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Introduction

Most advice about making money from ebooks starts with building a platform, growing an email list, or finding your passion. This book starts somewhere else. It starts with the knowledge you already have, the kind that comes from doing actual work: fixing a furnace, calming a frightened dog, sharpening a chisel, baking bread that rises every time. You have solved a specific problem enough times that you can't remember not knowing how. That is the asset.

The book you're holding is short on purpose. It covers one thing: how to turn that hard-won knowledge into a tight, useful ebook people will pay between seven and nineteen dollars for, and how to sell it without pretending you're a guru. It will not teach you to build a seven-figure publishing empire. It will not promise passive income while you sleep on a beach. What it will do is walk you through picking a topic people already search for, writing it fast without padding, pricing it so buyers take it seriously, and getting the first hundred sales without an audience. The chapter on finding your paying topic gives you a single exercise that replaces a dozen complicated methods. The chapter on launch week shows you exactly what one person did with twenty-three names in a text file and no following. Both chapters are built on things that worked for real people, including a dog groomer named Dana and a woodworker named Tomas, whose stories appear throughout.

I wrote my first short guide with a 3,400-word chapter on choosing a niche. It tried to cover every method I'd ever heard of. Readers stopped there. They told me so in reviews. I cut it to one method with one worked example, and refund requests nearly disappeared. That lesson shaped every page that follows: a chapter is one decision the reader has to make, plus the shortest path to making it. Read the chapters in order the first time. Each one ends with a single task. Do the task before you move on. By the time you reach the final page, you will have a topic, a draft, a cover, a price, and a plan for selling. The rest is just doing the work.



Chapter 1The One Question That Finds Your Paying Topic

A woodworking guide with 47 five-star reviews and a single one-star rating that said “too much theory, no project I could actually build” earned its author $11,000 more the year he rewrote it around that complaint. He stripped every chapter that didn’t end with a finished piece of wood in the reader’s hands. The book got shorter, the price went up, and the one-star review became the blueprint.

The question that finds your paying topic is not “What do I know a lot about?” It’s “What do people already pay to learn, complain about learning badly, and ask about in plain language?” Answer that, and you have a topic someone else has already validated for you. Your job is to show up with the book they wish they’d bought the first time.

Steal from one-star reviews

Go to a marketplace where people buy non-fiction books or courses: Amazon, Udemy, Gumroad, Skillshare. Search for a broad topic you understand well. Open five products with at least thirty ratings. Ignore the four- and five-star reviews entirely. Read the two- and three-star reviews if you want nuance, but the one-star reviews are the ones that hand you a paying topic on a plate.

A one-star review is a disappointed buyer who already handed over money. They wanted a specific result and didn’t get it. Their complaint tells you exactly what to build. A reviewer who writes “the author spent three chapters on history before showing me how to tune the carburettor” is telling you to write a book that starts with tuning the carburettor. A reviewer who says “no troubleshooting section for when the stitches pucker” is giving you a chapter outline for free.

Copy the exact phrases people use in those reviews. If three reviewers say “the photos were too dark to see the wiring,” your book needs bright, labelled photos of wiring. If someone writes “I just wanted a shopping list of parts and I got 200 pages of theory,” your book opens with a parts list and a link to a supplier. The market tells you what it wants by complaining about what it didn’t get.

When we wrote our first short guide, we made the mistake of trying to cover everything. A 3,400-word chapter on choosing your niche walked readers through keyword tools, Reddit, Amazon categories, surveys, competitor analysis. Readers stopped there. They told us in reviews they still didn’t know which one to actually do. We cut it to one method with one worked example, search a marketplace, read the one-star reviews, write the book those reviews ask for, and moved the rest to a short appendix. The rewritten version was 1,100 words. Refund requests on the new edition dropped to almost none, and the most common review line changed from “too much theory” to “I did the exercise on page 12 and had my topic in an hour.” A chapter is one decision the reader has to make, plus the shortest path to making it.

Mine forum questions for pain points

Forums and community sites give you something marketplaces don’t: the words people use before they know enough to search for a product. On Reddit, in Facebook groups, on Stack Exchange, on niche forums for trades and hobbies, people describe their problems in plain, frustrated language. They don’t say “I need a guide to sourdough hydration percentages.” They say “Why is my sourdough flat and gummy no matter what I try?” That second sentence is closer to a book title than the first.

Find three active forums in your topic area. Sort by most replied-to threads from the past year. The threads with fifty replies are not just popular; they reveal problems nobody has solved well enough yet. When dozens of people keep asking versions of the same question, and the answers are scattered across seventeen comments, two YouTube links, and a broken blog post from 2016, you have found a gap. A short ebook that pulls those answers into one clear sequence is worth money.

Write down the exact phrasing of ten common questions from those forums. Keep them verbatim. These become your chapter titles, your section headings, your sales page bullet points. If someone typed “How do I fix a drywall patch that keeps cracking along the tape line?” into a forum, that sentence belongs in your book almost unchanged. It matches how your buyer thinks about their problem.

One electrician I know found his first ebook topic by reading an electrical DIY forum for two hours on a Tuesday night. The same question appeared fourteen times in different forms: how to safely add an outlet without tearing open the wall. He wrote an 11,000-word guide with step-by-step photos from his own jobsite. He listed it on Payhip at $14. It sold 600 copies in eighteen months because he answered one question thoroughly instead of trying to teach all of residential wiring.

Validate with search volume and existing sales

A complaint in a review and a repeated forum question are strong signals. Before you write a word, confirm that enough people search for this problem every month.

Use any keyword tool that gives monthly search volumes, Google’s Keyword Planner is free if you have an ads account, and tools like Ahrefs or Ubersuggest have free tiers. Type in the core problem phrase you gathered from forums and reviews. Look for phrases that get at least 300 to 1,000 searches per month across a few closely related terms. You don’t need millions of searches; you need enough that a small percentage buying your book adds up to real money.

More important than search volume is evidence that people pay for this information already. Search your topic on Gumroad and filter by paid products with reviews. Search Amazon for Kindle books in the category and check their sales ranks, a rank below 100,000 in a non-fiction subcategory usually means consistent sales. Look at Udemy course enrolments for similar topics. If multiple sellers are making money at different price points, the market is proven.

This step also shows you what not to write. If every existing book on laying ceramic tile is 300 pages and costs $29, you are not competing with that doorstop. You are writing the 10,000-word version for someone who wants to tile their bathroom floor this Saturday and needs to know about levelling compound, spacers, and grout sealing, not the history of tilemaking.

Your topic-finding checklist

Open this checklist now and fill it in before tomorrow.

One marketplace I searched:
Example: Amazon Books > Crafts & Hobbies > Woodworking

Three one-star review complaints I copied verbatim:
1.
2.
3.

The repeated problem those complaints point to:

Three forums or communities I searched:
1.
2.
3.

Five exact questions people asked (copied verbatim):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The single problem that appears most often across reviews and forums:

Monthly search volume for that core phrase:

Three existing paid products on this topic (with prices):
1.
2.
3.

My book will be different because (one sentence):

Do this now: pick one marketplace in your skill area and read twenty one-star reviews tonight. Write down every specific complaint that names something missing or done badly, not vague anger, but actionable gaps. Circle the complaint that shows up most often. That complaint is your working title’s first draft, whether you know it yet or not.


Chapter 2Why 8,000 to 15,000 Words Beats a Doorstop

I used to believe a longer book signalled deeper expertise. I charged more for a 200-page guide than a 60-page one and felt proud watching the word count climb. What I missed was that my customers weren’t buying a page count. They were buying a solution to a specific problem they wanted solved by Tuesday.

A short ebook in the 8,000 to 15,000-word range is not a compromise. It is the format that matches how people actually buy and use non-fiction when they have a skill gap and an afternoon. That length works out to roughly 30 to 60 pages in a standard ebook layout, depending on images and formatting. It takes a reader between forty minutes and ninety minutes to finish, which means they can buy it on a Sunday morning and be using the information before lunch.

