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TITLE: 
DIGITAL SELF-PROMOTION FOR THE 
UNDERDOG AUTHOR: CREATIVE 
OPPORTUNITIES AND EXPERIMENTATION

  This paper addresses a lack of originality in the online self-promotion of 
many mid-list, indie and self-published authors, investigating the strategies 
of authors who are making more creative use of digital technologies for their 
self-promotion. This research provides a practical point of guidance to other 
authors of fiction wishing to innovate in this way.
  The literature review provides an overview of changes in global media 
consumption following the digital revolution. This research suggests that cre-
ative digital promotional projects might be a low-cost, high impact way of 
overcoming some of the resulting challenges.
  Primary research is undertaken in the form of case studies, profiling three 
authors’ promotional projects. The effectiveness of their projects is measured 
in terms of increased reader/author engagement, increased online visibility, 
book sales, and more.
  The research finds that creative digital promotional projects are particu-
larly successful if they are inventive, utilize online community-building, feel 
like a unique event, and can stand alone as digital or interactive art. It is also 
found that though these projects may not increase book sales directly, they 
have long-term positive impacts on the author brand. While requiring signif-
icant time commitment on the part of the author, an inventive, well-executed 
promotional project can be a comparatively low-cost way to differentiate one-
self in a crowded marketplace.
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Full Article 

1.1 Aim and purpose 

  This paper investigates the creative digital 
self- promotional strategies of a small number 
of fiction writers, from which is produced prac-
tical guidance. The researcher set out to inter-
view a number of authors about the effective-
ness of their digital strategies in boosting sales 
and public profile. The paper considers various 
unconventional digital projects that authors use 
to drive public awareness of their titles, asking 
how these strategies address common problems 
of discoverability, limited budget, sales and au-
thor/reader engagement. It also asks how might 
the effectiveness of these projects be assessed, in 
order to provide insight for authors wishing to 
undertake similar projects.

1.2 Project scope

  This project will focus on contemporary 
authors of fiction, open to a variety of Eng-
lish-speaking areas, including the U.K., U.S. and 
Canada, in order to achieve diversity of studies.
This investigation is interested in what will be 
termed the ‘underdog’ author, meaning those 
that stand at a disadvantage to blockbuster or 
brand name authors in terms of marketing and 
promotional support. For the purposes of this 
study, ‘underdog’ authors may include mid-list 
authors at medium to large sized publishers, au-
thors at small or independent publishers, and 
self-published authors. 
  Whilst this category is difficult to define, it 
is important to note that the research does not 
conflate these different groups, nor presume that 
their situations are identical. However, it does 
proceed from the premise that authors of these 
kinds face similar challenges, and must likewise 
find solutions. These challenges are caused by 
forces that affect the industry at large, includ-
ing changes in digital media consumption and a 
global shift towards digital culture.

Context and Industry Overview

2.1 Introduction

  The rapid evolution of digital technologies 
has caused an upheaval in book publishing in re-
cent years. As a result, the publishing industry 
has been forced to confront new challenges. This 
chapter will provide an overview of two of the 
most significant changes that have occurred in 
the publishing industry in recent years, and the 
implications of these for underdog authors.

2.2 Publishing corporations

  With the rise of large publishing corpora-
tions, the market has become pillared by a small 
number of gargantuan powers. These corpora-
tions grew partly out of necessity, in response 
to changes in the retail environment in the last 
several decades. The inevitable result was a “wave 
of mergers and acquisitions” (Thompson 2012) 
that ate up smaller firms and contributed to the 
top-heavy distribution of power that exists today. 
By the 1990s, rather than many smaller, diverse 
houses, there were a small number of corpora-
tions each owning many imprints (2012).
  Today, the UK market is dominated by the 
‘Big Five’ who possess 50% of the market, with 
Penguin Random House alone owning 24% 
(Mintel Oxygen 2014). Whilst this is not inher-
ently negative, there is some wariness that these 
enormous companies cannot provide the nur-
turing, creative ethos of a smaller publisher. As 
Thompson describes it, “there are risks associated 
with the increasing size of publishing corpora-
tions, one of which is the danger that it will im-
pinge on and damage the creative activities that 
lie at the heart of the publishing firm” (2012).
  However, multi-billion dollar corporations, 
while achieving efficient economies of scale, may 
not be interested in smaller authors creating 
more literary or challenging work. In an increas-
ingly homogenized trade book industry, under-
dog authors are at an even greater disadvantage 
than ever before.
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2.3 Market- led publishing and the mid- list 

