
Digital Book Publishing: 
How Disruptive Technology 
Serves the Niche of 
Self-Publishing
Tracey Phalen, M.S.
La Verne Abe Harris, Ph.D.
Arizona State University 



Acknowledgements
Editor 

Dan Wilson, Illinois State University 

Editorial Review Board 
Cynthia Carlton-Thompson, North Carolina A&T State University
Bob Chung, Rochester Institute of Technology
John Craft, Appalachian State University
Christopher Lantz, Western Illinois University
Devang Mehta, North Carolina A&T State University
Tom Schildgen, Arizona State University
Mark Snyder, Millersville University
James Tenorio, University of Wisconsin–Stout
Renmei Xu, Ball State University

Cover Design 
Conner Fredrick, Western Technical College 
Instructor, Barbara Fischer 

Page Design, Formatting, and Prepress
Lorraine Donegan, Janet Oglesby, Can Le

Printing, Bindery, and Distribution
Harold Halliday, University of Houston 
University of Houston Printing and Postal Services

About the Journal
The Visual Communications Journal serves as the official journal of the Graphic Com-
munications Education Association, and provides a professional communicative link for 
educators and industry personnel associated with design, presentation, management, 
and reproduction of graphic forms of communication. Manuscripts submitted for pub-
lication are subject to peer review. The views and opinions expressed herein are those 
of authors and do not necessarily reflect the policy or the views of the GCEA. 

Article Submission
Please follow the guidelines provided at the back of this Journal.

Membership and Subscription Information
Information about membership in the Association or subscription to the Journal 

should be directed to the GCEA First Vice-President. 

Reference Sources
The Visual Communications Journal can be found on EBSCOHost databases.
ISSN:  Print: 0507-1658  Web: 2155-2428

GCEA Board of Directors
President – Malcolm Keif 

Cal Poly University 
Graphic Communication 

San Luis Obispo, CA 93407 
805-756-2500  

president@gceaonline.org
President-Elect – Lexa Browning-Needham 

J. B. Johnson Career & Technical Center 
at Alton High School 
4200 Humbert Rd. 

Alton, IL 62002 
(618) 474-2205 

presidentelect@gceaonline.org

First Vice-President (Publications) 
Gabe Grant 

Eastern Illinois University 
School of Technology 
600 Lincoln Avenue  
Charleston, IL 61920  

(217) 581-3372  
firstvp@gceaonline.org

Second Vice-President (Membership) 
Can Le 

University of Houston 
312 Technology Bldg. 

Houston, TX 77204-4023 
(713) 743-4082  

secondvp@gceaonline.org
Secretary – Laura Roberts 

Mattoon High School 
2521 Walnut Avenue 
Mattoon, IL 61938 

(217) 238-7785 
secretary@gceaonline.org

Treasurer – Pradeep Mishra 
Arkansas State University 

P.O. Box 1930 
State University, AR 72467 

(870) 972-3114 
treasurer@gceaonline.org

Immediate Past President – Mike Stinnett 
Royal Oak High School (Ret.) 
21800 Morley Ave. Apt 517 

Dearborn, MI 48124 
(313) 605-5904 

pastpresident@gceaonline.org



Digital Book Publishing: How Disruptive Technology Serves the Niche of Self-Publishing 3

Introduction
With new digital publishing options, the door is now 
open for authors to publish a book without the help and 
expense of a traditional publishing house. The disrup-
tive technology of digital publishing has changed many 
aspects of book publishing: (1) how a book is published 
and by whom; (2) how many books are printed and ware-
housed; (3) how books are marketed; (4) how books are 
distributed; and (5) the costs of book publishing.

This research is to inform the author of best practices in 
self-publishing, marketing published books through social 
media, and electronic dissemination of books. E-publish-
ing models for the independent author were examined. 
An overview of the self-publishing process was reviewed, 
and consumer opinions of e-books were gathered and 
are reported.

