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Choosing Your Publishing Path 

I. Why This Power Tool Chapter Exists 

Ask ten writers in a Facebook group what “hybrid publisher” 

means and you’ll get ten different answers, several of them wrong, 

and at least one of them describing a business model that would 

take the writer’s money and their rights in the same contract. The 

confusion isn’t the writers’ fault. Publishing has four genuinely 

different paths into print, each with its own economics, its own 

vocabulary, and its own trade-offs, and almost nobody explains the 

four side by side before a writer has to pick one. 

This chapter gives you the framework to make that choice 

deliberately instead of by accident, or by whichever option a 

Facebook ad happened to show you this week. It does not tell you 

which path is right. It gives you the questions that tell you. 

II. The Decision Framework 

Before you learn the mechanics of any single path, answer these 

questions honestly about yourself and this particular manuscript. 

Your answers point toward a lane, not a verdict. 

How much time do you have before you want this book in a 

reader’s hands? Traditional publishing routinely runs one to three 

years from signed contract to release, on top of however long the 

agent search takes. Every other path can move in months if you’re 

ready to move. 
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How much of the production work do you want to do or manage 

yourself? Editing, cover design, formatting, distribution setup, 

metadata. Traditional publishing and small/independent presses 

take this off your plate. Hybrid and partnership models hand you a 

team but you still manage the process. Self-publishing means you 

either do it yourself or hire and coordinate each piece. 

How much control do you need over the final product? Cover art, 

title, trim size, release date. Control generally increases as you 

move away from traditional and toward self-publishing. 

What’s your tolerance for rejection as a process, not a verdict? 

Traditional publishing runs on it, most queries go nowhere, most 

manuscripts an agent does take on still get passed on by editors. If 

that process would stall you rather than just annoy you, that’s 

worth knowing before you commit a year to it. 

Do you have a budget to invest in this book, and how much? 

Traditional publishing costs you nothing up front and pays you an 

advance. Every other path either costs money directly or costs you 

in unpaid labor. 

Are you building a single book or a career? A writer planning one 

novel has different needs than a writer planning to publish steadily 

for the next decade. Some paths reward the second kind of thinking 

far more than the first, self-publishing and small press both benefit 

from a backlist in a way a single traditional deal doesn’t. 

Sit with your answers before reading further. They’ll make the next 

four sections a lot more useful, because you’ll be reading each one 

asking “does this fit me” instead of “does this sound respectable.” 
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III. The Four Lanes at a Glance 

 Traditional 
(Big Five and 
mid-size) 

Small / 
Independent 
Press 

Hybrid or 
Partnership 

Self-
Publishing 

Who pays 
production 
costs 

Publisher Publisher You, in full or in 
part 

You, in full 

Who owns 
the ISBN and 
publisher-of-
record status 

Publisher Publisher Usually the 
press, varies by 
contract 

You 

Advance Common, 
ranges 
widely by 
publisher 
size 

Small or none None None 

Royalty rate Roughly 10-
15% of list 
price in 
print, about 
25% of net 
on ebooks 

Often 25-35% 
or a higher 
net-profit split, 
varies by press 

Varies, hybrid 
presses share 
royalties, 
partnership 
presses pay you 
100% since you 
already paid for 
the service 

You keep 
the full 
retailer 
payout, 
roughly 60-
70% of list 
on most 
platforms 

Rights Publisher 
acquires and 
controls, for 
a contracted 
term 

Publisher 
acquires and 
controls, for a 
contracted 
term 

Should remain 
with you, verify 
this in any 
contract before 
signing 

Fully yours 

Gatekeeping An agent, 
then an 
acquiring 
editor, both 
have to say 
yes 

An editor at 
the press has 
to say yes, 
usually no 
agent required 

None, you’re a 
paying 
customer 

None 

Timeline to 
publication 

Slow, often 
one to three 

Usually faster 
than Big Five, 

Typically 
months 

As fast as 
you’re ready 
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 Traditional 
(Big Five and 
mid-size) 

Small / 
Independent 
Press 

Hybrid or 
Partnership 

Self-
Publishing 

years after 
signing 

still months to 
a year or more 

Two terms are worth defining plainly, since this is where most of 

the Facebook-group confusion lives. A hybrid press shares 

production costs and shares royalties with you, and functions 

closer to a scaled-down traditional publisher with a paid buy-in. A 

partnership press, sometimes called an assisted press, is a service 

provider you hire in full, and in exchange you should keep all your 

rights and all your royalties. The two get lumped together 

constantly because both involve the author paying something, but a 

contract that takes a royalty cut from you while calling itself 

“partnership” is misusing the term, worth noticing before you sign. 