crisis

  Intertwined with these organizational 
changes, new cultural and technological influ-
ences have impacted upon publishers’ priori-
ties. Books must now compete against an array 
of digital entertainment options in the fight for 
consumers’ attention and disposable income 
(Baverstock 2008, Thompson 2012), forcing 
publishers to become more market-led (Mint-
el Oxygen 2014). As Penguin Random House 
Canada CEO, Brad Martin, declared this year, 
“I’m not interested… in a book that is going to 
generate less than $100,000 in revenue unless 
the editor or publisher has a compelling vision 
for the book and/or the author”. This reflects the 
industry attitude at large.
  This has had a number of implications.
  There is more pressure than ever to discov-
er the next ‘blockbuster’ title, the sort of global 
bestseller than can spawn a book and film fran-
chise and bolster revenues. Global brands such 
as Harry Potter, Twilight, The Hunger Games 
and Fifty Shades of Grey are common examples. 
But this practice is polarizing the industry. By 
Rankin’s estimation, 4% of titles now fund the 
remaining 96% (2014).
  This top-heavy distribution of resources 
means that mid-list authors are given less atten-
tion. While large promotional budgets are allot-
ted for the small number of high-profile titles, 
mid-listers are left wanting, and are increasing-
ly forced to take on a double role of writer and 
self-promoter.
  In this age of instant blockbusters, there is 
also less patience for the slow and gradual growth 
of a smaller author. As Smith describes it, “belief 
in an author, as opposed to a particular book – 
an author as a long-term investment – tends to 
exist less and less” (2015). Each individual book 
is given less time to prove itself on the market – 
typically six weeks – before promotional resourc-
es are cut (Thompson 2012).
  To add a final element to the challenge, the 
surge in online sales has secured the midlist au-
thor’s plight. Whereas physical bookstores once 
provided these books with visibility, “Digital 

books create a retailing bypass that diminishes 
the exposure of midlist books to potential read-
ers” (Morris 2010). Tools such as Amazon rec-
ommendations have attempted to replicate the 
serendipity of a bookstore, but these algorithms 
continually fail to turn up truly original and un-
expected finds. More readers are turning online 
to purchase their print and digital books, mak-
ing it arguably more likely that they will pur-
chase from a small pool of ‘smash hit’ titles.

2.4 The case of the self -published author

  Self-publishing has seen an unprecedented 
explosion with the rise of digital communica-
tions technologies. Whilst authors signed with 
publishers may receive some, if meagre, market-
ing support, self-published authors in most cases 
orchestrate all of their marketing and promotional 
efforts on their own, and a self-published author is 
perhaps the most free to embrace all promotional 
possibilities afforded by digital technologies.
  The explosion of self-publishing afforded 
by digital technologies and services has trans-
formed the relationship between writers and 
readers. Alex Pham quotes publishing consult-
ant Mike Shatzkin, who explains, “Publishers 
used to be the gatekeepers… Going through the 
gate still has certain benefits, but it’s no longer 
the only way for authors to get to where they 
want to go” (Pham, 2010). The internet has af-
forded writers new, non-traditional options, and 
dissolved many of the barriers between a creator 
and her audience.
  With this power, however, comes greater re-
sponsibility. Once a book is formatted, uploaded 
and available for purchase online, all the effort of 
marketing and promotion remains in the hands 
of the author. An increasingly busy marketplace 
means self-published authors must work even 
harder to make their title known. Self-published 
titles in the U.S. alone increased by an estimat-
ed 442% between 2007 and 2013, a figure that 
does not include books published without an 
ISBN (Bury 2013). Further study might be able 
to determine whether self-publishing authors are 
indeed more innovative in their digital promo-
tion than those published traditionally.
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2.5 Consequences and challenges for 

authors

  The primary challenges for ‘underdog’ au-
thors outlined include: limited resources; less 
time to prove one’s worth in the market; and a 
saturated market increasing discoverability pres-
sures. These three elements together produce a 
formidable challenge. How can underdog au-
thors drive sales with such little financial sup-
port, when the market is saturated by more books 
than ever before? Effective low-cost self-promo-
tion has never been a more crucial tool for au-
thors than it is today. Any author not considered 
a marquee name must become increasingly nim-
ble at promoting themselves effectively, with a 
clear strategy.
  As the digital age produces a proliferation 
of titles and authors, the online landscape has 
become a cacophony of voices, all vying for 
readers’ attention. Whilst social media platforms 
such as Facebook and Twitter are useful tools for 
the self-promoting author, with so many titles 
being promoted in the same manner, authors 
must differentiate themselves in order to be no-
ticed.
  This paper will highlight authors who are 
using digital technologies less conventionally 
(and arguably more creatively) for self-promo-
tion, in order to drive awareness of their titles 
in a saturated market. It will now undertake a 
review of relevant literature in order to map the 
major issues and themes pertaining to this area, 
as a foundation for the primary research to fol-
low.

Literature Review

3.1 Online and Social Media Marketing: 

Four characteristics

  With the rise of web communications, mar-
keting and promotion has increasingly found 
a place online. Whilst traditional promotional 
methods such as print or television are far from 
dead, businesses now understand what a well-ex-

ecuted online marketing campaign can do for 
their brand and products. This paper highlights 
four key characteristics of online or social media 
marketing as it exists today, which may be con-
sidered advantages:

 3.1.1 Global reach

 3.1.2 Low cost

 3.1.3 Targeting ability

 3.1.4 Participation

  Perhaps the most notable feature of online 
or social media marketing is that it can reach 
a global audience instantly. With more than 3 
billion web users worldwide (Internet Live Stats 
2015) – including 1.44 billion active Facebook 
users and 236 million active Twitter users (Stati-
sta 2015) – the internet presents an audience of 
consumers larger than any other.
  Social media sites offer businesses a plat-
form through which to spread messages about 
their products, building their brand online and 
capturing the interest of users. This information 
is available to the consumer instantly, whilst 
mobile communications devices allow the scope 
of online marketing to penetrate the pockets of 
consumers worldwide (Sheehan 2010).
  A second advantage of online and social 
media marketing is its comparatively low cost 
(Evans 2012). Social media profiles may be cre-
ated free of charge, and marketing messages dis-
tributed instantly.
  Some overhead or indirect costs must be 
considered, such as the salaries of the marketing 
managers who manage social media and costs for 
website hosting, maintenance, or the purchasing 
of unique domain names. However, compared 
to the costs of traditional promotional methods 
online marketing appears to be the least costly 
(Ryan and Jones 2009).
  A third notable feature of online or so-
cial media marketing is its ability to target only 
the most relevant or most interested consum-
ers (Sheehan 2010, Strugatz 2014, Thompson 
2012). Through tools such as hashtags, search 
filters or relevant social media pages and groups, 



