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A COMPREHENSIVE STUDY OF 

BUSINESS BOOK ROI

Between April and August 2024, four author service organizations—Amplify Publishing 

Group, Gotham Ghostwriters, Smith Publicity, and Thought Leadership Leverage (TLL), 

working with author and former Forrester SVP Josh Bernoff, conducted a survey of business 

and other nonfiction authors. 

The survey sought to analyze factors most likely to generate a positive return on investment 

(ROI) for authors pursuing book projects. Bernoff, TLL COO Bill Sherman, and TLL 

Organizational Psychologist and Psychometrician Dr. AJ Marsden collaborated to design the 

survey instrument. The survey design was based on an earlier pilot survey that Bernoff 

conducted for the book Build a Better Business Book.
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• Fully 64% of business books showed 

a gross profit. The median profit for 

books out for at least 6 months was 

$11,350.

• Launch PR, ghostwriters, and revenue 

strategy were correlated with profit. 

Books with launch PR teams had a 

median gross profit of $55,500; those 

with a strong revenue strategy, over 

$96,000. The median ghostwritten book 

was four times as profitable as other 

books. Books generated an average of 

$1.24 in revenue per dollar spent.

• Authors spent money to make their 

books successful. The median spending 

was $7,000 across all expense 

categories, but the median hybrid-

published author spent $23,000. Half 

of the authors reported unexpected 

costs. Authors commonly paid the most 

for ghostwriters and book launch PR.

• The median book generated $18,200 

in revenue. Traditionally published 

books more than tripled that amount, and 

hybrid-published books nearly doubled 

it. Among authors with books out 6 

months or more, 18% reported $250,000 

or more in income. Speaking, consulting, 

and workshops generated much more 

income than book sales and royalties. 

• Authors boosted their brands. 

More than 90% reported some form of 

nonmonetary value in their books, and 

89% said writing a book was a good idea.

• The top marketing tactics were email 

campaigns and Amazon reviews. 

The most popular social media tactics 

were posting on LinkedIn and promoting 

on blogs. X was one of the worst 

marketing channels.

• Most authors accomplished their goals. 

These included sharing their knowledge, 

elevating important topics, and boosting 

their reputations.

• Book sales rarely met expectations. 

Median sales were 4,600 for 

traditionally published books, 1,600 

for hybrid-published books, and 700 

for self-published books. But book 

sales didn’t predict success or ROI.

• Hybrid publishers delivered better 

service. The authors were almost 

evenly split between those with 

traditional publishers, those who had 

worked with hybrid publishers, and 

self-published authors. Authors with 

hybrid publishers were more than twice 

as likely to strongly agree that they were 

satisfied with their publishers.

DATA HIGHLIGHTS

The survey reached a diverse collection of 350 authors and prospective authors, of which 301 

had published a nonfiction book. Two-thirds of them had published multiple books. 

Our analysis showed:
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Authors who responded were 57% male, 40% female, and overwhelmingly white. Most were 

between the ages of 46 and 65; half were 56 or older. Geographically, 86% were from North 

America, while 8% were European; the rest were scattered across the globe. Authors who 

were not yet published were somewhat younger, with a similar gender split.

AUTHOR RESPONDENT PROFILES

AUTHORS WERE BALANCED BY GENDER WITH A MEDIAN AGE OF 56

P A R T  1
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40%
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Nonbinary or 
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3%

Gender 
(Published authors) 25 or younger

1%
26-35

3%

36-45

13%

46-55

29%
56-65

27%

66 or older

24%
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5%

36-45

25%

46-55

44%

56-65

13%
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Those who had published books were most likely to identify themselves as consultants, 

authors, entrepreneurs, and speakers; women authors were somewhat more likely than men 

to say they were speakers or thought leaders. Authors’ books targeted a variety of audiences 
including executives, managers, professionals, marketers, and students. 

(Note: Categories may not sum to 100% due to rounding or multiple responses.)

PUBLISHED AUTHORS HAD DIVERSE TARGET AUDIENCES AND IDENTITIES
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19%

10%
9%

4% 4% 4% 4% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3%

27%

What category is your book in?

The authors in the survey had books in a wide variety of categories. Management/leadership, 

marketing, and how-to books were most common.

BOOK CATEGORIES WERE DIVERSE
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Respondents pursued three main publishing paths for their most recent books: securing 

deals with traditional publishers, hiring hybrid publishers to produce their books, or self -

publishing. (As we show in Parts 3 and 4, different publishing paths lead to different 

spending and revenue profiles.) One in four worked with a coauthor, and one in twelve with a 

ghostwriter. Two-thirds of published authors had published multiple books. Two-thirds were 

self-employed; 54% fit the thought leadership persona “Thought Leader on the Go.”