The economics of short ebooks start with refund rates. On Amazon, buyers can return a Kindle book within fourteen days, and although Amazon now refuses automatic returns once more than a tenth of the book has been read, a long book that stalls on page twelve is still well inside that line. Long books get returned more often, not because they are bad, but because the reader never finishes them. A 40,000-word guide sits on the Kindle home screen for weeks, half-read, until guilt turns into irritation and irritation turns into a refund request. With a short ebook, the customer reads it in one sitting, applies something from it, and forgets the refund button exists. My own refund rate on books under 12,000 words has stayed below 1% for three years running. On longer titles it was closer to 4%, which eats into royalties faster than most new authors realise.

Short books also generate recommendations. A reader who finishes a book in an hour will often mention it to someone else the same day, while the problem is still fresh in their mind. "I just read this thing about levelling a concrete subfloor, here, I'll forward it." That kind of word-of-mouth does not happen with a doorstop. Nobody forwards a doorstop.

The 8,000 to 15,000-word range forces you to do something painful and useful: cut everything that is not the answer. When you only have forty pages, you cannot include the history of your craft, three chapters of foundational theory, or stories about how you discovered your passion for sourdough. You include what works, in order, with the exact measurements or settings or commands the reader needs. This makes the book more useful, not less.

I learned this by accident when a reader emailed me about a 9,000-word guide I had written on repairing drywall cracks. He said, "I read it in the parking lot of Home Depot and bought exactly what you listed." That sentence changed how I thought about length. He did not want to be educated. He wanted to stop the crack above his window from reappearing every winter, and he wanted the shopping list.

There is a second buyer psychology at work here that most first-time authors ignore. When someone pays $9 for a 35-page ebook, they feel they paid for density. They assume every page earned its place. When someone pays $3 for a 300-page book, they assume it is padded, and they are usually right. Short books priced between $7 and $19 signal confidence. The author is saying, "This is exactly what you need, nothing else, and I'm not apologising for the length."

Writing to this length also makes the production cycle sustainable. A 10,000-word ebook can be drafted in two weekends, edited in two evenings, and published inside a month. That speed matters because it lets you test topics without betting six months of your life on one idea. If a book sells poorly, you have lost three weeks, not half a year. If it sells well, you can write a follow-up while the first one is still climbing the charts in its category.

There are exceptions where longer books sell better, cookbooks with 200 recipes, complete coding manuals, exam prep guides, but those are reference books, not solution books. A solution book answers one question completely and stops. A reference book tries to answer every possible question and becomes something the reader dips into rather than finishes. Both can sell, but they are different products with different reader expectations and different refund profiles.

The practical length varies slightly by topic. A straightforward how-to skill like changing brake pads or pruning fruit trees works well at 8,000 to 10,000 words because the steps are linear and visual aids do much of the work. A topic that requires more context, say, negotiating freelance contracts or choosing the right dog breed for an apartment, might need 12,000 to 15,000 words because decision-making involves weighing trade-offs rather than following steps. Either way, if you cross 18,000 words you should ask yourself whether you are still solving one problem or have started writing two books that should be sold separately.

One test I use now when editing: I read a paragraph and ask if removing it would stop the reader from completing the task. If the answer is no, I cut it. This strips out introductions to introductions, extended analogies about learning to ride a bike, and all the throat-clearing that pads non-fiction manuscripts written by people who were taught to fill ten pages for a school assignment twenty years ago.

The length also affects how you design the reading experience inside an ereader. A short book with clear section breaks lets readers jump straight to step four if they already handled steps one through three last weekend. A long book buries step four in chapter nine and expects linear reading that almost nobody does in practice.

The finishing-rate advantage

A reader who finishes your book is far more likely to buy your next one than a reader who abandons it at 22%. This sounds obvious but most self-published authors never look at the pages-read report Amazon gives them for Kindle Unlimited borrows, which is the closest thing to a completion rate you will get. Short books routinely show most borrowers reading to the end. Long books in the same categories show readers stalling around the middle. Every percentage point of completion is a potential repeat customer who now trusts that you will not waste their time.

That trust compounds. Someone who finishes two of your short ebooks in one month will buy the third without reading the description because you have become a reliable vendor of solutions in their life. That is not branding; it is reliability.

A man in Melbourne once told me he reads my short guides standing up at his workbench with greasy fingers on his phone screen, scrolling with his thumb knuckle so he doesn't smear the glass. That is the reader you are writing for. Give him the answer and let him get back to work.

Do this now: open your working outline and highlight every section that is background context rather than actionable instruction. Move those sections to a separate document called "bonus material." Then count your remaining words. If you are under 15,000 words already, stop researching and start writing chapter one tonight.


Chapter 3Write It Fast Without Being Thin

"I told you, I don't want a bath. I don't need a bath. I will bite you if you put me in that tub." Dana heard some version of this speech four times a day from dogs who weighed more than she did. She runs a grooming shop out of a converted garage in Eugene, Oregon, with a hydraulic table and a dryer that sounds like a jet engine. Tuesday is nine dogs, a van that needs fuel, and forty minutes of admin at the kitchen table at 9 pm. She knew more about anxious dogs than any book on the shelf but had never written more than an Instagram caption.

When she decided to write an ebook, she did what most people do: opened a blank document and stared at it. The cursor blinked. She typed "Chapter 1" and deleted it. She wrote a paragraph about her philosophy of dog grooming, read it back, and felt it sounded like a corporate training manual. Two hours passed. She closed the laptop and went to bed.

The next night she tried something different. Instead of writing, she opened her text messages and scrolled back through the last month of conversations with clients. She copied every question they had asked her into a note on her phone. Not the interesting questions or the smart questions, the actual questions people typed with their thumbs while their dog was shaking behind the couch.

The list looked like this: "My dog hides when I get the brush out, what do I do?" "Is it better to bathe them before or after clipping?" "How do I trim around the eyes without poking them?" "He's fine with me but growls at my husband when he tries to brush him." "Can I use human conditioner?" Twenty questions in twenty minutes.

That list became her chapter plan. She did not brainstorm topics or imagine what readers might want to know. She transcribed what paying clients had already asked her. Each question got its own chapter. The book wrote itself from there because she was not inventing material, she was answering real people who had already told her exactly what they needed.

The chapter plan that writes itself

Most first-time authors start writing before they know what belongs in the book and what does not. They write a chapter, realise it wanders, add another section to cover something they forgot, then notice the whole thing has no spine. The fix is a chapter plan built from documented demand rather than speculation.

There are three places to gather questions that real people have already asked about your topic. Your own messages and emails are the best source if you have clients or customers. If you do not, go to forums where your kind of buyer hangs out. For Dana that was a Facebook group for owners of rescue dogs; for a welder I know who wrote a guide on setting up a home fabrication shop, it was the WeldingWeb forum and the r/Welding subreddit. The third source is the "People also ask" box on Google for your main search term, plus the autocomplete suggestions when you start typing a related query.

Do not filter these questions yet. Collect thirty or forty of them verbatim, including the clumsy phrasing and the assumptions embedded in how they are asked. A question like "Why does my clipper leave lines even though I bought the expensive one?" contains three separate problems, blade maintenance, technique, and unrealistic expectations about equipment, and each one could be its own section.

Once you have forty questions, group them by what the reader is actually trying to accomplish. You will notice clusters. Five questions might all be variations on "how do I start without making things worse." Four might be about tools. Three about timing. These clusters become chapters. Give each chapter a title that is the specific outcome the reader wants: "How to Brush a Dog Who Hates Being Brushed" works better than "Grooming Tools and Techniques."

One decision per chapter

A short ebook chapter does one thing: it helps the reader make one decision or perform one action they could not do before. If your chapter on clippers tries to cover blade selection, maintenance schedules, corded versus cordless, and how to hold the tool without straining your wrist, split it into four chapters. Each chapter is shorter but feels more substantial because the reader finishes it knowing exactly one new thing they can act on.