Background
An e-book is a book published in an electronic format 
that can be downloaded over the Internet. An e-book 
can be published in various file formats and read on 
various e-reader devices like the Amazon Kindle, Apple 
iPad, Apple iPhone, Barnes & Noble Nook, Android 
tablets, and a home computer (Computer Hope, 2017). 
Digital books are most often less expensive than a 
printed book to purchase and the cost difference has 
influenced consumer behavior. Amazon’s 2016 e-book 
sales grew four percent overall compared to 2015, and 

traditional publishers have been rapidly losing market 
share to self-published authors, according to an Author 
Earnings report (2017). The consumer has a choice, and 
may embrace reading an e-book rather than a printed 
book (and vice versa) based on personal preferences, 
usage and age regardless of the type of book (academic, 
trade, journal, illustrative, encyclopedia, etc.) or the genre 
of the book (fiction, non-fiction, history, poetry, religion, 
etc.) (Myrberg & Wiberg, 2015).

In addition to the generally lower price, other unique 
aspects of an e-book include immediate access, portabil-
ity and ubiquitous availability. These aspects of e-books 
can out-weigh the benefits of the printed book. Because 
e-books are immediately available through an online 
distribution platform, this immediacy of access has been 
considered disruptive to the traditional print book distri-
bution model (Sadokierski, 2013). There are innovative 
options for self-publishing of Print-on-Demand (POD) 
books as well. POD is a computer-based digital printing 
process in which a book can be printed on an as-needed 
basis in any quantity and at any time (Technopedia.com, 
n.d.).

Some books, like the 300+ year-old Encyclopædia Bri-
tannica, are only available in digital form. The last print 
edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica was published 
in 2010 and the publisher since has been thriving as a 
global digital media company (Encyclopedia Britannica, 
2016). The information in the Encyclopedia is current 
and updated regularly with hyperlinked content, allowing 
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for an interactive user experience with searchable links. 
Eliminating the printed version saved on hard costs, 
particularly the cost of paper, which typically represents 
about one-third the manufacturing cost of a printed book 
(Ross, 2016). Additonal hard costs saved include ink, 
printing equipment overhead, warehousing and ship-
ping (Beaty, 2017). 

A Shift in the Business Model
The book publishing industry is experiencing a shift in 
the current way of doing business. The traditional printed 
book is no longer the only product or delivery choice for 
today’s mobile, tech savvy audience. As a result, publish-
ers are responding by investing in digital technologies 
to provide more options to deliver a wide variety of 
choice in e-book pricing and delivery options, such as 
digital subscriptions, e-lending plans, e-book rentals and 
Print-on-Demand (POD) opportunities (Association of 
American Publishers, 2015). 

The latest evolution of the industry’s business and 
distribution model is in direct response to disruptive 
technology – the industry has adopted digital technol-
ogy to stay relevant. This digital conversion has been 
interpreted as being a disruption to the industry yet it 
equally has been considered a benefit by creating new 
revenue streams that are more universally applicable, 
replacing obsolete business models. Rather than publish-
ers monetizing only content, they are also focusing on 
monetizing their audience, behaviors, data and brand 
revenue drivers (Idio, 2017). 

Digital access for the independent author to self-publish 
is partly a result of the traditional book publishing indus-
try’s reinvention of itself, where it moved away from a 
traditional supply-chain model to a model that is more 
efficient with real-time response to meet uncertain de-
mand (Ross, 2016). A traditional supply-chain model is a 
network between a company and its suppliers, manufac-
turers, retailers, and distributors to produce and distribute 
a specific product to the end customer. The traditional 
supply-chain and revenue models that have been built 
over decades have been disrupted by the new supply 
chain for e-books (Wilson, 2014). 

The onset of digital technology has disrupted the chain 
strategy and processes universally used in the book 
industry. Internal processes and managerial focus have 
had to shift in response to the new industry structure 

and consumer behavior. In the evolving digital publish-
ing process, the publisher and the wholesaler/bookstore 
have less of a centralized role than has been the case in 
the past. Both the publisher and the author can deliver 
the e-book directly to the e-bookseller, bypassing the 
agent and traditional bookstore. The power has shifted 
to the author, who can now do more independent of the 
publisher (Wilson, 2014).

According to Smashwords (2017), profit margins for the 
publisher (as well as the author) in relation to the costs 
to produce a book, are adjusting partly in favor of the 
book publisher and partly in favor of the author, due to 
shifts of responsibility. The book publisher is cutting costs 
for marketing print books to refocus on sales efforts, yet 
those savings are transferred to cover the cost of digi-
tal support, storage and multi-platform tools for digital 
books. At the same time, the self-published author might 
be enjoying a higher profit from one’s book sales because 
of no longer working with a traditional publisher, but the 
investment of time and managing marketing strategies 
might cut into that margin (Coker, 2009).