028

INTERSCRIPT
2017

a business may target their marketing efforts to 
those most likely to be interested in their brand 
or product.
  The internet is a rich web of online com-
munities based around interest – “whether for-
mally built around a specific interest or cause or 
informally built through more casual connec-
tions and the interactions between members” 
(Evans 2012). Users may be targeted based on 
a combination of interests or segments, allowing 
a business to target those most receptive to their 
marketing messages.
  A fourth and final characteristic of online 
marketing is its emphasis on participation, shift-
ing from broadcast to engagement. Whereas tra-
ditional marketing and promotional techniques 
broadcast a one-way message to a passive audi-
ence, marketing online can be a two-way street 
(Ryan and Jones 2009).
  The ethos of social media in general is one 
of user engagement and participation.
  Sites like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube 
are built on the premise of users uploading, shar-
ing, rating and commenting (Kietzmann 2011). 
It is principally an interactive process, and the 
same holds true for social media marketing. 
Brands must adapt to this process and use it to 
their advantage, fielding comments and reviews, 
and engaging in conversation with their con-
sumers (Kaplan 2010).
  The internet, and in particular social media 
sites like Facebook and Twitter, bring businesses 
and brands into a closer and more direct rela-
tionship with their customer than ever before 
(Ryan and Jones 2009). If harnessed effectively, 
this relationship can increase customer loyalty, 
improving products through instant customer 
feedback.
  An indirect benefit of online marketing 
and promotion is the rich well of data that is 
made available to the business (Evans 2012). 
Teams can track the popularity of their market-
ing campaign through the use of related hash-
tags, the number of ‘Shares’ and ‘Likes’ on posts 
and pages, and related re-tweets and favourites. 
Some sites also offer in-depth insights into the 
number of engagements and users reached. Oth-
er helpful social media metrics may include data 
on “number of clicks, length of stay… repeat vis-

itors” (Evans 2012). In other words, everything 
that is uncertain about the success of traditional 
advertisements is now measurable in real-time.
  These instant insights allow the business to 
see which campaigns are working, which posts 
are catching the attention of users, and which 
pieces of content need to be reworked. Decisions 
can then be made on where best to allocate time 
and resources, at which times to share content, 
and the audience at which to aim. Online mar-
keting, therefore, permits a dynamism and flex-
ibility in planning and response that traditional 
print advertising does not allow.

3.3 The “online presence”: online and 

social media marketing for authors

  In the same way that the internet has be-
come an indispensable promotional tool for 
businesses of all kinds, an ‘online presence’ is 
now considered nearly compulsory for authors. 
Many publishers and literary agents even consid-
er an author’s online self- promotional skills or 
fan base as a top priority before signing them to 
a deal (Kinberg). 
  The pressure to be present online, there-
fore, is stronger than ever. 
The internet affords authors all the same promo-
tional benefits that it affords businesses in gener-
al. Social media marketing is a low-cost, instant 
method of promotion that has a global reach, 
can target the most relevant consumers and can 
build up a well of user data. 

3.4 Branding

  Author branding is an increasingly popu-
lar strategy being used to differentiate authors 
on the market. It is useful to unpack the word 
‘brand’ as it is used more broadly, in order to un-
derstand the advantages that might accompany 
author branding in particular.  In business, the 
word “brand” refers to:

“…a customer experience represented by  a col-
lection of images and ideas; often, it  refers to a 
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symbol such as a name, logo, slogan, and design 
scheme”. (AMA 2014)

  A brand gains its identity by differentiating 
itself from other brands or available products. It 
might do so on the basis of price, quality, de-
sign, or other factors (Liberman 2014) When 
promoting itself, a brand tries to emphasize its 
unique value – the value it can provide above 
other similar brands or products. 

3.4.1 Author brands

  Author branding is becoming an increas-
ingly essential component of author self-promo-
tion. It is considered one of the most effective 
methods of differentiating oneself from other 
authors and creating a memorable emotional 
connection with readers (Sargent 2014). 
  In terms of books, ‘brand’ most often re-
fers to global book and film franchises like The 
Hunger Games and Fifty Shades of Grey. These 
sorts of mammoth brands spawn merchandising, 
stage adaptations and online worlds, expanding 
well beyond the original book series.
  The word ‘brand’ may also be used to de-
scribe individual authors. This phenomenon 
is described by Marosevic, indicating that “a 
‘brand’ is an author who sells in huge numbers 
and who secures blanket media coverage and 
fawning upon publication” (2014). She cites 
J.K. Rowling, Dan Brown and Gillian Flynn, 
author of Gone Girl, as examples.
  The activity of branding is not exclusive 
to big-name authors, however. Even smaller au-
thors can benefit from branding themselves, and 
there is increasingly a push to do so. The phe-
nomenon of self-promotion and online brand-
ing is described very well when Liberman states:

“Just like brand managers highlight and com-
municate the qualities of certain products to ap-
peal to consumers and potential consumers, so, 
too, do Facebook and LinkedIn users highlight 
and communicate qualities about themselves to 
appeal to both existing and potential network 
members” (2014).