Dana's chapter on brushing an anxious dog does not include a history of dog domestication or a discussion of coat types across breeds. It starts with where to stand so the dog can see your hands, gives three ways to introduce the brush without touching the dog yet, and ends with what to do when the dog relaxes for five seconds, reward that exact moment and stop the session. The chapter is 900 words long and contains one photograph she took with her phone showing her hand position on a stuffed animal because no real dog would sit still for the demo photo.

Write each chapter by stating the problem in one sentence, use the exact words someone asked you, then give the solution without preamble. If you need to explain why something works, do it in two sentences after you have already told them what to do. People read how-to books with one hand on the page and the other hand on the thing they are trying to fix. They want the instruction first and the context second.

Cut theory, keep worked examples

The fastest way to make a short ebook feel thin is to fill it with principles instead of instances. "Introduce new equipment gradually" is a principle. "I put the new clippers on the bathroom counter for three days without turning them on so Max could sniff them every time he walked past" is an example from Dana's own shop. Principles are free and plentiful and nobody pays for them. Examples cost something, they come from hours spent with actual dogs on an actual table, and people pay for them gladly.

Go through your draft and underline every sentence that tells the reader what they should do in general terms. Under each underlined sentence, write one specific instance from your own experience where you did that thing with a real person, animal, machine, or situation. If you cannot think of an instance, ask yourself whether you have actually done the thing or just believe it should work. Delete anything you have not done yourself.

Dana's book contains seventeen worked examples across eleven thousand words. One of them describes a German shepherd named Bruno who would pancake himself flat on the floor whenever he saw the nail clippers. She explains exactly how she got Bruno to tolerate having one paw touched over three sessions, not by using treats, because Bruno was too stressed to eat, but by letting him watch another calm dog get its nails done first while Bruno sat in the corner and observed. That story takes 220 words and teaches more about desensitisation than any chapter on canine psychology ever could.

The examples also serve another purpose: they make your book impossible to replicate with AI alone because they are records of things that happened in your life on specific days with specific creatures or people who have names.

Writing speed comes from reducing decisions

The reason Dana finished her draft in four evenings is that she never had to decide what to write about next. Her chapter plan was a list of questions clients had already asked, ordered from most urgent to least urgent. Each evening she opened her laptop at 9 pm after the admin was done, picked up where she left off in the list, and answered the next question as if she were replying to a text message from a client.

She did not edit while writing. She wrote each chapter straight through in one sitting, let it sit overnight, and tidied it up in ten minutes the next morning before starting the next one. The morning edit caught typos and removed sentences where she had said the same thing twice, which happens often when you write fast from experience, you say it once plainly and then say it again with different words because you want to be sure they got it.

After four nights she had eleven thousand words and seventeen chapters with titles like "What to Do When Your Dog Tries to Bite the Brush" and "How to Dry a Dog Who Is Terrified of the Dryer." She spent one more evening writing an introduction that explained who she was and why she wrote the book, a groomer with thirteen years of scars on her forearms who wanted owners to stop making their dogs' anxiety worse by accident, and then she stopped.

Her guide sells for $12 on Payhip. It made about $340 in its first month from her own client list and a Facebook group for local dog owners where she had been answering questions for two years without selling anything. It now brings in a few sales a week without her touching it.

She priced it at $12 instead of $2.99 because her clients already paid $60 a visit for grooming, so $12 looked like a bargain to them and a joke to nobody.

Do this now: open your text messages or email inbox from the last thirty days and copy every question someone asked you about your skill into a blank document. Do not rephrase them. Do not combine similar ones yet. Just get them all into one place before you write a single word of your book.

"Honestly I think I spent more time picking the font for my Instagram posts than I did figuring out what chapters to write," Dana told me six months later, standing next to her van with a coffee in one hand and a squeaky clean poodle named Gus in the other.


Chapter 4The Cover and Title Are Your Real Sales Page

Dana’s cover sat on her laptop screen at 11:42 on a Tuesday night, and it was killing her sales before she’d made a single one. The image was a glossy stock photo of a golden retriever looking vaguely happy, the kind of picture that says “dog” and nothing else. Her title, in a curly serif font she’d picked because it looked friendly, read A Practical Guide to Reducing Anxiety in Dogs During Grooming. It was accurate. It was also invisible.

She sent it to three people from her client list and asked if they’d pay twelve dollars for the book based on the cover alone. One said “maybe.” Two didn’t reply. She changed the title to Stop Fighting Your Dog at Grooming Time and swapped the golden retriever for a before-and-after pair of photos she’d taken with her phone: a matted shih tzu cowering on a steel table on the left, the same dog clean and calm on the right, her own scarred hand visible in both frames holding a brush. The next morning she sent the same question to three different clients. All three said yes. One bought it before she’d finished formatting the interior.

A cover and title are not decoration. They are the entire sales conversation you do not get to have in person. When someone scrolls past your book on Gumroad or sees a link in a forum post, they make a buy-or-scroll decision in under three seconds. Your prose does not get a vote. Your credentials do not get a vote. The only things voting are the words in the title and the image next to them.

Make the Title State the Exact Benefit

Most first-time authors write titles that describe the book’s topic. A Guide to Container Gardening, Introduction to Sharpening Woodworking Tools, Understanding Macronutrients for Endurance Athletes. These titles name a subject. They do not name what the reader gets after the last page.

A buyer who types “how to stop my dog freaking out during nail trims” into Google at ten o’clock on a Sunday night is not looking for a guide to canine psychology. She is looking for a specific outcome: a dog that stands still long enough for her to finish the job without getting bitten or crying. Your title needs to promise that outcome in language she recognises as her own.

The simplest test is to look at the questions you collected from your emails and messages at the end of the previous chapter. The exact phrasing people use when they are frustrated enough to ask for help contains your title. If five people have asked you “how do I keep my sourdough starter alive when I travel for work,” then Keeping Your Starter Alive When You Travel is already a better title than Advanced Sourdough Maintenance. It matches the search terms they used. It matches the problem they feel. It does not sound like a textbook.

Avoid cleverness that obscures the benefit. A title like The Sharp Edge tells a woodworker nothing. Sharpen Any Chisel in Under Ten Minutes Without a Jig tells him exactly what he will be able to do after reading, and it tells him how long it will take, and it removes an objection he probably has (he thinks he needs expensive equipment). Specificity reads as honesty. Honesty sells.

If your topic is broad, narrow it with a subtitle. Meal Prep for Shift Workers: How to Eat Well on Twelve-Hour Rotations Without Spending Your Day Off in the Kitchen works because it disqualifies people who work nine-to-five desk jobs and speaks directly to someone who is tired of eating vending-machine sandwiches at 2 a.m. The subtitle does the work of qualifying the buyer while the main title states the promise.

Show the Result, Not the Author

The cover image follows the same rule: show what the reader gets, not who you are. A photograph of you smiling next to your pottery wheel tells me you are pleasant and own a kiln. A photograph of two identical mugs side by side, one with a cracked glaze and slumped handle labeled “First Attempt” and one that looks like it came from a shop shelf labeled “After Six Weeks,” tells me what your book can do for my hands.

Stock photography is a trap for non-fiction covers because stock images illustrate concepts, not results. A lightbulb means “idea.” A handshake means “business.” Neither means anything specific about your book, and buyers scroll past generic signals without registering them. Use photographs you have taken yourself whenever possible: your actual garden bed before and after soil amendment, your actual welded bracket holding eighty pounds of tools, your actual spreadsheet showing tax deductions organised by category. Imperfect real photos outperform perfect fake ones every time because they contain evidence.

If you cannot take a photograph of the result, your skill is something like negotiation or project management, use typography alone on a solid background with one strong colour. A plain cover with large, legible type in black on safety orange says “this is information, not entertainment,” which for a how-to book is exactly right. Look at the covers of business books published by Portfolio or Harvard Business Review Press. Most are type on a solid field. They look serious because they are serious, and they sell at serious prices.