Many well-established authors are changing course in 
response to disruptive technology and the availability of a 
digital platform. For example, J.K. Rowling has bypassed 
both publishers and retailers by taking full control of the 
e-book and audiobook rights for the Harry Potter fran-
chise, validated by the digital platform and e-commerce 
website for the e-book series, “Pottermore Presents” 
(Alter, 2016).

The largest growth in digital book sales between 2012 
and 2015 was by Amazon, which accounts for 74% of 
e-book sales in the United States. The largest growth of 
self-publishing and self-publishing services, tracked over 
a period of at least five-years between 2010 to 2015, 
shows Smashwords enjoyed a nearly 725% increase for 
both print and e-book self-publishing (Bowker, 2016). 

Amazon’s CreateSpace, which is dominating the e-book 
arena, enjoyed a nearly 1,087% increase for self-pub-
lished print books during this same period (Ha, 2016). 
Harris, one of the authors of this paper, has successfully 
published three books using CreateSpace. The reason 
CreateSpace was not selected as the publishing venue 
for this particular project was because of the costs in-
volved; the goal was to find an e-book publisher to print 
a book at no cost to the author.
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In response to digital disruption affecting the book pub-
lishing industry, publishers are moving away from being a 
full-service publishing, marketing and distributor outlet. 
Publishers still provide creative support, sales networks 
and marketing services, but whether the books move in 
those channels depends primarily on the author. Bowker 
(2016) affirms this hybrid trend in self-publishing.

Methodology
With permission from the estate of University of Arizona 
Professor Leslie W. Jones, his unpublished novel, In 
Another Life (copyright 2011) was used for demonstrating 
the methodology of the self-publishing process. 

The e-book publishing process involved converting an 
unpublished manuscript into a compatible digital format. 
The project consisted of utilizing three phases: (1) book 
selection process, (2) the e-book format and design pro-
cess, and (3) the publishing process of the e-book. 

The following steps took place in the book selection 
phase: (1) the author and book was selected for publica-
tion, (2) self-publishing platforms were researched and 
compared, and (3) a self-publishing platform model was 
selected. The design and formatting phase consisted of 
(1) designing the book cover, (2) preparing the manu-
script for formatting, and (3) formatting and converting 
the book to a compatible digital format. The publishing 
the e-book phase consisted of: (1) selecting a publisher/
distributor, (2) uploading the formatted book, and (3) re-
viewing the process for resubmission of e-book updates.

Testing consumer access and user behavior of e-books 
was an integral part of the research. A sample of 25 
undergraduate students from Arizona State University 
were surveyed for consumer behavior. One of the main 
purposes of the study was to examine how students 
prefer to read books. The survey questions included both 
qualitative and quantitative questions using a Likert Scale.

The Test Publication
The unpublished novel, In Another Life, was used for 
demonstrating the self-publishing process (https://www.
smashwords.com/books/view/714456). The primary 
objective for the case study was to get the book digitally 
published. Sales and profit were not a factoring element 
since the author's family requested that the book be 
offered for free. Jones’ novel falls into two of these tech-
nology categories: print-on-demand and e-book.

Selecting a Publisher 
In today’s market, as technology permeates the book 
publishing industry, the researchers found many options 
of publisher and distributor for the independent author 
to select. Nine publishers and distributors and their best 
practices for self-publishing, distribution and marketing 
were identified: Amazon.com; Apple.com; BookBaby.
com; CreateSpace.com; Google.com; KDP.Amazon.
com; Lulu.com; NookPress.com; and Smashwords.com. 
Based on the literature review and research, these nine 
publishers were compared in terms of pricing models, 
royalties, distribution, publishing, marketing and format-
ting requirements. Each offered unique services, different 
option fees or upfront fees, distribution, marketing, 
formatting requirements or conversions, exclusivity or 
nonexclusivity, pricing structure and royalty returns.

Some areas that were considered before selecting an 
e-publishing service were: control and file ownership; ex-
clusive or nonexclusive service; retailer-driven; add-ons 
and hidden charges; and compatible file formats. It was 
found in the literature that a publisher may offer many 
of these services to the author. Most often, the publisher 
and distributor are one and the same, which for a self-
publisher may be more helpful. The distinction is in the 
options that each publisher provides. Some options are 
free, others are not. For example, a multiple-channel dis-
tributor likely requires the self-publisher to pay fees to 
make changes after the initial upload (Friedman, 2012).