AUTHORS HAVE EXTENSIVE EXPERIENCE, USE VARIED PUBLISHING PATHS

Solo author

69%

Coauthor

24%

Ghostwriter

5%

Coauthor 

and 

ghostwriter

3%

Authoring method

Traditional

35%

Hybrid

31%

Self-published

28%

Other

6%

Publishing paths 
(Most recent book)

1 2 3 4 5+

Number of books published

Traditional Hybrid Self-published Other37%
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26%

Growth-

Minded CEO, 

10%

Impact and 

Legacy Executive, 

26%
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on the Go, 54%

In-House 

Expert, 

2%

Brand-Name 

Author, 8%
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(Thought Leadership Leverage persona definitions)

Employed 

(full/part time)

29%

Retired

5%

Self-employed

66%

Employment status
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Notes: Chart includes only the top 

ten goals selected in the survey. 

Percentage with a clear plan 

includes respondents who selected 

“I had a very specific plan for 
achieving my goal with every single 

step outlined” or “I had a 
moderately specific plan for 

achieving my goal with a few steps 

outlined.” Percentage with 
expected results includes 

respondents who chose “strongly 
agree” or “moderately agree” in 
response to the statement “My 
process for accomplishing this 

goal went as expected.” Table 
highlights indicate notably high or 

low responses.

Authors’ top goals were to share their knowledge, elevate a topic that needs attention, and 
boost their reputations. They accomplished most of their goals, but some found it harder to 

succeed with changing opinions and selling books. For each goal, less than 67% had a solid 

plan. And while 82% had the success they expected with sharing their knowledge, less than 

half achieved expected success with changing opinions or book sales.

AUTHOR MOTIVATIONS AND METHODS

MOST AUTHORS ACCOMPLISHED THEIR GOALS

78%

68%

67%

60%

57%

44%

38%

34%

27%

18%

15%

18%

8%

19%

15%

6%

3%

6%

4%

2%

Share knowledge

Elevate topic that needs attention

Boost my reputation

More paid engagements

Generate leads

Give back to society

Build a personal legacy

Change opinions in my field

Money from book sales

Prove I could do it

Proportion of authors with each stated goal

Goal Primary goal

Base for each cell

 is authors who had 

the stated goal

Percentage who 

accomplished

Percentage with 

a clear plan

Percentage who 

accomplished 

expected result

Share knowledge 91% 67% 82%

Elevate a topic that 

needs attention
84% 56% 66%

Boost my reputation 87% 49% 67%

More paid engagements 75% 52% 57%

Generate leads 72% 56% 57%

Give back to society 81% 42% 64%

Build a personal legacy 77% 38% 59%

Change opinions in 

my field
63% 44% 47%

Money from book sales 64% 54% 41%

Prove I could do it 94% 63% 91%

P A R T  2
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AUTHORS’ EMPLOYERS AND THEIR FAMILIES WERE GENERALLY SUPPORTIVE

Among the 124 authors who worked within organizations, 50% said their organization was an 

integral partner in the process. Half of the authors said that their books didn’t affect their family 
relationships, and another one-third said their family made extra efforts to support them. These 

results were fairly consistent regardless of the gender of the authors.

50%

25%

10%

14%

2%

They were an integral part of my writing and book promotion; we were partners.

It was mixed -- they were helpful in some ways, but not in others.

They tolerated me spending time on the book, but weren’t very helpful.

They didn't really care that I was writing a book.

They were hostile to the idea of me writing the book.

Levels of organizational support

31%

4%

48%

13%

4%

They made extra efforts to allow me the time and effort my book needed.

They were supportive when I was writing, but impatient with the demands

of promoting the book.

The book didn’t really affect my relationship with my family.

They were supportive, but sometimes the demands of the book created

challenges with my family.

They resented the time and effort the book required.

Levels of family support

“My husband doesn’t understand 
how time-consuming and expensive 

it is to market a book. He doesn’t 
want to hear the problems.” 

– Self-published, 3 books

“Writing can be a lonely and 
frustrating process” 

– Traditionally published, 5+ books

“I became more stressed at home 
during the quick-turnaround editing 

phases when timelines were out of 

my control.” 
– Hybrid-published, first book

“If you have kids, being an author is 
not possible without the support of 

your partner.” 

– Traditionally published, first book

“My wife organized a writing retreat 
for me to write the majority of my 

book in a cabin alone. This is why 

my book came to life.”

– Hybrid-published, first book

They were an integral part 

of my writing and book 

promotion; we were partners.

It was mixed—they were helpful 

in some ways, but not in others.

They tolerated me 

spending time on the book, 

but weren’t very helpful.

They didn’t really care 
that I was writing a book.

They were hostile to the 

idea of me writing the book.

They made extra efforts to 

allow me the time 

and effort my book needed.

They were supportive when I was 

writing, but impatient with the 

demands of promoting the book.

The book didn’t really affect 
my relationship with my family.

They were supportive, but 

sometimes the demands of the 

book created challenges 

with my family.