Do not put your face on the cover unless your face is part of the offer, you are a recognisable figure in a tight niche and your name carries weight with buyers who already trust you. For everyone else, an author photo belongs on the inside or on your sales page, not on the thumbnail that has to stop a stranger mid-scroll.

Test Before You Write Another Word

Dana tested her cover with six people and got a real answer before she spent money or time on anything else. You can do this in an afternoon.

Build a single-page website with nothing but your proposed title, your cover image or photo, a two-sentence description of what the book teaches, and a button that says “Buy Now, $12” or whatever price you intend to charge. Carrd and Gumroad both let you do this for free in under an hour. When someone clicks the button, show them a short message: “This book isn’t finished yet, but if you leave your email I’ll let you know the moment it’s available and send you the first chapter free.” Now you have two pieces of data: how many people clicked Buy, and how many were interested enough to give you an email address.

Share the link in one or two places where your ideal readers already gather: a subreddit related to your topic, a Facebook group where you have been answering questions without selling anything, your own email list if you have one. Do not spam thirty groups. You are not promoting anything yet; you are checking whether strangers will raise their hand for what you plan to make.

If fewer than one in ten visitors click Buy, change either the title or the image and test again with fresh traffic. If nobody clicks after two rounds, the problem might be deeper than packaging, the topic itself might not solve a problem people are willing to pay to fix, but most of the time a weak response just means your words are not matching their internal search query yet. Keep adjusting until strangers start clicking.

A real estate agent in Tulsa I talked to last year ran this test with two titles for his short book on negotiating inspection repairs. Winning at Inspection Negotiations got almost no clicks from his Facebook group of first-time homebuyers. Don’t Let Your Dream House Die in Inspection got fourteen clicks and seven emails in three days from the same group. The second title used language his buyers actually spoke when they were panicking at 9 p.m., phone in hand, convinced their deal was collapsing over a leaky water heater.

He sold thirty-two copies in launch week at $15 each to people who had never heard of him before he posted that link.

Do this now: write five possible titles for your book using only words and phrases that appear verbatim in the questions you collected from your inbox and messages. Pick two to test against each other using a single-page site with a Buy button that captures emails instead of payments. Run that test for three days before you finalise anything.

* * *

What Dana learned about pricing surprised her more than what she learned about covers, because her clients had been telling her what her book was worth for years without her hearing it.


Chapter 5Price It Like You Mean It: $7 to $19 Works

Priya had been pricing her skills too low for years without realising it, and most people with a trade or a hobby they’re good at do the same thing.

She taught private pottery lessons in her garage studio in Austin. For two hours of one-on-one instruction she charged forty dollars, which she later admitted was about half what her students would have paid without blinking. Her reasoning was the same reasoning almost every first-time author brings to ebook pricing: she didn’t feel like an expert, so she didn’t charge like one. When she finally put together a short ebook on throwing consistent mug forms, she listed it on Gumroad for $2.99 because that felt safe. Nobody complained about the price. Almost nobody bought it either.

The problem with $2.99 is not that it’s cheap. The problem is what it signals before anyone reads a single word. A stranger lands on your sales page. They have no relationship with you, no trust built over months of newsletters, no friend who recommended your work. They see a price and make a snap judgement about what kind of product this is. At $2.99, non-fiction reads as disposable. It sits in the same mental bucket as an app they’ll delete in a week or a Kindle impulse buy they’ll forget they own. Your book might contain the exact process that saves someone three weekends of trial and error, but at $2.99 you’ve told them it probably doesn’t.

I watched a woodworker named Marco test this last year with his short ebook on building built-in bookshelves without a workshop full of professional tools. He launched it at $2.99 and sold eleven copies in his first month, mostly to people who already followed his Instagram. Then he changed nothing except the price: $12. Sales dropped for four days, then climbed past his original numbers by the end of week two. Same cover, same description, same 9,400 words. What changed was the frame. At $12, buyers assumed the book contained something substantial enough to be worth twelve dollars. At $2.99 they assumed it was a long blog post with a price tag.

The Price They Already Pay

Here is the thing that made Priya finally raise her prices: she looked at what her audience was already spending to learn what she knew. Her pottery students were paying $185 for a six-week community college wheel class with twenty other people and maybe eight minutes of instructor attention per session. They were buying $40 tools they didn’t know how to use. They were driving forty minutes each way to a studio that charged $15 an hour for wheel time plus a monthly membership fee.

Your readers have already demonstrated they will pay to solve the problem your book addresses. The question is whether your price acknowledges that reality or ignores it.

A friend who wrote a short ebook on training a reactive dog priced it at $7 after looking up what private behaviour consultations cost in her city: $110 to $160 per session, and most owners needed at least two. Her book didn’t replace a behaviourist, but it gave owners a structured plan to try before writing that cheque. At $7 she was positioning herself as roughly one-fifteenth the cost of a single consultation. That math made sense to buyers because it matched the world they already lived in.

At $2.99, that same book would have signalled something closer to “this might help, but probably not.” The content didn’t change. The offer did.

What Higher Prices Force You to Do

Pricing between $7 and $19 does something useful beyond signalling quality: it forces you to write a book that justifies its price. When you know someone is paying twelve or fifteen dollars, you think harder about whether chapter four actually delivers or just fills space. You cut the two pages of generic advice you lifted from memory because every blog post says the same thing. You add the specific measurements, the mistake you made on your third project, the tool brand that failed after six uses.

This constraint produces better books. A 10,000-word ebook at $12 has to earn every dollar, and readers can feel the difference between an author who respected their money and one who didn’t.

I have bought exactly one $2.99 non-fiction ebook in the last three years that I still refer to. I have bought seven in the $9 to $19 range that I’ve recommended to other people by name. The correlation isn’t perfect: there are excellent cheap books and terrible expensive ones. But the author who prices at $12 is making a statement about what they believe their work is worth, and that statement carries through to how seriously they treat the writing, the examples, the editing, the diagrams sketched on a Tuesday afternoon because a photograph wouldn’t show the angle clearly enough.

The Refund Objection

Every new author worries about refunds when they price above impulse-buy territory. The actual data from Gumroad and Payhip sellers I’ve talked to is boring: refund rates on non-fiction ebooks priced between $7 and $19 run around 1% to 3%, which is roughly the same as books priced lower. People who pay more sometimes ask for refunds because the book wasn’t what they expected; people who pay less sometimes ask for refunds because they forgot they bought it and noticed the charge on their statement three weeks later.

The bigger factor in refund requests is not price but expectation-setting. If your sales page promises “everything you need to tile a bathroom” and your book covers only wall tile and not floor tile, someone will ask for their money back at any price point.

One practical guardrail: include a table of contents or a clear list of what the book covers and what it doesn’t on your sales page. A landscaper I know who wrote a short ebook on building dry-stack retaining walls added one sentence near his Buy button: “This book covers walls under four feet tall on flat or gently sloped ground; for taller walls or steep sites, hire an engineer.” That sentence reduced his refund rate from about 4% to zero over six months while selling at $14.

Where the Range Breaks

Below $7, you are competing with Kindle Unlimited borrows and mass-market pricing psychology that treats non-fiction as interchangeable entertainment.

Above $19 for a short ebook from an unknown author, conversion rates start to drop unless you have an existing audience or an extremely specific topic with almost no competition. I have seen exceptions: an arborist sold a 12,000-word ebook on identifying hazardous trees for $27 because it targeted municipal parks employees who could expense it, and the alternative was a two-day in-person course costing $900 plus travel.

For most people reading this book, with a skill or trade or hobby and no platform yet, the sweetest range is $9 to $15. It is high enough that buyers take the content seriously and low enough that they don’t need to think hard about the purchase.

Priya eventually repriced her pottery ebook at $11 and started selling four to six copies a week instead of one or two a month. Same book. Same author photo where she’s covered in clay and squinting into afternoon sun through her garage door.

Do this now: find three things your ideal reader has already paid for related to your topic — courses, tools, consultations, other books — and write down their prices next to each other on a single sheet of paper. Underneath them write the price you were planning to charge for your book. If your number looks like a rounding error compared to what’s above it, cross it out and write one that doesn’t.