Another factor for a new author to consider is the 
upfront costs and royalties policy. The royalties policy 
encompasses how much money goes to the author and 
under what terms. Talking to Jones’ estate representa-
tive (M. Zones, personal communication, March 3, 2016), 
the primary desire was to ultimately publish his novel; 
the estate was not considering sales, analytics or royalty 
returns so these components were not factored into the 
researcher’s selection.

Two e-publishers were isolated in this study: Smash-
words and Amazon Kindle Direct Publishing. Based on 
the simple publishing and distribution structure needed 
for Jones’ novel, Smashwords best met the objectives to 
publish Jones’ novel at no cost. 

Formatting for Publishing
Smashwords is an e-book distributor and a self-serve 
publishing service that converts files into multiple 
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e-book formats for reading on various e-book reading 
devices. Smashwords offers a universal standard for how 
to format an e-book and converts the e-book to differ-
ent retailers, e-reader devices, and distribution partners. 
This is different from Amazon, whose formatting guide-
lines are specific to the Kindle device (Matthews, 2015). 
Understanding the file preparation required to format 
an e-book was key in selecting Smashwords for the pub-
lisher and distributor for Jones’ book.

Smashwords requires a single-step process in formatting 
an e-book using a word processing program. Using Mi-
crosoft Word is more universally compatible with other 
publishing conversion processes. Smashwords Style 
Guide (Coker, 2008) reveals that any version of Microsoft 
Word may be used, including older versions like Word 
2000, Word 2003 and Word 2007. Free alternatives to 
Microsoft Word include Open Office (popular with many 
Smashwords authors), Apple Pages (also popular), or 
Libre Office software. 

Smashwords converts the e-book to different retailers, 
e-reader devices, and distribution partners. It is respon-
sive on multiple e-book formats for reading on various 
e-book reading devices. Any updates or changes can 
be made just once from their dashboard and propagate 
the update to all their retailers. The e-book is responsive 
on different platforms by converting and formatting the 
Word doc file using special software. The conversion 

is free. There are no upfront fees offering less financial 
investment (Coker, 2009).

The convenient updating feature in Smashwords frees 
the author from having to create unique editions with 
each update, or from converting files for specific dis-
tributors’ platforms. Additionally, Smashwords generates 
reflowable e-books allowing the text of the e-book to 
be scalable and readable on any device and screen size 
(Coker, 2008).

The open-source e-pub file format is generally used for 
sharing e-books between different e-readers. Smash-
words requires an e-pub file (Coker, 2008; Matthews, 
2015), whereas Amazon’s Kindle requires a proprietary 
.mobi file (Mobipocket Mobile Format). 

The .mobi file is an e-book file format that is used by 
Amazon Kindle devices and is suited for smaller screens. 
It is converted from other file formats, like e-pub, HTML, 
and Word (doc/docx). To read an e-pub on a Kindle the 
e-pub file would first need to be converted into a .mobi 
format (Nicol, 2016). Amazon’s Kindle devices use the 
.mobi structure, but files that are protected with a Digital 
Right Management scheme use the .azw file extension 
(Fisher, 2017a). A .mobi file was designed specifically for 
mobile devices with low bandwidth (Fisher, 2017b).

Design for Publishing
Since e-books are read on different types of screens, 
Smashwords recommends avoiding the use of colored 
fonts. The fonts work best at 12-point for body copy 
and 14-point for the book title on the cover page, and 
for headings. The file upload limit for the entire interior 
e-book is 10 megabytes (MB). Since high-resolution 
images, or print quality images, are lost on many e-
reader screens, Smashwords encourages e-books that 
are predominately text. If images are used in the Word 
document, it works best if the images are formatted as 
.png, as opposed to .jpeg (Coker, 2008).