  In other words, an author can choose to 
take up branding themselves online, and to com-
municate a coordinated ‘brand’ message through 
the attributes they highlight about themselves or 
their work. The design of their website, tone of 
their tweets and Facebook posts, and content of 
their marketing messages all project the feeling 
or experience of their brand. In this sense they 
become their own brand ambassador (Liberman 
2014).
  An author, like all social media users, is “re-
sponsible for the social construction of their own 
image” and is “afforded the opportunity to cre-
ate an identity rife with positive personal char-
acteristics” (Liberman 2014). In other words, 
social media becomes a tool for constructing a 
positive brand image. Just as brands in business 
wish to differentiate themselves, so too does the 
author brand. They might do so on the basis of 
any number of distinguishing characteristics – a 
unique social media style, memorable fictional 
characters, a unifying design to book jackets, 
and so on.
  When actively ‘branding’ oneself, online 
and social media are now channels through 
which to convey a particular, crafted customer 
experience. At a time when the market is saturat-
ed by more titles and authors than ever before, 
the advantages of a crafted author brand are ob-
vious. The branded author may differentiate her-
self from the crowd, and make her unique value 
obvious, memorable and known.

3.5 Creative digital promotion in 

publishing and other industries

  As mentioned above, the internet is now 
considered crucial to marketing and promotion-
al efforts across all industries. Websites and social 
media presences are increasingly indispensable 
tools for businesses of all kinds. While traditional 
methods remain important, digital technologies 
afford new opportunities for promoting prod-
ucts and forming strong customer relationships. 
  Despite this en masse online move, how-
ever, not all businesses use digital technologies 
as effectively as others. Most appear to simply 
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‘go through the motions’, developing an on-
line presence through basic social media sites. 
They then post news and product information 
through these channels. A study carried out by 
Millward Brown found that repetitive approach-
es like these are not working. According to their 
data, “looking at brands’ pages, [users] want to 
see something new, fresh, or different — not a 
rehash of the same information they can get on 
a brand’s official corporate homepage” (2011). 
The key, then, is uploading relevant and engag-
ing content to catch the attention of the con-
sumer.
  The themes raised in this literature review 
drew a rather challenging picture of the con-
temporary underdog author. With little or no 
promotional budget, she must make her title 
stand out at a time when discoverability is an 
enormous challenge. This paper will suggest that 
creative digital promotional projects may be one 
solution to this multifaceted challenge. In re-
sponse to the themes outlined in this review, the 
ideal project would:

• take full advantage of the four features of on-
line marketing as outlined above;

• help in developing or reinforcing an author 
brand;

• allow for maximum exposure with minimum 
financial investment;

• differentiate the author and her works  through 
innovative and memorable user experiences.

  Using this literature review as a foundation, 
the paper will now move forward to primary re-
search, in order to analyze author challenges and 
solutions in a real-life context.
 

Research Design and Methodology

4.2 Research Objectives

  The objectives of this research project de-
rive from the questions raised in Section. The 
objectives are as follows:

• To determine what unconventional digital pro-
jects are being used to drive awareness of under-
dog authors’ titles;
• To assess the effectiveness of these projects us-
ing various measures – ex. online visibility, in-
creased sales, etc;
• To determine how these projects address com-
mon problems of discoverability, limited budget, 
sales, and author/reader engagement;
• To provide practical guidance to other under-
dog authors wishing to continue in this creative 
vein.

4.3 Research Methodology

  This project focuses on the strategies and 
creativity of individual authors. It seeks to high-
light their specific projects as they have unfolded 
in the world, and to examine the subjective, cre-
ative processes involved. As such, a qualitative 
research methodology was deemed most appro-
priate for this project.
Davies states that:

“All qualitative research methods begin with the 
assertion that social researchers are located in a 
subjective context, and cannot lay claim to neu-
tral or scientific objectivity” (2007).

  Whilst quantitative research can be de-
fined as an “objective, systematic process in 
which numerical data are used to obtain infor-
mation about the world”, this project aimed to 
collect anecdotal evidence, including subjective 
thoughts, stories and opinions (Burns 2005). 
While some quantitative data, such as sales and 
budgetary figures, became useful supplementary 
measurements in some cases, the research as a 
whole was undertaken from a qualitative frame-
work. 
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4.4 Research Methods

4.4.1 Multiple case study

  The case study method was deemed most 
appropriate for this project, given that it inves-
tigates individual digital promotional projects, 
and would allow the researcher to “produce a 
rounded portrayal of an identified subject”, 
meaning the selected project or projects (Davies 
2007). 
  The project aims to show the diversity of 
creativity available to authors today. A multiple 
case study method was therefore chosen, allow-
ing the research to highlight a number of pro-
jects. While multiple sources of evidence would 
improve the reliability of the results, the multi-
ple case study method requires more time and 
labour than a single case (Yin 2009).
  As the topic of creative digital self-promo-
tion for small authors is fairly new, the researcher 
found that an “exploratory study” was the best 
approach (2009).
  The selection of cases for the multiple case 
study was the next decision. Yin recommends 
that the researcher, “consider multiple cases as 
one would consider multiple experiments – that 
is, to follow a ‘replication’ design” (2009). In this 
instance, the researcher predicted a theoretical 
replication. While each case – i.e., each digital 
promotional project – would be subjected to the 
same study, each was also distinct. The results 
would likely be contrasting, because each project 
used different media and resources for different 
purposes.
  The multiple case study method then re-
quired that each case study be conducted, and 
that findings be written up and compared. These 
steps are detailed in the following sections, and 
in the chapter Analysis of Research Findings.