Chapter 6Where to Sell: Your Own Site vs. Amazon KDP

Tomas runs a small woodworking channel with 600 subscribers. He puts his plans for a knockdown workbench on Amazon KDP, prices it at $9.99, and sells eleven copies in the first month, all from strangers who found it by searching “portable workbench plans” on Amazon. He never emails anyone, never posts about it, never builds a landing page.

Nina teaches dog trainers how to handle aggressive cases. She writes a short ebook on leash reactivity protocols, puts it on Payhip for $15, and emails the link to the 80 people on her workshop mailing list. Thirty-seven buy it in the first week. Amazon never touches the transaction, and she keeps 95% of every sale.

The platform you choose shapes everything that comes after: what you earn per copy, who sees your book, how much control you have when something breaks or needs updating. The good news is you don’t have to guess. The platforms fall into two clear camps, and once you understand what each one does well and what it demands in return, the right choice for your specific situation usually becomes obvious.

Selling on your own platform: Gumroad, Payhip, Lemon Squeezy, and self-hosted sites

These are direct-sales platforms. You upload a PDF (or EPUB, or both), set a price, and get a link you can share anywhere. When someone buys, the platform handles the payment processing and file delivery and takes a small cut. You keep the rest.

Gumroad charges a 10% flat fee on free accounts, which drops if you pay for their premium tier. Payhip charges 5% on its free plan and nothing beyond payment processor fees if you upgrade. Lemon Squeezy takes 5% plus 50 cents per sale but also handles global sales tax remittance, a genuine headache-saver if you sell internationally and don’t want to figure out VAT MOSS yourself. A self-hosted site using something like WooCommerce or a simple Stripe checkout link gives you the highest margin but also the most administrative burden: you are responsible for file delivery, updates, refunds, tax collection, and keeping the whole thing running.

The core advantage of any own-platform approach is margin and control. On a $12 ebook sold through Payhip’s free plan, you keep $11.40 before payment processor fees. On Gumroad, $10.80. You also own the customer relationship directly: you get the buyer’s email address and can follow up with them later about a new book, a course, or a service. Nobody can delist your book because an algorithm flagged something odd. Nobody can change your payout threshold without warning. If you want to update the file, fix a typo, add a new chapter two years later, you upload the new version and every previous buyer gets it automatically.

The trade-off is reach. When you sell on your own platform, traffic does not appear by magic. You must bring every visitor yourself: through search, social media, forums, word of mouth, a mailing list you built by hand. If you stop showing up, sales stop too.

When I launched my first short ebook on Gumroad in 2018, I posted about it on two forums where I was already a regular member, not as a drive-by marketer but as someone who had been answering questions in those places for over a year. That single post on each forum brought in 23 sales over three days. I had no mailing list, no Twitter following, no launch strategy. What I had was credibility in a small community that already knew I could help them. That would not have worked on Amazon because those buyers weren’t browsing a store; they were following a recommendation from someone they recognized.

Amazon KDP: massive reach with strings attached

Amazon KDP puts your ebook inside the largest bookstore on earth and lets strangers find it while searching for solutions to their problems. That is the entire pitch, and it is real. People type “how to restore hardwood floors” into Amazon and buy whatever looks helpful. They don’t need to know who you are.

The royalty structure is straightforward: for ebooks priced between $2.99 and $9.99, you earn 70% of the list price minus delivery fees based on file size. Price outside that range, below $2.99 or above $9.99, and the royalty drops to 35%. Since we are pricing between $7 and $19 (see Chapter 5), this matters. A $15 ebook on Amazon KDP earns you 35%, roughly $5.25 per sale before any delivery fee deductions. That same book on Payhip earns closer to $14.

Amazon also has strict content rules that affect short non-fiction authors directly. As of late 2023, KDP requires you to declare whether your book contains AI-assisted content at the point of upload. The form asks if you used AI tools to create text, images, or translations within the manuscript. Answering “yes” does not automatically block publication; Amazon reviews AI-assisted books case by case under their existing content guidelines. But lying about it, saying “no” when you used ChatGPT to write half your chapters, can get your account terminated permanently. For a short how-to ebook you typed out yourself from your own experience, the answer is “no”. If an AI tool drafted the text from your brief and your answers, the way this book was drafted, the honest answer is “yes”, and Amazon accepts it; what it punishes is the lie. Amazon also caps new titles at three per day per account, a rule added in 2023 to slow down people uploading machine-written books by the dozen. One good book a month is well inside that limit.

Other KDP rules that trip up first-timers: you cannot include links that direct buyers off Amazon to purchase anything elsewhere (no “buy the video course at my website” calls-to-action inside the book). You cannot publish public domain content without adding substantial original commentary or value. And if you enroll in KDP Select, which lets Amazon Prime members read your book for free and pays you per page read, you cannot sell the digital version anywhere else during that 90-day enrollment period.

The practical question is not which platform is better in some abstract sense. It is which platform fits your current situation.

If you have even a small audience, a mailing list of 50 people who know your work, a forum where people recognize your username, a YouTube channel with engaged viewers, start with your own platform. The higher margin per sale compounds fast when you control the traffic source.

If you have zero audience and your topic is something people actively search for on Amazon, practical skills like home repair techniques, hobbyist methods, specific professional procedures, KDP gives you discovery you cannot get anywhere else without spending money on ads.

There is no rule against doing both eventually, but start with one and learn it properly before expanding.

Do this now: write down whether you currently have any way to reach people directly, a mailing list of any size, a social account where people engage with your posts about your topic, a forum reputation, or whether your entire plan depends on strangers finding you through search. Put that piece of paper next to your keyboard while you read the next chapter on launching.

Most people overestimate how many strangers will find them on Amazon and underestimate how much easier it is to sell to twenty people who already trust their advice.


Chapter 7Launch Week Without an Audience

On a Thursday evening in late October, Paul sat at his kitchen table with a laptop open, a cup of cold coffee to the right of the keyboard, and a list of twenty-three names in a text file. He had just uploaded his first ebook, a 9,000-word guide to sharpening woodworking chisels by hand without a jig. The file was ready. The Payhip page was live. The buy button worked. He had no mailing list, no YouTube channel, no Instagram following, and exactly two Twitter followers, one of whom was his brother. The launch plan, as he understood it from reading marketing blogs, required an audience he did not have.

He closed the browser tab showing advice about building a launch team and opened his phone.

The first sale came from a former coworker named Martin. Paul sent him a WhatsApp message that said: "I wrote a short book on hand-sharpening chisels. It's the method I showed you in the workshop last year, but written out properly with photos. Here's the link. If it's not useful I'll refund you myself." Martin bought it within ten minutes and sent back a photo of a dull chisel sitting on his workbench. That sale put a little over $13 in Paul's account after Payhip's fees.

The lesson is not that Paul sold to a friend. The lesson is that Paul started with someone who had already seen him do the thing the book teaches. Martin knew the method worked because Paul had fixed his chisel edge on a rainy Saturday six months earlier. The sale was not a favor. It was a shortcut around the trust-building stage that cold marketing requires.

Your Existing Contacts Are Not Your Audience, But They Are Your First Buyers

When you have zero audience, the instinct is to find strangers immediately: post on Reddit, run ads, tweet into the void. Strangers require proof before they pay. People who know you require far less proof because they have already seen evidence of your competence in some other form. A colleague who watched you debug a server outage in fifteen minutes will believe you can write about server monitoring. A neighbor whose sourdough starter you rescued will pay for your bread-baking guide. Start with them.

Paul's list of twenty-three names came from three places: former coworkers from a cabinet shop where he worked for four years, members of a local woodworking guild he joined for a single winter, and three people he had sold used tools to on Facebook Marketplace. None of these people were waiting for his ebook. None of them had asked him to write one. But all of them had some reason to believe he knew what he was talking about.