The cover design is the most important marketing tool 
to attract readers and appeal to their interest in the 
title, particularly if the author is unknown. A great cover 
makes a promise to the reader. It is generally recom-
mended that the cover be designed professionally, yet 
it is not an impossible task for the layman since design 
templates and resources are readily available. Leg-
ibility and appearance of the cover image is important 

BOOK ABSTRACT
     Sheldon Roberts is a retired hedge fund 
manager, an emotionally wealthy man of 70 who 
is dying. Despite his professional success, his two 
marriages have failed and his son Michael does 
not speak to him. Roberts knows that money alone 
will not win back his son’s love, so he leaves him a 
manuscript and asks him to read it.
     It is the memoir of Robert (Robbie) Costa, a 
man his son never heard of. But Michael will soon 
learn that until the age of seventeen, his father 
was Robert Costa–that he grew up in a family of 
professional thieves-gypsies who travelled from 
city to city to stay ahead of the sheriff, the landlord, 
and their angry marks. 
     The memoir starts in 1948 when Robbie is 
10 years old, and it tells a story of his growing 
disillusionment with his family and the only kind 
of life that they can offer him. During the second 
half of the book, Robbie decides at the age of 
seventeen to break with his family and become 
another person. By using the criminal skills that he 
has learned from his relatives, he executes a caper 
that will set him free and give him another life with 
a new name.Cover design by Tracey Phalen

The link to download for free, In Another Life, A Novel by Leslie W. Jones:
https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/714456.

Figure 1: �E-book cover art should limit itself to the title, the 
author name and one graphic
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considering how small the cover image appears on 
searchable sites of e-retailers. A compelling, well-
designed cover may be used to attract readers, but it is 
also used to promote the book in digital marketing and 
social media (Taylor, M., 2017). 

Additionally, the e-book is searchable by the e-book em-
bedded metadata rather than solely by the cover image. 
Metadata are esentially keywords.

Unlike print, e-book cover art should limit itself to the 
title, the author name and one graphic that instantly 
communicates something about the tone or genre of the 
book (see Figure 1). Additionally, the e-book is search-
able by embedded metadata rather than solely by the 
cover image. Metadata are esentially keywords. (Fri-
elander, 2012).

Publication Distribution 
Each publisher has a unique distribution model, includ-
ing Amazon Kindle Direct Publishing, Barnes & Noble 
NOOK, Smashwords, and Apple iBookstore. Electronic 
distribution and marketing service packages are available 
from these publishers at a price depending on the goals 
of the author and the pricing structure selected for the 
e-book.

Traditional book publishers invest in the author and 
provide publishing and marketing services including a 
marketing plan, market analysis, and demographic stud-
ies to determine the best distribution model (Peterson, 
2016). As a self-publisher in the digital market, one can 
control the costs and market reach by assuming the re-
sponsibility of publishing, marketing and distribution. This 
work will shift to the self-publishing author, along with the 
profit.

Smashwords and Amazon KDP require that the book 
adhere to specific formatting guidelines for distribu-
tion. Smashwords converts a manuscript for universal 
compatibility among other digital retailers. This reduces 
the upfront work necessary for future distribution among 
multiple retailers and distributors. If Jones’ estate should 
change its position to extend the e-book’s reach, the 
document would not need formatting revisions. 

Smashwords distributes to Kobo, iBookstore, and 
NOOK, but not to Amazon. Authors are awarded royal-
ties of 60% of list price from other retailers and 85% 
from direct Smashwords sales. There is also no upfront 
fee for the author (Smashwords.com, 2017).

E-books purchased from Amazon, Barnes & Noble, 
Kobo, Apple, or Google, are protected with a Digital 
Rights Management (DRM) scheme. DRM technology is 
proprietary software which limits whether or not digital 
media copies can be made, what time periods media 
can be accessed, or the number or type of devices that 
can be used to access the digital media. It is a strate-
gic copyright protection for the publisher and author 
(Layton, J., 2017). This means the book is available for 
reading only on devices that support each store’s DRM 
system. Amazon-purchased e-books can only be read on 
Kindle devices or in Amazon’s Kindle apps (Guy, 2017). 
Smashwords does not have DRM so can be read on any 
device (Matthews, 2015).

A unique ISBN was required using Smashwords as the 
publisher/distributor in Smashwords’ Premium Catalog. 
The researcher obtained the free ISBN from Smashwords 
and resubmitted the e-book for review. When it was 
approved, the researcher was notified. Once the e-book 
was accepted into the Premium Catalog, the book 
was automatically distributed to major online retailers, 
including Apple iBook Stores (in 51 countries), Barnes & 
Noble (US and UK), Kobo, Blio and Inktera and other no-
table retailers in Smashwords’ national and international 
distribution network (Smashwords, 2016). 