IV. Traditional Publishing 

The path most writers picture when they picture “getting 

published.” An agent represents your manuscript to acquiring 

editors at publishing houses, and if an editor wants it, the house 

pays you an advance against future royalties, then handles editing, 

design, production, distribution, and a portion of marketing. 

The gatekeeping is real and it’s not personal. Only a small 

percentage of writers who query an agent land representation, and 

a smaller percentage of represented manuscripts sell to a publisher. 

A rejection at either stage is closer to a market judgment than a 

verdict on the writing, timing, comparable titles already on a list, 

and an editor’s specific taste all factor in as much as quality does. 
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The money is more modest than the headlines suggest. Most 

debut novel advances from a major publisher land in the ten to 

thirty-five thousand dollar range, with small presses and 

independent publishers typically offering far less, often a few 

thousand dollars or none at all in exchange for a higher royalty 

percentage. Standard print royalties run roughly 10 to 15 percent of 

list price, with ebook royalties closer to 25 percent of net receipts. 

Most books, even traditionally published ones, do not earn out 

their advance, which means the advance functions as the primary 

payment for most authors rather than a down payment on ongoing 

royalties. 

How to vet an agent. Confirm membership in the Association of 

American Literary Agents, the industry’s ethical standards body, 

and check recent sales activity through a site that tracks actual 

deals rather than just agency self-description. A legitimate agent 

never charges you a fee to represent you, their income comes from 

a commission on sales they make for you, typically around 15 

percent. 

V. Small and Independent Press 

The lane most often skipped over entirely in “traditional versus 

self-publishing” conversations, and worth naming as its own 

category rather than a smaller version of the Big Five. 

A small or independent press acquires your manuscript the way a 

traditional publisher does, no cost to you, an editor has to say yes, 

but it operates at a different scale. Many publish a short list of titles 

a year, often don’t require agent representation to submit, and can 
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move considerably faster than a major house from acceptance to 

release. 

The trade-off runs in both directions. Advances are typically small 

or nonexistent, but royalty percentages tend to run higher than 

what a Big Five contract offers, sometimes structured as a straight 

percentage of net profit rather than list price. You’ll generally have 

less marketing support than a major publisher provides, and 

sometimes less control over cover art than you’d have self-

publishing, but you also gain a publisher of record, professional 

editing, and distribution setup without paying for any of it directly. 

Example: A small press might offer no advance and a 30 percent net 

royalty, versus a Big Five deal offering a $15,000 advance and a 12 

percent list-price royalty. The small press deal pays less up front 

and potentially more per copy over the book’s life. Which is better 

depends entirely on how the book sells and how much you value 

the up-front number versus the long tail. 

What to ask a small press before signing. Whether they publish 

print editions or ebook only, and if both, whether they release 

simultaneously. What their actual distribution reach is, some small 

presses place books in bookstores and libraries, others are 

effectively Amazon-only. And whether you can speak to a current 

author under contract with them. 

VI. Hybrid and Partnership Publishing 

This is the lane with the most contract variation and the most 

predatory operators mixed in among legitimate ones, which is 

exactly why it gets its own companion Power Tool for the full 
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green-flag and red-flag contract detail. What follows here is the 

orientation you need before you go looking at any specific contract. 

A hybrid press asks you to pay some or all of the production cost, 

and in exchange shares royalties with you the way a traditional 

publisher would, just with your money in the deal instead of theirs. 

The best ones function like a genuine publishing partner with a 

paid entry point. The worst ones charge premium prices for 

mediocre production and call it a partnership. 

A partnership or assisted press is a service provider, full stop. You 

pay for editing, design, formatting, and distribution setup, and you 

should walk away owning all rights and keeping all royalties, since 

you already paid for the work. This is different from self-

publishing mainly in that someone else is doing the production 

labor for a fee, rather than you doing it yourself or hiring 

freelancers piece by piece. 