He messaged all twenty-three over three days. He did not send a mass email or a copy-paste blast. Each message mentioned something specific to that person: the project they had discussed, the tool they bought from him, the question they asked at a guild meeting. Twelve people bought the book that week at $14. That is $168 before fees, from people who already trusted him.

Direct Messages Work When You Are Specific and Brief

The format Paul used never varied much: one sentence of context, one sentence about what the book covers, one sentence with the link and price, and an honest refund offer. No urgency, no discount code, no countdown timer. He wrote like a person telling another person about something he made.

A bad direct message reads like a press release filtered through LinkedIn. "I'm excited to announce the launch of my comprehensive guide to woodworking sharpening techniques" tells the recipient nothing except that they are being marketed to. A good direct message sounds like you talking: "I finally wrote down that sharpening method I used to do at the shop. It's short and shows the angles I settled on after messing it up for years."

People respond to specificity and self-awareness. When you admit you messed something up before figuring it out, you signal that the book contains real experience rather than researched generalities. Paul's refund offer mattered too: "If it's not useful I'll refund you myself" put the risk on him, which made buying easy because Martin knew Paul personally and knew he meant it.

One Good Forum Thread Can Outperform Six Months of Tweeting

By Friday evening Paul had sold to most of his contacts and needed to reach people who did not know him at all. He chose one place: a woodworking forum called LumberJocks where he had been reading threads for two years but had never posted. He had no reputation there, no post history, no avatar anyone recognized.

He wrote a single thread titled "Hand-sharpening chisels without a jig, I wrote up my method (with angle diagrams)." The post opened with an admission: "I ruined three chisels learning this before I got it consistent." Then he described the problem his book solves: most sharpening guides assume you own expensive water stones and a honing jig, but many beginners have one combination oil stone and no jig. His method works with exactly that setup. He included one specific technique from the book: how to feel for the flat bevel angle by rocking the chisel on the stone until it sticks. He ended with a link to the book and its price.

That thread received forty-seven replies over the weekend and sold nineteen copies by Monday morning.

The thread worked for several reasons that apply to almost any niche forum. First, Paul gave away something useful immediately: the rocking technique is real value on its own, not a teaser that requires buying the book to complete. Second, he framed the book as documentation of his own mistakes and fixes, not as a definitive authority text. Third, he participated in the replies for two days straight, answering follow-up questions about grit progression and strop compound without once saying "that's in the book." When someone asked about convex bevels he typed out a full response including what grit he uses for initial shaping.

Forums reward participation over promotion. If your first post in a community links to something you sell, you will get ignored or banned unless you give more than you ask for. Paul gave away roughly 800 words of free instruction in that thread before anyone clicked his link.

A Launch Week Timeline That Does Not Require Hype

Paul's launch week looked like this:

Monday evening: uploaded final files to Payhip and tested the checkout flow with his brother's email address. Tuesday morning: sent nine direct messages to former coworkers. Wednesday afternoon: sent eight messages to woodworking guild contacts. Thursday morning: sent six messages to Facebook Marketplace tool buyers. Friday evening: posted the LumberJocks thread. Saturday and Sunday: replied to forum comments between household chores. Monday morning: woke up to two more sales from people who found the thread overnight.

Total sales by end of day Monday: thirty-four copies at $14 each, $476 gross revenue before payment processing fees.

This is not viral growth. It is not passive income replacing anyone's salary by week two. But thirty-four sales from zero audience is enough data to learn whether your topic resonates with buyers who are not obligated to be polite.

What Not To Do During Launch Week

Do not spend money on ads when you have no sales history to benchmark against. An ad campaign without conversion data is guessing with your wallet.

Do not post your book link in twenty forums on the same day hoping one sticks. Pick one community where your topic is directly relevant and put real effort into that single thread.

Do not offer your book for free during launch week hoping reviews will follow later. Free downloads rarely convert to reviews for non-fiction how-to books because free readers often never open the file. Charge from day one so every buyer has skin in the game and their feedback reflects actual purchasing intent.

Do not spend launch week refreshing your sales dashboard every hour. Check once in the morning and once in the evening. The numbers will be small regardless, and staring at them does not change them.

Paul checked his dashboard on Tuesday morning while making fresh coffee. Thirty-four sales sat in the row labeled "This Month." He opened a new text file and started typing notes about what people asked in the forum thread, questions about stropping compound types mostly, and began outlining a second book he had not planned to write until he saw what buyers actually wanted next.

His coffee was hot this time.


Chapter 8Free Lead Magnet, Paid Full Book

A man I know named Clive sells a workshop on restoring cast-iron pans. He charges $197 for a two-hour video course and a set of seasoning notes. Before he sold the course, he gave away a 22-page PDF called The Five-Minute Pan Rescue. It covered one thing: how to strip rust from a flea-market skillet using white vinegar and a trash bag. That PDF cost him an afternoon to write and a $40 cover from a designer on Fiverr. In eighteen months it collected 4,100 email addresses. Those addresses bought $31,000 worth of his course.

The math is straightforward, but the sequence matters more than the numbers. Most people who sell an ebook think the freebie comes after the paid product, a kind of sampler plate for the undecided. That works backwards. The free lead magnet comes first, before you finish the full book, sometimes before you write chapter three. It builds the list that buys the book.

* * *

A lead magnet is a short, self-contained piece of your knowledge that solves one narrow problem completely. Not a teaser. Not "Chapter One of My Upcoming Book." A finished thing that stands on its own and leaves the reader better off than they were ten minutes ago.

If your full ebook teaches small-space vegetable gardening, your lead magnet might be The Apartment Gardener's Soil Mix Recipe: exact ratios, where to buy the components, what never to add. Two pages plus a photo of the finished mix in a five-gallon bucket. If your ebook covers sharpening woodworking tools, the freebie could be a one-page cheat sheet showing grit progression for chisels versus plane irons, with three recommended brands and current prices. The key is specificity so tight it excludes most people. A lead magnet that tries to appeal to everyone collects nobody.

Clive's pan-restoring PDF worked because it solved the single problem that stops beginners: they buy a rusty Griswold at a yard sale, bring it home, scrub it with steel wool for an hour, see no progress, and shove it in a cabinet. His guide showed them exactly what to pour into the trash bag, how long to wait, and what the pan should look like when they pull it out. That was it. He did not mention seasoning or cooking or the history of cast iron. He solved the first domino and stopped talking.

* * *

To deliver the freebie you need two things: a place to host the file and a way to collect an email address in exchange for it.

Gumroad, Payhip, and Lemon Squeezy all let you set a product price to $0 and require an email at checkout. That works fine. A simpler option is an email marketing tool like Kit (formerly ConvertKit) or MailerLite: you create a landing page with a short description of the freebie and an email field, and the tool delivers the PDF automatically when someone subscribes. Kit's free plan handles up to 1,000 subscribers, which covers you through your first several launches.

Do not overbuild this. A white page with a headline, two sentences about what the freebie does, and an email field converts better than a designed sales page with testimonials and arrows and urgency badges. The person arrived wanting the specific thing you promised. Get out of their way.

* * *

Where people find your lead magnet determines who joins your list.

Forums are still the best channel for how-to topics. If your freebie covers sharpening chisels, you post in a woodworking forum when someone asks about sharpening. You write a helpful reply that actually answers their question in the thread itself, never just drop a link, and at the end add one line: "I put together a one-page grit cheat sheet if you want it, happy to send it over." Link to your landing page.

Subreddits work the same way but with tighter moderation. Read the rules before posting. Some subreddits ban self-promotion entirely; others allow it if you have participated genuinely in other threads first. Spend two weeks answering questions before you mention anything you made.

A third channel that costs nothing: answer relevant questions on Quora with 300 to 500 words of real instruction, then link to your freebie at the bottom as further reading. Quora answers rank in Google for years. I wrote an answer in 2019 about fixing blotchy wood stain that still sends forty visitors a month to an old landing page.

None of this requires an audience or a social media following or paid ads. It requires knowing where people already ask questions about your topic and showing up there with genuine answers.