They resented the time 

and effort the book required.
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The median author spent 10 months writing their book. Traditionally published authors 

typically spent 12 months, while self-published authors spent only 6. While more than 70% of 

traditionally published and hybrid-published authors agreed that they were satisfied with 

their publishers, hybrid-published authors were twice as likely to volunteer strong 

agreement. Authors, especially experienced authors, agreed that they used an efficient 

process that aligned with both their personal career strategy and their business strategy. 

AUTHORS WERE EFFICIENT, MORE SATISFIED WITH HYBRID PUBLISHERS

Note: Includes only “moderately agree” and “strongly agree” responses.

19%

45%

43%

22%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Traditional

Hybrid

Agreement with the statement “I am satisfied with my publisher.”

Strongly agree Moderately agree

36% 35%

12%
8%

5% 4%

6 months or less 7-12 months 13-18 months 19-24 months 25-36 months More than 36 months

How many months did you spend actually 
writing your most recent nonfiction book?

62%

78%

69%

74%

85%

79%

My writing process was efficient.

My book clearly aligns with my personal career strategy.

My book clearly aligns with my business strategy.

Authors’ agreement with statements about their most recent books

First book Second or subsequent

My book clearly aligns with my personal career strategy. 

62%

67%
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24%

42%

25%

2%
5%

0% 1%

<200 201-1,000 1,001-5,000 5,001-10,000 10,001-20,000 20,001-50,000 >50,000

Self-published book sales

Median sales: 700

Median expected: 1,100 

6%

14%

33%

15%
13%

10%
8%

<200 201-1,000 1,001-5,000 5,001-10,000 10,001-20,000 20,001-50,000 >50,000

Traditional book sales

Among traditionally published books, 18% sold more than 20,000 copies; for hybrid-

published, 5% sold that many. The median number of books sold was 4,600 for traditionally 

published books, 1,600 for hybrids, and 700 for self-published books. These numbers were a 

fraction of what authors were expecting. Book sales were not the primary predictor of 

success; many authors accomplished their goals despite selling fewer books than expected. 

BOOK SALES GENERALLY FELL SHORT OF EXPECTATIONS

Note: Includes print books, e-books, and audiobooks, but not foreign translations. We use medians rather than means to 

moderate the influence of extreme values.

12%

28%
31%

13%
10%

4%
1%

<200 201-1,000 1,001-5,000 5,001-10,000 10,001-20,000 20,001-50,000 >50,000

Hybrid book sales

Median sales: 1,600

Median expected: 4,400

Median sales: 4,600

Median expected: 8,900 
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Total spending on book Minimum ($) 25th percentile ($) Median ($) 75th percentile ($) Maximum ($)

All published authors (301) 0 700 7,000 25,500 368,000

Traditionally published (106) 0 0 10,000 27,375 368,000

Hybrid published (93) 0 7,000 23,000 57,000 180,000

Self-published (84) 0 800 2,550 7,000 144,000

Had strong strategy (71) 0 500 5,000 25,000 264,000

Had weak strategy (224) 0 700 8,000 25,125 368,000

First book (109) 0 400 5,000 27,500 368,000

Second/subsequent book (192) 0 1,000 7,500 25,000 264,000

Published 5+ books (77) 0 1,920 10,000 23,000 264,000

Notes: Does not include authors 

who said they used a service but 

did not spend money on it. Strong 

strategy includes authors who 

responded “I had a very specific 
plan for achieving my goal with 

every single step outlined” or 
“I had a moderately specific plan 
for achieving my goal with a few 

steps outlined” for their primary 
author goal.

Because authors’ goals vary, the range of spending was vast: some spent hundreds of 
thousands of dollars, while others spent nothing. Median spending per book was $7,000; 

hybrid-published authors spent twice that, while experienced authors’ median spending was 
$10,000. Authors paid for a dizzying variety of services: editors, graphic designers, and PR 

agencies were most common.

SPENDING

MEDIAN SPEND PER BOOK WAS $7,000, INCLUDING A WIDE VARIETY OF SE RVICES

P A R T  3
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Copy editor

Graphic designer

PR agency (book launch specialist)
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Book or writing coach

Social media specialist

Literary agent

PR agency (general)

Ghostwriter

Illustrator

Thought leadership strategist

Paid placement in bookstores

Researcher

Speech coach

Survey work or statistical analysis

Cartoonist

Other

Proportion of authors who paid for each service
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THE MOST EXPENSIVE SERVICES WERE GHOSTWRITERS AND PR AGENCIES

The most expensive items, among authors invested in them, were ghostwriters, PR agencies, 

and paid placement in bookstores. Authors were mostly satisfied with the services they paid 

for, including 96% of those who used ghostwriters, but only about half were happy with the 

result from money they spent on paid placement in bookstores, social media specialists, and 

book launch agencies. 