Using Leslie W. Jones’ novel, In Another Life, the results 
were documented within the first 12 hours of uploading 
and publishing the e-book 17 downloads were recorded. 
The book was resubmitted as a new version and the 
process of what happens with an updated file was 
observed. This resubmission process for an updated file 
went smoothly and the new e-book version was avail-
able within the hour. 

Within a two-week period (with no additional marketing 
or social media promotion) the book had 39 downloads. 
Smashwords’ Dashboard also provided Search Engine 
Optimization (SEO) results indicating how the e-book 
was found. The e-book was retrieved in different ways: 
from the Smashwords site, from a link, from the title of 
the book, and from the author’s name. The searches 
included Google web search, Yahoo! web search, Micro-
soft Bing, and Google blog search. 

Publication Marketing 
With self-publishing, the responsibilities of marketing 
and distribution shift from the traditional agent/publisher 
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to the author. A benefit of this shift is seen financially 
whereas the author enjoys a potentially larger profit mar-
gin. Yet the costs for the author shift as well, particularly 
in the additional cost of time that is dedicated to market-
ing the book.

A self-publisher must determine how viable it is to as-
sume all or part of producing, publishing, marketing and 
promoting a book. Learning how to capitalize on digital 
marketing by using social media platforms and Search 
Engine Optimization (SEO) may be needed to help pro-
mote and sell a self-published book (Peterson, 2016).

Smashwords and Amazon KDP marketing models were 
compared. The main difference between the two pub-
lishers is that Amazon KDP requires exclusivity with a 
90-day embargo on sales through other distributors, and 
the manuscript must be converted into Amazon’s .mobi 
file format to be supported by and viewed on Amazon’s 
Kindle device (kdp.amazon.com, 2017). The exposure on 
Amazon benefits the new author, but well-established 
authors who require a wider distribution may not favor 
the embargo. By comparison Smashwords, the largest 
seller to major retailers, provides distribution to many 
of the retailers, except to Amazon, and saves the author 
from having to reformat and upload the book to each 
retailer separately. Smashwords does require that the 
author identify them as the publisher, to which some 
self-publishing authors may object (McCartney, 2014).

For the self-publishing author, a strategic marketing 
plan for social media platforms should include posts on 
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram, among oth-
ers (Hess, 2015). Additionally recommended is to create 
a social teaser, pin a tweet, create a social banner, lever-
age influencers, and post in online communities.

Comparing Financial Investment 
With retail bookstores closing or downsizing, and the 
consumer going online to purchase books, less inventory 
must be warehoused. A book today has less than a one 
percent chance of being stocked in a bookstore (Pier-
santi, 2016). A shift in the traditional supply and demand 
business model has moved towards print-on-demand and 
e-books, reducing the publisher’s costs associated with 
print and warehouse inventory. 

Determining an efficient way to publish a book with 
the least financial investment in self-publishing con-
tributed to selecting Smashwords, rather than Amazon 

KDP, as the publisher and distributor of choice for this 
research. Smashwords is a free service offering immedi-
ate distribution, as well as having the option to publish 
internationally.

Observations on Consumer Behavior
Understanding end-user or consumer engagement, 
behavior and demographics was explored. According to 
an article in the Western States Printing Alliance (WSPA), 
citing a report by the Pew Research Center, many read-
ers prefer print. In fact, 73% of U.S. adults read a printed 
book in the past 12 months compared to 28% who read 
an e-book during the same period. The report states 
that most readers do not see e-books as a replacement 
for printed books, but rather as a complement (WSPA, 
2017). 

To better understand these trends, the researchers 
sampled 25 undergraduate students for a survey ques-
tionnaire. This demographic is assumed to be more 
familiar with digital media and social media communica-
tions. The 25 participants’ ranged in age from 18 to 49, 
68% were in the 18 to 21 age range. The gender of the 
students was evenly balanced with 44% female and 56% 
male. Forty-six percent of the students were university 
juniors.

These students were selected for the survey mainly be-
cause studies suggest that this age group is more familiar 
with using multiple digital platforms, particularly with on-
line learning platforms like textbooks. It is assumed these 
students are familiar with digital navigational options 
and are comfortable using the variety of tools avail-
able. E-books may be changing reading habits for those 
under 40. Fifty-six percent own an e-reader or a tablet 
(Minzesheimer, 2013).