The single question that sorts a legitimate operator from a 

predatory one in either category is simple to ask and often 

uncomfortable to hear answered honestly. Who owns the files, the 

rights, and the ISBN when this is over, and can you leave cleanly if 

you want to. The full contract-vetting detail, including the specific 

clauses worth accepting and the ones worth walking away from, is 

covered in the companion Power Tool built for exactly this lane. 

VII. Self-Publishing 

You are the publisher. You hire or personally handle editing, cover 

design, formatting, and you control distribution, pricing, and 
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release timing directly through platforms like Amazon KDP, 

IngramSpark, and others. 

The financial upside is real. Retailer royalty splits typically run far 

higher than any traditional or hybrid arrangement, commonly 60 to 

70 percent of list price on print and up to 70 percent on ebooks in 

the right price bands, and every dollar of that is yours without a 

publisher’s cut. The trade-off is that every cost of production comes 

out of your pocket first, and every task a traditional publisher 

would have handled is now either your task or a freelancer’s 

invoice. 

Self-publishing rewards a career mindset more directly than any 

other lane. A single self-published title has to cover its own costs 

and find its own readers with no institutional support behind it. A 

backlist of self-published titles, especially a series, compounds, 

each new release has an existing catalog and an existing reader list 

working in its favor. This is the lane where the marketing 

infrastructure covered in the companion Power Tool matters most 

directly to your income. 

VIII. The Economics, Side by Side 

Pulling the numbers from the sections above into one place for 

comparison. 

Advances. Big Five debut fiction commonly runs $10,000 to 

$35,000, occasionally more in a competitive situation. Small and 

independent presses commonly offer a few thousand dollars or 

none. Hybrid, partnership, and self-publishing pay no advance at 

all, the investment runs the other direction, from you into the book. 
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Royalties. Traditional print royalties run roughly 10 to 15 percent 

of list price, ebook royalties around 25 percent of net. Small press 

royalties often run higher, sometimes 25 to 35 percent or a net-

profit share. Self-publishing royalties, after the retailer’s cut, 

commonly land in the 60 to 70 percent range of list price. Hybrid 

and partnership royalty structures vary by contract and are the 

reason reading the contract’s royalty clause carefully matters more 

than trusting the pitch. 

The uncomfortable statistic worth knowing regardless of path. 

Most traditionally published books never earn out their advance, 

and the vast majority of all books, across every path, sell modestly. 

This isn’t a reason not to publish. It’s a reason to make your path 

decision based on what fits your goals and your finances, not on 

the assumption that any single lane guarantees a specific outcome. 

IX. Where AI Actually Fits Right Now 

Artificial intelligence has become genuinely useful in the back-

office parts of publishing, metadata entry, catalog organization, 

sales-trend summarizing, and it can do those tasks faster than a 

person can. What it hasn’t done is replace the reason readers pick 

up fiction in the first place. A flood of AI-generated content in the 

market has, if anything, raised the value of a distinct human voice 

and a story that feels lived-in rather than assembled. Use these 

tools for research or organizational support if they’re useful to you. 

The manuscript itself, and the judgment calls about how to sell it, 

still need to be yours. 
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Exercise: Run Your Manuscript Through the 

Framework 

Go back to the six questions in Section II and answer them in 

writing for the specific manuscript you’re deciding about right 

now, not for your writing career in the abstract. Then check your 

answers against the lane comparison in Section III. 

If your answers cluster around patience, low personal cost, and a 

willingness to hand off control, traditional publishing or a small 

press is worth pursuing first. If they cluster around wanting 

professional support without institutional gatekeeping, and you 

have a budget, hybrid or partnership publishing deserves a careful 

look, with the companion contract guide open beside whatever 

agreement you’re considering. If they cluster around speed, 

maximum control, and a willingness to do or manage the work 

yourself, self-publishing is your lane, and the Marketing Power 

Tool becomes your next stop rather than this one. 

There’s no wrong answer here. There’s only a mismatch between 

your actual answers and the path you pick anyway, and that’s the 

mismatch this framework exists to prevent. 

Next 

Two companion Power Tools go deeper on pieces this chapter 

deliberately kept at an overview level. Hybrid and Partnership 

Publishing Contracts covers the specific clauses that separate a fair 

agreement from a predatory one. Audiobook Rights and Distribution 

covers a decision every path eventually forces regardless of which 

lane you chose to get your book into print. 
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