Service 
(number of authors 

paying for each service)

25th 

percentile ($)

Median 

($)

75th 

percentile ($)

Average 

months used

% who were 

satisfied

Copy editor (142) 1,000 2,000 5,000 3.9 86%

Graphic designer (88) 500 1,000 3,000 7.5 86%

PR agency, launch specialist (56) 9,750 15,000 26,250 5.4 53%

Developmental editor (54) 2,500 5,000 10,000 6.7 80%

Book or writing coach (53) 2,000 6,000 12,000 9.0 84%

Social media specialist (41) 4,000 6,000 15,000 7.5 50%

Literary agent (33) 5,000 10,000 20,000 18.5 78%

PR agency, general (29) 5,000 10,000 15,000 5.1 61%

Ghostwriter (25) 10,000 25,000 50,000 9.0 96%

Illustrator (19) 750 2,000 3,000 3.5 81%

Thought leadership strategist (14) 2,125 7,500 18,750 9.7 88%

Paid placement in bookstores (12) 5,000 11,000 21,350 3.5 31%

Researcher (11) 1,500 2,500 5,000 6.8 79%

Speech coach (9) 3,500 10,000 20,000 8.5 90%

Survey/statistical work (5) 1,400 2,000 4,500 2.1 78%

Cartoonist (2) 3,375 6,250 9,125 2.3 100%

Other (41) 1,500 5,000 20,000 7.4 83%

Note: It is unwise to draw conclusions from statistics for categories with fewer than 25 respondents. Satisfaction 

measures the percentage of those using the service who said they “moderately agree” or “strongly agree” with the 
statement “I am satisfied with my . . .”. 
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"Probably spent $10k on books 

to give away at our events and 

to trainees.”

– Traditionally published, 2 books

“It always costs more than you 
think, between buying books and 

giving them away.” 

– Self-published, 5+ books

“The book had 100 images and 
required much more extensive 

layout than my previous books.” 

– Self-published, 3 books

“I misjudged how to compensate 
myself for the time commitment 

required.” 

– Self-published, 5+ books

“Everything cost more than I 
anticipated, especially creating a 

social media platform. I wrote 

under a pen name, which was 

very expensive to promote.”
         – Hybrid-published, first book

“I wasn’t prepared for the total 
cost of everything that needed to 

be done to generate a bestseller.” 

– Traditionally published, 2 books
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EMAIL, AMAZON REVIEWS, AND CONTRIBUTED ARTICLES WERE POPULAR 

MARKETING TACTICS

Two-thirds of authors reached out to their existing mailing lists; nearly as many solicited 

Amazon reviews and contributed bylined articles to media outlets. The most effective tactics, 

according to the authors who used them, were soliciting back-cover quotes, public speaking, 

and outreach to podcasters. Fewer than 20 of the authors in our survey used distributed buying 

bestseller programs or paid airport bookstore placements, but those who did mostly reported 

satisfactory results. The most disappointing tactics, with about a 50% success rate, were 

requesting book reviews from the media, book purchases from authors’ sites, working with 
publishers’ publicity teams, and speaking at bookstore events.

Note: In this chart, “Worked well” includes the responses “Very well” and “Somewhat well.” “Worked poorly” 
includes the responses “Very poorly” and “Somewhat poorly.”

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Email campaign to current mailing list

Encouraging Amazon reviews

Contributed articles in media sites

Outreach to podcasters

Public speaking engagements

Solicit back-cover blurbs

Electronic Advance Reader Copies

Book launch party

Outreach to press

Book purchases from my site

Work with publisher's publicity team

Advance Reader Copies

Hire a book publicist

Outreach to bloggers

Soliciting book reviews from media

Paid advertising on Amazon

Speaking events at bookstores

Other

Distributed buying programs to get onto bestseller list

Other paid advertising

Paid placement in airport or other bookstores

Proportion of authors using marketing tactics

Worked well Worked poorly
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LEADING SOCIAL MEDIA TACTICS WERE LINKEDIN, BLOGS, 

FACEBOOK, AND VIDEO

LinkedIn was by far the most popular tool for social media book promotion, with 76% of 

authors using it and three-fourths of those reporting success. The most effective social media 

tactics, according to authors who used them, were LinkedIn, promoting on a company’s 
podcast, and producing and sharing videos. X (formerly Twitter) was notably ineffective; 33% of 

authors tried it, but fewer than half said it worked well. TikTok and social media ads were 

unpopular and ineffective. About 6% of authors didn’t promote at all with social media.

Note: In this chart, “Worked well” includes the responses “Very well” and “Somewhat well.” “Worked poorly” 
includes the responses “Very poorly” and “Somewhat poorly.”

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Post articles on LinkedIn

Promote on your own or company blog

Promote on a Facebook profile or page

Produce and share video content

Promote on your own or company Instagram

Promote on your own or company Twitter/X

Other social media promotion

Promote on your own or company podcast

Post articles on Forbes or similar sites

Produce and share infographics

Paid advertising on social media, such as LinkedIn

Promote on TikTok

Proportion of authors using social media tactics

Worked well Don't know Worked poorly
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“My virtual launch day included 
a network of social media posting, 

emailing, and live streaming 

interviews throughout the day. 