4.4.2 Interviews as data collection method

  The primary method of data collection was 
the interview. The researcher determined that 
interviews would be the best way to gain an in-
depth understanding of each project and the au-
thors’ motivations.

  In order to source interview participants, 
the researcher undertook an extensive search for 
creative digital promotional projects of the de-
sired type. She made contact with individual au-
thors who were innovating in this field, and also 
reached out to British, American and Canadian 
publishers for author referrals (a list of all con-
tacts made is included in Appendix A). Organi-
zations such as The Society of Authors and The 
Alliance of Independent Authors also agreed to 
advertise the search on their social media pages.
  Ultimately, however, the research was de-
pendent upon which contacts replied, and which 
authors were available and willing to participate. 
In the end, the researcher was satisfied that the 
three selected interviewees were of quality, and 
represented an array of different creative promo-
tional projects.
  The questions asked in the interviews orig-
inated from the research questions and objec-
tives. Apart from minor situational differences, 
the questions posed to each author were largely 
the same, in keeping with the “replication de-
sign” (Yin 2009) mentioned above. Most were 
open-ended, allowing the authors to respond 
freely and to offer new thoughts and insights 
(Yin 2009).
  For reasons of scheduling and geographi-
cal distance, two of the three interviews took 
place via email. This posed some limitations, in 
the sense that the researcher and subject could 
not interact as freely as they might in a verbal or 
in-person interview.
  However, the ultimate responses were ex-
tremely detailed and showed a great depth of 
thought on the part of the interviewed authors. 
The third interview was conducted via Skype, 
also due to geographical distance.
  As with any interview, the responses were 
“subject to the common problems of bias, poor 
recall, and poor or inaccurate articulation” (Yin 
2009). However, this weakness was balanced by 
including data from other sources as well (Yin 
2009), i.e. from articles, real-life social media re-
sponses to the projects, and so on. 
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4.4.3 Data analysis

  The interview data was analysed using in-
terpretive content analysis, and more specifically 
a coding scheme.
  Following the primary interaction with the 
data, the researcher began the coding process. 
This involved identifying “the principle emergent 
ideas in each piece of transcripted data” (Davies 
2007), in order to create “a coding frame, into 
which (most of ) [the] accumulated data will 
gradually fit” (Davies 2007). In this case, the 
coding categories were developed inductively 
from the data (Zhang 2009), by reading through 
and pinpointing themes or ideas that recurred.
  After rigorous analysis of the text, the codes 
were applied throughout, until every chunk of 
data had been assigned a code, using Microsoft 
Word comment tags on the Track Changes fea-
ture. This scheme was then checked for accuracy 
and consistency (Zhang), and was repeated rigor-
ously for each set of interview data. Once all data 
had been analysed in this way, it was possible to 
“identify and reduce to manageable proportions 
the central themes that will drive [the] report” 
(Davies 2007).
 

Analysis of Research Findings

5.1 Case #1: Michael J. Seidlinger

  The first case to discuss is the “airport pro-
ject” conceived of and carried out by author Mi-
chael J. Seidlinger to promote his novel The Fun 
We’ve Had. Information was gathered through 
an email interview with the author himself, as 
well as through online articles and social media 
responses to the project.

The author and the project
  Michael J. Seidlinger is an American author, 
editor and publisher, who has released four nov-
els with independent publisher Lazy Fascist Press 
(Portland). When considering promotion for his 
2014 release The Fun We’ve Had, Seidlinger says 
he felt the need “to create something, DO some-
thing, to thematically celebrate” his book. He 
and a close friend, author Kyle Muntz, bought 

tickets for a JetBlue flight from John F. Kenne-
dy International Airport. However, they did not 
the board the plane, instead remaining on the 
main concourse area of the airport for forty-eight 
hours, documenting the experience on social me-
dia. The airport setting was chosen intentionally, 
because its feelings of “in-betweenness” and lim-
inality are themes of the novel.

Analysis of interview findings
  The most common theme that emerged in 
Seidlinger’s data was an emphasis on online dia-
logue and interaction, as social media users react-
ed and interacted with Seidlinger’s and Muntz’s 
documentation of their airport stay. The act of 
living in the airport was given second life on the 
digital platforms where updates, comments and 
anecdotes were shared between author and reader.
  Seidlinger stated, “…moments after we be-
gan the 48 hr period, I realized that I’d never be 
lonely—people kept in touch and truly connect-
ed via social media channels (…) They reached 
out and kept us entertained, remained around, 
tweeting, commenting, posting, feeling like they 
were really part of something”. It is this sense of 
digital connectedness and community that was 
perhaps the largest strength of the project. 
  This community had great benefits for 
Seidlinger as an author, most notably an in-
crease in online visibility for himself and his 
book. By tapping into an existing base of readers, 
Seidlinger enhanced and broadened this com-
munity as others joined the conversation. He cit-
ed an increase in Twitter followers and Facebook 
friend requests, and reported via his publisher 
that “the book sold at a solemn but consistent 
pace for weeks/months following the project”. As 
well as his time, and that of his friend, the perfor-
mance cost Seidlinger the price of the JetBlue tick-
et, which he quoted at “$70-80”, or about £48.
  The project’s benefits were not all direct 
or immediate. Seidlinger cites an article that he 
wrote for the website Electric Literature, docu-
menting the project retrospectively (2014). The 
attention received by this article, along with 
delayed word-of-mouth gave the book “staying 
power”, and “the ‘legs’ it needed to continue 
walking/selling over a year after launch”.
  The project’s challenges included a constant 
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pressure to continue posting entertaining, timely 
social media updates. There was also the physical 
exhaustion incurred from sleeping and living in 
the uncomfortable space, and the risk that so-
cial media would not catch on and the project 
would fall flat. However, these challenges appear 
to have been clearly overcome and outweighed 
by the promotional benefits of the project for 
both Seidlinger and his novel. 