* * *

Once someone downloads your freebie and joins your list, they receive an automated email sequence. Keep it short.

Email one delivers the download link immediately and thanks them. That is all.

Email two arrives two days later. It tells a brief story about why you know this topic, your background in one paragraph, and mentions that you have a full guide or course or service for people who want to go deeper. Include a plain link to your paid offer.

Email three arrives four days after that. It gives one additional tip not in the freebie, something useful they can apply right now, and ends with a single sentence reminding them the full resource exists.

That is three emails total over six days. After that they stay on your list and receive whatever you send next, launch announcements for new products, seasonal tips related to your topic, but you are not chasing them daily with discount countdowns and fake scarcity.

The conversion math is modest but real. A decent lead magnet converts 2% to 5% of downloaders into buyers of a $7 to $19 ebook within thirty days. At 500 subscribers on your list, that is ten to twenty-five sales without spending anything on ads. The numbers compound slowly as the freebie continues collecting emails from forum posts and search traffic month after month.

* * *

If you sell a service rather than a second book, consulting calls, done-for-you work, in-person training, the sequence is identical but the paid offer changes. Instead of linking to another ebook, email two says: "I do this for people who don't want to figure it out themselves. Here's my calendar link if you ever want me to handle it." A consulting call booked from a list of 300 people who already trust your free advice converts far higher than cold traffic from Google.

Tanya runs a small bookkeeping practice for freelance designers. Her lead magnet is a spreadsheet template called The Quarterly Tax Estimator. It calculates estimated tax payments based on income entered into three columns. She gives it away on her website and in replies to tax threads on designer forums. Every quarter she sends one email to her list offering to do their books for $150 a month. The template brings in roughly eight new clients per year, each worth $1,800 annually before referrals.

The freebie is not a loss leader or a clever funnel trick. It is proof you can help them solve something real because you just did it for free in twelve minutes of reading.

* * *

Do this now

	Write down one narrow problem your full ebook solves and strip it down further until it fits inside three pages.
	Create that three-page PDF today, no design needed beyond readable text and maybe one photo you took with your phone.
	Set up a landing page on Kit or Gumroad with a headline naming exactly what the PDF does and who it is for.


Paul spent Thursday evening typing out his sharpening cheat sheet while his kids watched cartoons in the next room. He uploaded it to Gumroad at $0 with email required and pasted the link into his forum signature before he went to bed. On Friday morning he had eleven new subscribers and one reply that read, "This sheet alone saved me forty bucks on stones I didn't need."


Chapter 9The First 100 Sales: What They Teach You

I used to believe that if the first hundred sales came from friends, the book was doomed. I thought friend-money was fake data, a polite lie told by people who loved me but would never use what I wrote. That turned out to be wrong in a way I only understood after watching three different books sell their first hundred copies.

The first twenty or thirty sales almost always come from people who know your name. A former coworker. Someone from a Facebook group who recognises your avatar. Your cousin’s wife who once asked you about the thing you ended up writing about. This is not vanity buying. It is the earliest possible signal that your topic makes sense to someone who has context. They know what you do and they are still willing to put down money. That is worth more than a stranger’s impulse click.

But the real work of the first hundred sales is not counting them. It is watching where they come from and what people say, or don’t say, after they buy.

Track Where Each Sale Comes From

Set up tracking before you launch. This sounds tedious but takes fifteen minutes. On Gumroad you add ?source=forum or ?source=email to your link. On Payhip you create separate discount codes that are actually just tracking tags: one for Reddit, one for your newsletter, one for the guest post you wrote. On your own site you use UTM parameters and a free tool like Plausible or even a spreadsheet if you sell manually through Stripe.

The pattern that emerges in the first hundred sales will tell you something your gut cannot. When I launched a short ebook on sharpening woodworking tools, I assumed woodworking forums would drive the bulk of early buyers. They did not. Forty-one of the first hundred sales came from a single Reddit comment where someone asked whether cheap diamond stones were worth buying and another user linked to my book with the line “this guy tested six sets under fifty bucks.” I had not planned for Reddit. I had not even posted there. But the data forced me to notice.

Without tracking I would have kept posting in forums and wondered why sales were flat. With tracking I did the obvious thing: I made a better version of that Reddit commenter’s recommendation and posted it myself in related threads where it fit naturally. Sales doubled the following week.

Track three things for each sale if you can: the source, the day and time, and whether the buyer came through a direct link or a search. If someone searched for your topic and found your book, write down the exact phrase they used if your platform shows it. After forty or fifty sales you will see which sources actually convert and which ones just generate polite nods. A Twitter thread with eight hundred likes and two sales is not a marketing channel. It is entertainment. A forum post with four replies and eleven sales is a channel worth feeding.

Refine Your Title and Cover Based on Feedback

Most authors treat the title and cover as fixed once the book is published. That is a mistake you can afford to fix in the first hundred sales because you are still small enough to change things without confusing an audience.

Pay attention to how people describe your book when they recommend it. If your title is “Sharpening Edge Tools for Furniture Makers” but every person linking to it says “this sharpening guide saved me hours,” then “saved me hours” belongs somewhere in your subtitle or cover copy. The words buyers use are more accurate than the words you chose alone at your desk.

I learned this from a buyer named Carla who emailed me after buying a book on freelance pricing. She wrote, “I used your calculator for three projects this week and it stopped me from undercharging by at least four hundred pounds.” The book’s title at the time was “Pricing Creative Work.” I changed the subtitle to include “Stop Undercharging” within two days. The next thirty sales came faster than the first thirty, and several buyers mentioned the calculator specifically in their purchase notes.

Feedback on covers is harder to get because people rarely volunteer it. You have to ask. Email ten early buyers personally, not with a survey link but with a plain-text message that says something like: “I’m testing two cover designs and wondered if either feels clearer to you.” Attach both images. Most people will reply with a sentence or two, and those sentences are gold. One buyer told me a cover looked “like a textbook from 2003” which stung but was entirely correct. I changed it that afternoon.

The Difference Is the Topic, Not the Prose

By the time you hit one hundred sales you will have enough data to answer the question that actually matters: does this topic have legs, or did I write a book for twelve interested people?

Some topics cap out fast. A book on maintaining a specific model of espresso machine might sell forty copies and stop dead because the total market is small and already saturated by free YouTube tutorials. A book on reading construction blueprints for new project managers might sell steadily for years because thousands of people enter that role every month and need exactly what you know.

The prose quality has almost nothing to do with which bucket your book falls into. I have seen beautifully written ebooks on niche hobbies earn less than a takeout dinner, and I have seen grammatically rough ebooks on passing a specific professional exam earn twenty thousand dollars in eighteen months. The difference was never the writing. It was whether enough people urgently needed the knowledge and could not get it elsewhere in a tighter package.

This is not an argument for writing badly. It is an argument for choosing a topic where bad writing would still sell because the demand is that sharp. If your first hundred sales trickle in despite clear cover, fair price and active promotion, the topic may be too narrow or too well-covered for free. If sales accelerate as strangers find you through search or word of mouth, you have struck something worth doubling down on.

The first hundred sales are not a victory lap or a failure notice. They are a diagnostic tool that tells you whether to invest another month in this book or take what you learned and start the next one with better aim.

* * *

Do this now

	Open your sales dashboard right now and write down where each of your last ten buyers came from, as specifically as the data allows.
	Email three recent buyers individually and ask one plain question about what made them purchase.
	Look at your refund requests, if any, and note whether they mention expectations not met; those comments are more useful than praise.


My friend Mike sold ninety-seven copies of a book on pruning fruit trees before he admitted to himself that the topic was too seasonal and too regional to ever break past hobbyist forums. He took the best chapter, expanded it into a short ebook on grafting techniques that worked across climates, and sold four hundred copies of that one in eight months without changing anything else about how he writes.