Was an Amazon best-seller” 

        – Hybrid-published, first book

“Spoke on stages and virtual 
webinars. Promoted pre-sales and 

created a launch campaign.” 

– Self-published, 2 books

“LinkedIn Live webinars have been 
especially productive.”

– Traditionally published, 5+ books

“Social media cost was insane. 
The services from Forbes 

were overpriced.”

– Hybrid-published, first book

“Reddit Ask Me Anything (AMAs) 
and promotion through my 

own subreddit. This appears to 

have been the most effective 

marketing channel.” 

        – Traditionally published, first book

“Encouraged agencies/professionals 
featured in the book to post. They 

have much larger followings than 

I do.” 
        – Traditionally published, 2 books
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AUTHORS, ESPECIALLY NEW ONES, HAD UNEXPECTED COSTS

About half of authors reported unexpected costs. Four out of ten authors spent more than 

expected, and 19% spent much more. First-time authors saw more cost overruns.

49%
53%

46%

22%

69%

Published authors First book Second/subsequent

book

Strong strategy Weak strategy

Proportion who reported unexpected costs

21%
27%

18% 20% 22%

19%

25%

15%

24%
16%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Published authors First book Second/subsequent

book

Strong strategy Weak strategy

Authors who spent more than expected

A little more A lot more

Note: The strategy rating is based on the author’s response to “Did you have a clear plan to accomplish this goal” 
regarding the author’s most important goal. Strong strategy includes the responses “I had a very specific plan for 
achieving my goal with every single step outlined” or “I had a moderately specific plan for achieving my goal with a 
few steps outlined.” Weak strategy includes all other responses.
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Total revenue generated 

due to book
Minimum ($) 25th percentile ($) Median ($) 75th percentile ($) Maximum ($)

All published authors (301) 0 2,000 18,000 115,000 7,850,000

Published <6 months (73) 0 1,000 12,000 70,000 7,850,000

Published 6+ months (228) 0 2,800 25,000 126,500 6,815,000

Traditionally published* (76) 0 11,500 67,000 242,375 6,250,000

Hybrid-published* (65) 0 2,021 35,000 164,400 3,000,000

Self-published* (83) 0 1,000 8,000 46,700 6,815,000

To capture the full revenue impact of the book, we summed up new revenues in many 

categories for each author. Like expenditures, revenues generated by books are highly 

variable. Books published less than 6 months earlier generated a median return of only 

$12,000, while those out at least 6 months generated $25,000. To fairly compare groups, we 

restricted the rest of our analysis to books published for at least 6 months. Comparing 

median revenues for such books, traditionally and hybrid-published books were much more 

lucrative than self-published books. Among respondents with books out 6 months or more, 

11% reported no revenue at all, but 18% generated more than $250,000 in revenue. Among 

authors who reported zero revenues, 77% of them said revenue was not their primary goal.

REVENUES

MEDIAN REVENUE GENERATED PER BOOK WAS $18,200

P A R T  4

11%
9%

22%

18%
21%

18%

0 1-1,000 1,001-10,000 10,001-50,000 50,001-250,000 More than 250,000

Revenue distribution* 
($, 6+ months after publication)

Note: * Indicates analysis limited to books published for at least 6 months.
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REVENUE DRIVERS INCLUDED GHOSTWRITERS, CLEAR STRATEGY, 

AND LAUNCH PR

Note: * Indicates analysis limited to books published for at least 6 months. **Strategy analysis is limited to authors 

who said their primary goal was increasing engagement, generating leads, or selling books, 81 authors in all. Strong 

strategy includes authors who responded “I had a very specific plan for achieving my goal with every single step 
outlined” or “I had a moderately specific plan for achieving my goal with a few steps outlined” for their primary 
author goal.

18,200

12,000

25,000

67,500

35,000

8,000

43,700

14,750

12,000

103,500

50,000

92,500

104,000

All authors

Published <6 months

Published 6+ months*

Traditionally published*

Hybrid published*

Self-published*

First book*

Second/subsequent book*

5+ books*

Strong revenue strategy**

Weak revenue strategy**

Ghostwritten*

Hired book launch PR*

Median revenue 
($, 6+ months after publication where indicated)

We carefully examined variables that were correlated with increased revenue for books out for 

at least 6 months. While there’s no way to prove causation, among authors whose primary goal 
was financial, those with a clear strategy earned more than $100,000, twice as much as those 

without. Ghostwritten books generated far more income: $92,500 was the median. And authors 

who hired a PR team for their book launch brought in a median of more than $100,000. 