5.2 Case #2: Nikesh Shukla

  The second case in the multiple case study 
is the “lamb chop” project that author Nikesh 
Shukla conceived of and carried out to promote 
his novel Meatspace. Data was collected through 
a Skype interview with the author, as well as 
through the project video, social media respons-
es and related online articles.

The author and the project
  Nikesh Shukla is a British Indian novelist 
and television writer (Shukla 2015) who has pub-
lished novels with both indie and mainstream 
publishers. His 2014 novel Meatspace was re-
leased by HarperCollins, who helped promote 
the book through traditional channels. Shukla, 
however, wanted to do something more inven-
tive for the novel as well. He and a friend planned 
a stunt, inspired by a literal interpretation of 
the book’s title, that would involve launching a 
piece of meat into space. A GoPro camera and 
a lamb chop were fastened to a weather balloon 
powered by helium. The launch and flight was 
thus filmed, while GPS technology was used to 
track the location of the lamb chop. The footage 
was then edited, uploaded online, and came to 
be shared widely, striking conversation on social 
media and raising awareness of the book.

Analysis of interview findings
  The most common theme that emerged in 
the interview with Nikesh Shukla was an empha-
sis on creation and innovation. Social media is a 
prominent theme in the novel Meatspace itself, 
so Shukla knew a clever digital campaign would 
be essential.
  The emphasis was on action, and the cre-

ation of a memorable event. In his words, “We 
went completely outlandish with it.”
  This inventiveness was rewarded by an 
enormous online response. The edited vid-
eo of the lamb chop’s flight was uploaded, and 
quickly gained unprecedented attention. Shukla 
describes his Twitter ‘mentions’ at this time as 
“unmanageable”, also stating that, “…it all hap-
pened so quickly… We didn’t really expect the 
amount of coverage it got.” The video has since 
been viewed nearly three hundred thousand 
times (YouTube 2015).
  The project increased the book’s visibility, 
both online and in real life. Shukla credits the 
project with revitalizing awareness of the title, 
which had been released earlier that year. But the 
effects were even more wide-reaching, as Shukla 
noted, “It also helped my career as a writer… it 
gave me a status”.
  Following the popularity of the video, 
Shukla was invited to appear at festivals, speak 
on panels and so on, allowing him an increased 
financial freedom as a writer. He describes the 
transformation, saying, “You know, before that 
I was just a writer with a mouthy presence on 
Twitter who had a couple of warmly received 
books out. But now I’m a writer that people seem 
to think of when they’re programming things”.
  Shukla notes that the project’s popularity 
did not correlate one-to-one with an increase 
in book sales. Rather, the effect was much more 
amorphous and indirect. He describes the phe-
nomenon as “not tangible” but more of a “ripple 
effect”, whereby these more frequent appearanc-
es at festivals and events had a positive “knock-
on” effect for book sales. Shukla invokes the lan-
guage of author brands when he says the project 
acted as “the flyer” representing him as an author 
more broadly.
  As well as his time, and that of his team 
members, the Meatspace lamb chop project cost 
Shukla three hundred pounds, including an un-
planned fifty pounds rewarded to the farmer who 
found the camera pod. There were risks that the 
project would not go as planned. Shukla remarks 
himself that when he approached HarperCollins 
and told them of his idea, he understood that 
the stunt had “really high potential for failure”. 
It was also not guaranteed that the video would 
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spark the online attention that it did. However, 
given that everything went as planned, the pro-
ject was incredibly beneficial to Shukla’s career 
and the promotion of his book. 

5.3 Case #3: Terri Giuliano Long

  The third case in the study is the Literary 
Road Trip project conceived of and conducted 
by author Terri Giuliano Long, promoting her 
novel In Leah’s Wake. Data for this case was col-
lected through an email interview with the au-
thor and her assistant Donna Brown, as well as 
through blog posts and articles documenting the 
project.