Chapter 10Taxes, Receipts, and the Unglamorous Truth

The boring stuff is not boring when it keeps a thousand dollars in your pocket instead of a tax office’s. Claiming ebook income properly and tracking expenses turns a casual side project into a real business that the law recognises, and that recognition is what lets you deduct the laptop, the software subscriptions, the stock photos, and even a portion of your internet bill. Skip this chapter and you are not a rebel. You are someone paying more tax than you owe.

What you must report

Any platform that processes payments for you will eventually tell the tax authorities what you earned, assuming you cross the reporting threshold for your country. In the United States, PayPal and Stripe issue a 1099-K once you pass the federal reporting threshold, which at the time of writing is $20,000 and 200 transactions, though several states set it far lower, so check yours. Gumroad, Payhip, and Lemon Squeezy all use Stripe or PayPal under the hood, so the same rule applies. Amazon KDP reports royalties directly. Whether or not a form ever arrives, the income is taxable from the first dollar. The key number to know is gross revenue: every dollar a customer paid before fees. That is what gets reported, not what lands in your bank account after the platform takes its cut.

You report that income on your tax return, usually on a Schedule C if you are in the US and operating as a sole proprietor. Other countries have equivalent self-employment forms. The gross number goes at the top. Then you subtract expenses, and only the profit gets taxed. Many first-time sellers panic when they see the 1099-K amount and forget that fees, refunds, and costs all reduce the taxable figure. A book that brought in $1,200 in gross sales but cost you $300 in cover design, $100 in software, and $80 in platform fees leaves roughly $720 in taxable profit, not $1,200.

Keep receipts like an adult

The difference between claiming an expense and losing it to poor record-keeping is a folder on your computer or a shoebox under the desk. Either works, but digital is easier to search. Every time you spend money on something related to the ebook, save the receipt immediately. Name the file with the date, vendor, and amount: 2026-03-12depositphotos29USD.jpg. Do not rely on your email inbox as a filing system. Receipts get buried.

What counts as an expense? The cover design, whether you hired someone on Fiverr or bought a stock photo licence. Any software you use solely for the book: Scrivener, Atticus, a Canva Pro subscription during the months you worked on covers or marketing graphics. A portion of your home internet and phone bill if you use them for research and customer emails. A new microphone if you recorded audio snippets for promotion. Domain name and hosting for your author website. Transaction fees from Gumroad or Stripe. If you bought a course on how to write ebooks, that counts too, though be honest about whether it was education or entertainment.

Do not deduct your entire rent because you wrote at the kitchen table. The home office deduction requires a space used exclusively and regularly for business. A corner of the bedroom does not qualify if it also holds your laundry basket. When in doubt, ask an accountant who works with small online sellers. A one-hour consultation costs less than a penalty.

Most countries let you carry forward a loss if your expenses exceed your income in the first year. That loss offsets other income on your return or sits waiting for next year’s profit. It turns an unprofitable launch into a small tax asset.

What most ebooks actually earn

The honest numbers are smaller than the internet wants you to believe. I have watched dozens of short non-fiction ebooks launch across Gumroad, Payhip, and Amazon over the past five years. The majority earn between $200 and $800 total, not per month. A few earn nothing after the first week of friends buying copies out of politeness. A smaller group earns between $2,000 and $7,000 across twelve to eighteen months before sales taper to a trickle. Then there is the tiny fraction that earns $20,000 or more over several years, usually because the topic sits at an intersection of urgent need and scarce information: how to pass a specific professional exam, how to maintain an obscure piece of machinery, how to train a dog for a particular competition circuit.

The difference between the $800 book and the $8,000 book is rarely writing quality. It is topic selection and how tightly the offer matches what someone was already typing into Google at 11 p.m. on a Tuesday. My friend Claire wrote a clear, well-structured ebook on sourdough bread during the pandemic peak and made $4,300 in six weeks because she happened to publish when hundreds of thousands of people were stuck at home with flour on their hands and no clue what to do next. She did not have an email list or a social media following. She had timing and a title that matched exactly what people were searching for.

Another writer I know spent four months producing a beautifully formatted ebook on watercolour techniques for beginners and sold thirty-one copies in two years. The market was saturated with free YouTube tutorials covering every brushstroke she described.

These numbers are not meant to discourage. They are meant to set expectations so you do not quit your job on the strength of one launch week. A short ebook can pay for a family holiday, cover six months of groceries, or fund the next book with better aim. That is a genuine win. Most products never earn back their production cost. An ebook that makes $500 in profit has already beaten the odds.

Setting aside what you owe

Open a separate bank account when your ebook crosses $1,000 in total sales. It does not need to be a business account; a free personal checking account works fine for now. Transfer twenty-five to thirty percent of every payout into that account before you spend anything on yourself. When tax time arrives, the money sits there waiting. If your tax bill turns out lower because of deductions, you have a bonus savings pot.

Do this from the first dollar if you can stomach it. The alternative is scrambling to find $800 in April when you spent the December payout on Christmas presents.

Sales tax and VAT

Selling through Gumroad or Payhip simplifies this because they handle sales tax and VAT for you under marketplace facilitator rules in most jurisdictions. They collect it from the buyer, remit it to the relevant government, and leave you out of it entirely. Amazon does the same for KDP sales. If you sell directly from your own website using a Stripe checkout, you become responsible for collecting and remitting VAT on sales to customers in the UK and EU unless you register for a scheme like the Import One-Stop Shop in Europe. For most short ebook authors selling fewer than a thousand copies, letting Gumroad handle this headache is worth their fee.

* * *

Do this now

	Create a folder on your computer called Ebook Receipts and drop every receipt from the past three months into it right now.
	Open your payment platform dashboard and write down your gross revenue year-to-date; put that number somewhere visible.
	If you have made more than $400 in profit this year, book thirty minutes with a local accountant before the quarter ends.


On Claire’s desk there is still a sticky note with the number $4,312 written in green marker from the summer her sourdough ebook paid for new brakes on her car and a weekend in Mendocino where she did not check sales once.


Conclusion

A short ebook is not a lottery ticket. It is a small, durable asset that earns money because it solves a specific problem for a specific person. The dog groomer's guide to anxious dogs still sells a few copies a week, years later, without her touching it. The woodworker's workbench plans still find strangers through a search bar. Neither of them had a platform when they started. They had a skill, a list of real questions, and the willingness to write honest answers in plain language.

Your first ebook will not be your last. The first one teaches you what people actually want. The second one teaches you how to sell it faster. By the fifth or sixth, you will have a small catalogue that earns like a part-time job you never have to commute to. But none of that happens if you spend three months perfecting a cover or rewriting a chapter that was already good enough. Ship the thing. Put it in front of the people who need it. Let them tell you what to fix.

The only step left is the first one. Open a blank document. Write down the five questions people ask you most often about the thing you know how to do. That list is your outline. Start there.



Make yours

This book was written in Neubook Write from a short brief and two interview answers. Describe what you know, answer a few questions, approve the chapter plan, and read the book as it is written.

Start your book



A Note from the Author

This book is a sample of what Neubook Write produces. It began as a 200-word brief and two interview answers; the studio planned the ten chapters, wrote them, drafted the front and back matter and designed the cover. A person then read it through and corrected a handful of facts and one slip in continuity. Nothing else was added by hand.

The people in it, Dana, Tomas, Paul, Priya, Clive and the others, are composites built from things real sellers have told us, with names and details changed. Their numbers are meant to show the shape of what happens, not to promise it. Platform fees, Amazon's rules and tax thresholds change often; check the current figures before you rely on any of them.

If you know something useful and want to see it as a book, neubook.app/write is where this one was made.



About the Author

The Neubook Team writes practical, no-fluff guides for people who want to turn real skills into income without hype or complicated systems. Their books focus on concrete steps, honest numbers, and methods tested by people with trades, hobbies, and specialised knowledge who had never published before. This sample book was made with Neubook Write, a tool designed to help authors produce clean, publishable drafts from a structured brief.


OEBPS/cover.jpg
Writing and Selling What
You Already Know

How to turn your skill, trade, or hobby into a short
ebook that pays — without hype, without a
platform, and without writing a doorstop

THE NEUBOOK TEAM