Surprisingly, first books often outearned second and subsequent books; clearly, pumping out 

book after book is not the way to maximize earnings.
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BOOKS GENERATED A WIDE ARRAY OF FINANCIAL BENEFITS

About one published author in three saw increases in speaking fees and in consulting; nearly as 

many observed increases in workshops. Less than one in twenty received a raise in pay. The 

median book advance for the 104 traditionally published authors in our sample was just 

$5,500; 31% got no advance, and 11% got more than $150,000. Advances were skewed by 

gender; the median advance for women authors was $5,000 versus $7,750 for men.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

None

Speaking fees

Consulting

Workshops

Organization's sales

Online courses

Other

Partnerships

Salary increase

Proportion of authors seeing revenue increases by category

Traditional Hybrid Self-published Other
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11%
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4%

31%

34%

31%
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26%

13%
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5%
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13%

34%

23%

16%

6%
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3% 3%
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0 1-10,000 10,001-25,000 25,001-50,000 50,001-75,000 75,001-100,000 100,001-

150,000
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Advances for traditionally published authors ($)

Women Men
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Traditionally published authors typically generated $8,500 in advances and royalties, and other 

publication models generated far less. The real revenue gains were in other categories. Among 

authors who generated revenues in each category, speeches generated a median revenue of 

$30,000; consulting, $50,000; and workshops, $40,000. Some authors saw windfalls in 

categories like corporate sales, partnerships, and salary increases. More than 70% of authors 

also reported increases in leads or gigs. Authors who reported increases typically saw ten 

speaking gigs, seven workshop gigs, dozens of consulting leads, or scores of coaching sessions. 

Traditionally published books generated more, but hybrid- and self-published books also 

boosted engagement. 

REVENUE INCREASES WENT FAR BEYOND BOOK SALES

Note: It is unwise to draw conclusions from statistics for categories with fewer than 25 respondents. Revenues 

include the total cumulative increase since book was published. Except for advances, the median includes only 

respondents who reported greater than zero revenues in each category. Columns do not sum to the total because 

not all respondents reported revenue in each category.

Revenue category 

(number of authors)
Range ($) Average ($) Median ($)

Median 
($, traditional)

Median 
($, hybrid)

Median 
($, self-

published)

All  (263) 0–7,850,000 277,000 18,200 50,525 35,000 7,300

Direct book sales (169) 15–2,000,000 28,000 3,300 5,000 7,500 2,000

Book advance (109) 0–2,000,000 77,000 5,500 5,500 0 0

Royalties (108) 12–750,000 22,000 2,000 3,000 2,000 600

Speaking fees (87) 25–2,000,000 152,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 10,000

Consulting (80) 20–5,000,000 197,000 50,000 50,000 50,000 50,000

Workshops (65) 10–1,000,000 119,000 40,000 60,000 40,000 22,500

Organization’s sales (45) 10–4,000,000 436,000 64,000 250,000 150,000 25,000

Sale of rights (34) 10–100,000 12,000 3,750 2,000 13,500 1,500

Online courses (25) 100–1,000,000 156,000 20,000 100,000 15,000 42,000

Partnerships (9) 1500–1,500,000 324,000 100,000 150,000 100,000 762,500

Salary increase (9) 200–2,000,000 309,000 10,000 255,000 7,000 100,000

Other (15) 100–999,999 102,000 10,000 50,000 10,000 8,000
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AUTHORS SAW BOOSTS IN CREDIBILITY, PERSONAL BRAND

Nearly nine in ten authors agreed that writing a book was a good decision, regardless of their

publishing model. One reason: nonmonetary rewards. Among the authors we reached, 

68% said they were now more credible to prospects and clients, while 61% said their personal 

brand was worth more. Authors also saw improvements in podcast requests, social media 

mentions and followers, and global visibility. Only 8% saw no improvements in these soft 

measures. And 89% of authors agreed (with 72% strongly agreeing) that writing a book was 

a good decision.
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Slightly/moderately agree

17%

Slightly/moderately/strongly 

disagree

11%

Writing a book was a good decision

68%

61%

59%

55%

51%

41%

36%

33%

33%

32%

29%

22%

8%
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Boost in value of personal brand

Number of podcast interview requests

Number of followers on social media

Number of social media mentions/tags/etc.

Ability to connect with people globally

Social recognition/currency

Inquires from news media

Likelihood of getting quoted in media

Higher profile speaking engagements

Speed to substantive conversations with prospects and clients

Improved penetration of ideas within organizations

None of the above

Proportion of authors reporting significant improvements
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34%

10%

21%
19%

10%
7%

No gross profit 1-5,000 5,001-50,000 50,001-250,000 250,001-1 million More than 1 million

Gross profit distribution 

($, 6+months after publication)

We computed gross profit (total increase in revenues minus total spending) to determine 

what made it most likely that a book would generate a positive return. Once again, there was 

a wide range of results: one author spent $180,000 more than they made, while another 

generated a gross profit of nearly $8,000,000. Two-thirds of books out for at least 6 months 

had a net positive gross profit. Traditionally published books were the most profitable, with a 

median of $52,500, but hybrid-published and self-published books were also mostly 

profitable. We also looked at ROI; after paying expenses, the median book generated a profit 

of $2.33 per dollar spent.