The author and the project
  Terri Giuliano Long is an American 
self-published author, who has achieved extraor-
dinary success in her field. Her novel In Leah’s 
Wake reached sixth on the Barnes & Noble Nook 
Top 100 list following its debut in 2011, and has 
since sold more than 130,000 copies (Giuliano 
Long 2015). She is at work on a second novel.
  Despite this success, Giuliano Long must 
continue to manage marketing and self- promo-
tion with limited resources, like any underdog 
author. To overcome this challenge, Giuliano 
Long and her assistant used the site Placing Lit-
erature, which allows users to map real-world 
locations from literature. Originally mapping 
In Leah’s Wake, the pair then decided to expand 
the idea. In December 2013, they launched a 
one-month “virtual literary road trip” (Williams 
2013) across the United States. Having mapped 
the locations in both her existing and upcom-
ing novels, Giuliano Long also invited readers to 
submit their favourite places from literature, and 
contributed her own. Each day, she then show-
cased two locations on social media, each from 
a different state, following the Placing Literature 
map across the country. The pair have continued 
to stage virtual road trips, now expanded inter-
nationally.

Analysis of interview findings
  The most common theme throughout the 
author’s answers was an emphasis on communi-

ty building. The participatory nature of the road 
trip project, and the encouragement to share lo-
cations, helped to build and expand a network 
of interested authors and readers. This network 
spread awareness of Giuliano Long’s own titles, 
but she also stressed her commitment to promot-
ing other authors in this way. As Brown explains:

“We are constantly building connections and 
part of that is being willing to cross promote and 
spread the word about other people’s blogs and 
books. Many of the events we have run have had 
the main aim of building community”.

  The success of the virtual road trips can be 
measured in one sense through increased social 
media traffic – Brown cites Facebook, Twitter 
and Pinterest – at these times. There is also an 
increase in newsletter subscribers, and a ris-
ing interest in the continued giveaways related 
to the events. Brown is quick to point out the 
longer-term benefits, however, noting, “These 
events create content for the blog, which aids in 
SEO and people finding the blog in the future 
through searches and backlinks.” This is similar 
to the effect that Seidlinger and Shukla cited re-
garding the online articles about their projects.
  Much like the previous two case study au-
thors, Giuliano Long explained that there was 
not a measurable correlation between book sales 
and the success of the project, remarking that 
often, “a project brings no immediate sale or fi-
nancial gain. But, as Donna points out, we are 
building connections – and there is no way to ac-
curately measure the immense value in this”. She 
believes that promotion is a matter of “repeated 
images”. When a reader is repeatedly exposed to 
the author’s name in blogs or on social media, 
that author will remain in their mind, and im-
prove the likelihood of sales. She concludes that 
for authors, “public image is equally or perhaps 
even more valuable than sales metrics.”
  An exact budget for the road trip projects 
was not cited, but Brown did point out the cost 
of her own services to Giuliano Long, as well as 
costs for such things as “graphics, online servic-
es, [and] prizes for giveaways”. Time is equally as 
scarce as money, however. Both women point-
ed out that the time-consuming nature of the 
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road trips was a huge challenge. These promo-
tions must be balanced alongside ordinary social 
media maintenance, as well as Giuliano Long’s 
writing time. The author felt a great deal of pres-
sure in this sense, having to take time away for 
writing, without losing the engagement of her 
audience.
  Overall, however, Giuliano Long feels that 
the literary road trips are worthwhile as a pro-
motional tool. She says, “…these events are far 
more beneficial than draining. Events keep my 
name in front of people and, again, help us to 
continue building the network.” These events 
allow repeated, positive exposure for the author 
across a large network, raising awareness of both 
herself and her titles in the minds of potential 
readers.

5.4 Cross-Case Analysis: Guidance for 

Authors

  Having reviewed each case individually, it 
is now possible to analyze themes across all three 
cases. Discovering similarities between the au-
thors’ experiences will highlight the successful 
strategies adopted by the authors and the com-
mon problems they faced, and which character-
istics of the projects made them successful pro-
motional tools. 
  Six major themes were common across all 
three cases in the study, each functioning as a 
heading (to follow), which may act as a practi-
cal guide to other authors wishing to undertake 
promotional projects of this kind. They are by 
no means exhaustive, as they only represent the 
experiences of three authors, but together prove 
useful for such projects based on the studies un-
dertaken.

5.4.1 Be inventive

  All three authors expressed dissatisfaction 
with traditional methods of book promotion. 
Seidlinger described typical readings and book 
launches, saying “I find that sort of promotional 
treatment tired and ineffective. It just felt and 
continues to feel inert for me”. He believes that 

doing something “fun and weird and insane” 
attracts a larger audience. Shukla, too, said that 
HarperCollins offered him great support with 
the more traditional promotional methods, such 
as blog and mainstream press reviews, however 
he felt most authors were lacking in terms of 
greater creativity. Giuliano Long, as well, notes 
a need for improvement, saying, “There are so 
many ‘buy my book’ tweets, emails and posts fly-
ing around that we try to ensure that our events 
are more creative”.
  All three projects began as simple, inventive 
ideas that had the potential to catch attention of 
a reader in a single sentence, whether “I’m go-
ing live in an airport for two days to promote 
my book” or “I’m staging a virtual summer va-
cation”. They were inventive, striking and likely 
to be shared by word of mouth via social media, 
given their peculiarity and ability to be summa-
rized in one line.
  None of the ideas were complicated, nor 
necessarily required a large budget. They were 
simply inventive ideas, executed well, differen-
tiating these authors and their titles from the 
crowd of authors all promoting in a similar, re-
petitive way. 

