self-pub-

lished books – which makes them a risky investment for the bookseller. 

 There are cons to traditional publishing as well. First, while the traditional company does invest money 

in marketing a book, it is still true that an author must be willing to put time and energy into their book as 

well if  the book is to succeed. Because the publisher has invested money, the author feels even more pressure 

to personally market the book. It’s like, instead of working for herself (like a self-published author), a tradi-

tionally published author is working for the major publisher.

 The main reason many people turn to self-publishing is the rejection of a more traditional publishing 

company. It is true that the chances of publication with a major company are slim. There are only a few ma-

jor publishers left, and many smaller presses have gone out of business. Many people cannot handle the many 

rejection letters they will receive until (if  ever) their book is accepted by a publisher. For this type of author, 

self-publishing is a viable option. 

 Next, the traditional publishing method is very slow compared to self-publishing. And many authors 



are asked to sign long term contracts with a publisher that often includes first dibs on the author’s next work. 

These contracts, which include royalties, are often complicated and hard for a first-time author to under-

stand.

 Last, many people feel that an agent is necessary to get published by a more traditional publisher. 

While this is not strictly true, it is true that an agent can often make the acquisitions process (including con-

tracts) much less hassle for the author. Unfortunately, this help often comes at the author’s expense or loss 

of royalties. And once the book is sold, it can be difficult for the author to keep track of how many books are 

actually sold – the publisher sends reports, but often these are hard to verify. 

 After this examination of the pros and cons of self-publishing versus traditional publishing, I have 

reached a couple conclusions. One, if  an author is looking to become famous through their writing, they need 

to pursue more traditional publishers. Second, if  an author is willing to put a considerable amount of time 

and energy into marketing their own book, self-publishing can be very rewarding even financially. The most 

important aspect of self-publishing is getting the book to stand out among the many, many other self-pub-

lished books. For myself, I would probably pursue a traditional publisher first and then, if  that failed, self-

publish to ensure that my writing was at least given a chance to be noticed by readers. Either way, any sort of 

publishing is better than none and I am impressed by how far self-publishing has come to even compete with 

a traditional publisher.