PROFIT

MEDIAN GROSS PROFIT WAS $11,350

P A R T  5

Note: * Indicates analysis limited to books published for at least 6 months. ROI is defined as gross profit divided by 

expense. For ROI computations, all books were assigned a minimum cost of at least $100.

Gross profit (increase in 

revenues minus expenses)
Minimum ($)

25th 

percentile ($)
Median ($)

75th 

percentile ($)
Maximum ($) Median ROI

% with 

positive 

gross profit

All published authors (301) -180,000 -2,500 10,000 99,000 7,825,000 2.33 64%

Published <6 months (73) -180,000 -3,400 6,800 56,340 7,850,000 1.59 60%

Published 6+ months (228) -180,000 -2,500 11,350 105,925 6,811,750 2.56 66%

Traditionally published* (76) -27,000 6,575 52,500 211,500 6,248,000 7.27 84%

Hybrid-published* (65) -180,000 -19,050 4,500 124,025 2,975,000 0.52 53%

Self-published* (83) -38,000 -2,500 1,700 35,500 6,811,750 1.50 60%
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TRADITIONAL PUBLISHERS, LAUNCH PR, GHOSTWRITERS 

CORRELATED WITH PROFIT

What makes a book profitable? First off, patience: books published for at least 6 months 

approached twice the profitability of those that were newer, with a median profit exceeding 

$11,000. Traditional publication is no guarantee of success, but traditionally published books 

had a major edge in profitability, in part because of book advances. Ghostwritten books 

generated a median gross profit of more than $43,500 after 6 months, despite the cost of the 

ghostwriter. Books launched with a PR campaign generated a median gross profit of more than 

$50,000, while those launched with a clear revenue strategy neared $100,000. While only nine 

authors in our survey had books out for at least 6 months and had paid for bookstore 

placement, they had an astounding median gross profit of $430,000; even so, it’s a stretch to 
assume the placement drove the profit.

Note: * Indicates analysis limited to books out for at least 6 months. **Strategy analysis is limited to authors with a 

primary goal of increasing engagement, generating leads, or selling books, 81 authors in all. Strong strategy 

includes authors who responded “I had a very specific plan for achieving my goal with every single step outlined” or 
“I had a moderately specific plan for achieving my goal with a few steps outlined” for their primary author goal.
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BIGGER SPENDERS WERE MORE SUCCESSFUL

There was a strong correlation (R = 0.243, p < .01) between the money authors invested and 

the value they extracted. On average, every dollar spent on a book returned $1.24 in revenue. 

In every category, a majority of authors had a positive return.
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AUTHORS SHARE OPINIONS

“Authors don’t make money on 
book sales. They make money on 

what the book makes possible. 

Spend time and money on getting 

the book off the shelf.” 

        – Hybrid-published, first book

“When you write something, you 
have absolutely no idea if or how 

readers are going to respond. So, 

the reaction to it (“eye-opening!”, 
“groundbreaking!”,“life-changing!”, 
etc.) has been unbelievable 

and incredibly gratifying.”

        – Traditionally published, first book

“Don’t expect to sell a million 
books. Don't do it for the direct 

revenue from the sale of the book. 

Find other reasons. Lead with 

the idea of creating something 

of value!” 

        – Hybrid-published, first book “Enjoy getting that ‘changed my life’ 
response for each of the books I've 

written or coauthored.”

– Self-published, 5+ books

“The money comes not from selling 
your book, but from having written 

—and published—a book...and all 

that comes along with it, including 

boosting your visibility and your 

credibility as a thought leader and 

expert in your field. I also feel 

that having your book published 

by a legitimate publisher gives 

you more credibility than self-

publishing or hybrid-publishing as 

it is a stamp of validity and social 

proof. Although, many readers 

don’t really know the difference, 
or care.”

        – Traditionally published, first book

“Understand the book is a tool in 
the toolbox, not a means to an end. 

It is for credibility and additional 

topics.” 

        – Self-published, 5+ books

“Rewarding to just be in the ‘club’ of 
published authors. It’s added 
credibility to our business.” 

– Hybrid-published, first book
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Amplify Publishing Group is a leader within the hybrid 

publishing space, partnering with media organizations and 

thought leaders to bring new and diverse ideas to the printed 

page. Launched in 2003 with a single title, APG has since risen 

to what it is today—one of the fastest growing and most 

respected hybrid publishing companies in the world. At the 

core of Amplify’s ethos is a prioritization of innovation: over 

the past two decades it has brought new and exciting 

ways to publish to the fore, legitimizing the fastest-growing 

sector of the market to date. It now stands strong with six 

imprints and an expert team of publishing professionals.