The qualitative questions were on reading habits and ac-
cess to books. Taking it a step further, discovering which 
social media platforms were used most often suggested 
those platforms that might be best for promoting e-
books in general, and Professor Jones’ book specifically. 
The quantitative data extracted from the questionnaire 
helped affirm the target demographic market for e-book 
distribution and promotion. 

The survey presented some expected results and some 
unexpected results. The researchers expected the re-
spondents to be rather competent at using social media 
and technology. However only half of the group, 50%, 



Digital Book Publishing: How Disruptive Technology Serves the Niche of Self-Publishing 9

considered themselves to 
be well-versed in social 
media.

It was found that 72% 
of respondents from 
the survey prefered 
using print rather than 
e-books (Figure 2). This 
finding concurs with a 
study reported in the 
Los Angeles Times stat-
ing that 92% of college 

students would rather read from a print book instead of 
an e-reader (Schaub, 2016). Our data showed that only 
28% prefered reading an e-book. Of the 28% who pref-
ered reading an e-book, only 42% (less than half) owned 
an Amazon Kindle. However, 38% of the group that self 
reported enjoying reading print books owned a Kindle. 

The article “How to Make Reading Relevant to To-
day’s Consumer” by Eric Shoup (2016) stated that the 
consumer reads five or more books at the same time, 
intermittently. According to our survey, 88% of respon-
dents indicated they read less than two e-books at the 
same time. 

Conclusions
As self-publishing gains greater interest among authors, 
the traditional publisher is not out of the book pub-
lishing game, yet. Both the author and publisher are 
learning to work together to provide services for getting 
a book published. A traditional book publisher is a good 
choice to reach and find readers, to provide an online 
presence, to promote through social media, and to mar-
ket and distribute the book. Yet, not every author has 
this option. Perhaps the book is not that marketable. 

A self-publisher can do the same thing as a traditional 
publisher, but the author must invest time, and money to 
produce, market, and distribute the book, as well as cre-
ate and upload the electronic files for multiple devices 
and multiple distributors. Regardless, a book’s success 
is not guaranteed by how it is published or marketed. 
Yet, understanding the process for a self-publisher to get 
started could help.

As technology evolves, it is certain the book publish-
ing industry will continue to evolve with it, providing a 
great user experience across devices as innovations are 

developed. New publishing distribution platforms allow 
content to be distributed outside the walls of brick-and-
mortar stores and sheets of paper and into the digital 
screens of e-readers. 

“Content drives design,” a statement found in Graphic 
Communications Today by Ryan and Conover (2004), 
was the mantra of its day in the mid-1980s when news-
paper design and journalism melded together. Equally 
today, content drives design in the book self-publishing 
sector. An independent author has access to digital 
technologies and tools to design and self-publish a 
manuscript without the guidance of a traditional book 
publisher. Yet, for the book to be successful fundamen-
tally depends on its content, and if it gets read.

  As a self-publisher, the author must clearly define one’s 
goals to determine if self-publishing is the best solution. 
They assume the added responsibilities of promoting, 
marketing, designing, distribution and analytics, yet on 
the other hand, they potentially enjoy the rewards of 
bigger royalty margins on sales and control of intellec-
tual property. 

Self-publishing is a rapidly evolving industry with many 
competitors that are constantly introducing digital in-
novations. Publishers are continually upgrading their 
facilities, infrastructure, and pricing which means the 
self-publisher needs to stay aware of changing industry 
trends (Carnoy, 2012).

Book publishing has changed and is responding to 
digital disruption by transforming the traditional publish-
ing model into one that includes digital self-publishing. 
Consumer behavior may be partly driving this change in 
response to digital mobility and access.

The findings of this research were in alignment with the 
Pew Research Center that many people prefer reading 
print and that most readers do not see e-books as a 
replacement for printed books, but rather as a comple-
ment (WSPA, 2017). 

E-books offer an exclusive user experience – not worse 
than the printed book, just different – with each format 
offering unique value to the end-user. From the perspec-
tive of an independent author, disruptive technology has 
provided the vehicle in which to publish a book. From 
the perspective of the traditional book publisher, digital 
publishing requires a new business model and a shift in 
publishing responsibilities. What may be disruptive for 
some, may be an opportunity for others.

72%
PRINT

28%
DIGITAL

Figure 2: �Preferred method of 
reading a book.
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