ABOUT OUR SPONSORS
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Gotham Ghostwriters is the nation’s premier ghostwriting 
agency. With a network of 4,000-plus editorial specialists—and 

connections to a larger universe of 20,000 freelance 

professionals—Gotham offers authors, thinkers, and speakers 

the unparalleled ability to find the right writing partner for their 

priorities. Gotham also helps its clients find the right publishing 

path and get the most impact for their ideas through its 

extensive industry relationships with literary agents, 

publishers, media outlets, and PR and marketing consultants.

https://amplifypublishinggroup.com/
https://amplifypublishinggroup.com/
https://gothamghostwriters.com/
https://gothamghostwriters.com/


Business Author ROI Research Report   |   29
This report and survey design are copyright © 2024 by Amplify Publishing Group, Gotham Ghostwriters, 

and Thought Leadership Leverage. All rights reserved. See back cover for reprint permissions.

Thought Leadership Leverage serves individuals and 

organizations who generate revenue through their new and 

existing thought leadership. For the past two decades, it has 

focused on B2B thought leadership in three areas: strategy, 

go-to-market, and enterprise sales. Many of its clients have 

published books and want to create new revenue streams and 

produce greater impact from their IP. Others have spent years 

creating value by being present in the room and the Zoom. Now, 

they’re looking for a fresh business model. Thought Leadership 
Leverage can help clients codify their IP, shape it into market-

ready products, and turn one-off transactional client 

engagements into enterprise-scale opportunities.

Smith Publicity has been a global leader in creative publicity 

and public relations since 1997, helping authors and experts 

expand their influence and build authority beyond the pages of 

a book. Its clients include New York Times bestsellers, debut 

authors, CEOs, speakers, academics, and subject matter 

experts. Smith Publicity secures media appearances that boost 

visibility, build credibility, and fuel business and platform 

growth. Recognized in PR News’ “Agency Elite Top 100” and as 
top publicists by Qwoted, Smith Publicity’s team continually 
innovates with clients and their teams to build strategies that 

amplify their ideas for lasting impact.

A logo on a black background
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https://thoughtleadershipleverage.com/
https://thoughtleadershipleverage.com/
https://www.smithpublicity.com/
https://www.smithpublicity.com/
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Dr. AJ Marsden

Bestselling author, 

editor, former SVP

at Forrester

Josh Bernoff
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AJ Marsden, PhD, as Organizational Psychologist and Psychometrician at TLL, develops 

leadership and organizational measures, creates organizational- and competency-based 

models, and conducts validity and reliability analyses of various assessments. At the college 

level, she teaches courses in cognitive neuroscience, research methodology (quantitative, 

qualitative, and advanced), and behavioral statistics.

Bill Sherman, the COO of Thought Leadership Leverage, has a passion for data-driven 

thought leadership. He has spent his career helping thought leaders sharpen their thinking, 

create testable hypotheses, design scalable solutions, and sell them into Fortune 500 and 

global organizations.

Josh Bernoff is the author of Build a Better Business Book:  How to Plan 

Write, and Promote a Book That Matters, a comprehensive guide for 

business authors. He has written or collaborated on more than 50 

business book projects that have generated more than $20 million for their 

authors. He helps authors with ghostwriting, developmental editing, book 

proposals, and idea development. His books include Groundswell, a 

BusinessWeek bestseller, and Writing Without Bullshit. He was previously 

senior vice president, idea development at Forrester, where he launched 

Technographics, a large-scale consumer survey product.

https://www.amazon.com/Build-Better-Business-Book-Comprehensive-ebook/dp/B0C4M8QQ82
https://www.linkedin.com/in/a-j-marsden-ph-d-5884b8b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bill-sherman-274a02/
https://bernoff.com/
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We’d also like to thank the following organizations that graciously shared the survey with their 
author contacts: 

Bookbound

Biz Book Publishing Hub

Carlton PR & Marketing

David Moldawer

Extraordinary Business Book podcast

Greenleaf Book Group

The Hot Sheet—Jane Friedman

Ideapress

Intelligent Ink

Jane Wesman Public Relations

Marketing Book Podcast

Marshall Goldsmith 100 Coaches

Message Design Institute

Monaco Associates

Page Two

Stacy Ennis

The Tilt Newsletter

Walsh Books

Windword Literary Services

Zilker Media

SUPPORTING SPONSORS
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Thought Leadership Leverage’s persona definitions referenced on p. 7 are available at 
https://thoughtleadershipleverage.com/who-we-serve/ 

News media and publishing industry sources are explicitly permitted to quote statistics from 

this report, provided they identify the source as “A Comprehensive Study of Business Book 
ROI” and provide a link to the survey results at AuthorROI.com. 

To download a copy, visit AuthorROI.com. 

For media inquiries, speaking requests, or further information about the study, please contact:

Marissa Eigenbrood, President, Smith Publicity, Inc. at  marissa@smithpublicity.com or 

856-489-8654 x1003

For more information, contact us at info@AuthorROI.com.

https://thoughtleadershipleverage.com/who-we-serve/
https://authorroi.com/
https://authorroi.com/
mailto:marissa@smithpublicity.com
mailto:info@AuthorROI.com
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