5.4.2 Engage or create a community

  All of the authors stressed the importance 
of an online community in the success of their 
projects. In Seidlinger’s case, this was the Twitter 
users “who kept in touch and truly connected”, 
acting as audience and participant in his airport 
performance, and in Shukla’s, the online com-
munity that viewed and shared his lamb chop 
video, allowing it to go viral and spread aware-
ness of his title. In the case of Giuliano Long, 
a community of authors and writers was both 
built and expanded throughout the literary road 
trip, with these same network members contrib-
uting locations for the event.
  All authors cited an increased engagement 
between themselves and their readers. The pro-
jects encouraged a two-way interaction between 
the creator and the user, rather than the projec-
tion of a one-way promotional message. The in-
teractions that took place as part of the projects, 



036

INTERSCRIPT
2017

or as a result of them, created lasting reader/au-
thor relationships. This meant that the authors 
remained in the readers’ minds long after the 
projects were over.

5.4.3 Make the project feel like an event

  All of the projects were unique in the sense 
that they stood apart from the rest of the au-
thors’ ordinary promotion, and acted as an 
event. Seidlinger describes this, saying:

“They reached out and kept us entertained, re-
mained around, tweeting, commenting, posting, 
feeling like they were really a part of something. 
That’s magical and ultimately what I couldn’t 
have ever anticipated--making the project feel 
like an actual event.”

  This feeling of the project being “special” or 
“one-time only” likely contributed to their pop-
ularity amongst intrigued readers and internet 
users. Each was a performance or display that 
would not normally be seen every day from that 
author, giving a special feeling to the project. 
Readers were proud to say that they had par-
ticipated in, witnessed or contributed to some-
thing out of the ordinary. The clear distinction 
between the ordinary promotional efforts of the 
author and these projects added a level of excite-
ment and intrigue that likely encouraged more 
users to share the news of the author and his or 
her titles.

5.4.4 Make something that is able to 

stand alone as art

  Related to the point above, each project 
was also able to stand alone as a piece of digital 
or interactive art. Seidlinger’s airport project was 
in a sense performance art.
  Shukla’s lamb chop video can be appreciat-
ed as a humorous and fascinating clip in its own 
right. And Giuliano Long’s road trips can be en-
joyed as an interactive digital project, separate 
from the books it promotes.
  Seidlinger again summarizes the idea well, 

saying:

“I think more of us should work on creating pro-
jects, inherently promotional, that act more like 
their own creations. The airport project was its 
own thing. It can stand on its own. The fact that 
it was done to promote a book was secondary. 
You could view it for what it is, outside of the 
book.”

  The projects were arguably strengthened by 
their ability to stand alone as art. This is likely 
because they acted as valuable, entertaining on-
line content in their own right, giving the user 
enjoyment, rather than simply pushing them a 
promotional message.

5.4.5 Remember that positive ef fects 

may not be directly measurable – long-

term positives are what is important

  All three authors remarked that the suc-
cess of the projects could not be measured in a 
one-to-one correlation with book sales or other 
financial figures. All three authors experienced 
an increase in online visibility and engagement, 
however the positive impact of the projects was 
felt in a more indirect and amorphous way, and 
was often delayed.
  Giuliano Long and her assistant called the 
relation between the project and sales “impos-
sible to measure” but remarked that there was 
increased name recognition in the longer term. 
The project also built a network of readers and 
users who would act as an interested audience 
for future releases. Shukla’s observations were 
similar, calling the impact of the project “not 
tangible in the slightest” but said that the project 
allowed him increased online visibility, and no-
toriety as a writer on the whole. Seidlinger calls 
the impact, “more of a residual effect”, explain-
ing that it “helped the book have staying power 
because, ironically, everyone had more of a de-
layed reaction to the project”.
  All three authors agreed that even when 
a project did not result in any direct or imme-
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diate financial gain, it had long-lasting positive 
impacts in other ways. These impacts included 
increased online visibility, increased awareness of 
their titles amongst new readers, increased name 
recognition, and a more prominent profile in the 
author community as a whole.
  On a broad level, the projects delivered a 
positive, original message, and showed that these 
were authors capable of doing interesting things. 
They made it more likely for a reader to remem-
ber the name or title, causing a positive chain 
reaction with the potential to strengthen that 
author’s career.

5.4.6 Write an article or blog post about 

the project when it is finished

  All three of the authors wrote at least one 
article or blog post about their project when it 
was complete. For Seidlinger, this was his article 
remembering the airport project for Electric Lit-
erature, for Shukla this was his feature on Vice, 
and for Giuliano Long, this was a blog post on 
her on site, as well as a feature done by the Plac-
ing Literature blog. Documenting the project in 
this way allows future interested users to discov-
er and resurrect it through sharing. As Giuliano 
Long points out, an article like this improves the 
online discoverability of the project. This then 
becomes useful for elongating the positive im-
pact of the project. While the events or perfor-
mances themselves may have been temporary, 
they can be solidified online, and experienced 
again and again by interested users who come 
across the article or video documentation.

5.5 Possible risks, limitations and failings

  While the projects were determined to be 
extremely useful and positive promotional tools, 
they equally had limitations and failings. A list 
of possible failings or negative aspects has been 
compiled below, based on analysis of the inter-
view findings.

High investment of author’s time

  While the ideas for the projects may have 
been simple, their execution required a signifi-
cant time commitment from each author. Even 
Giuliano Long, who is able to employ an assis-
tant, noted that time and resources were pinched 
during the events.
When an author must write in order to be paid, 
this is something serious to consider before plan-
ning a separate promotional project. Writing 
time, day jobs and ordinary promotion are all 
huge priorities, and an author must consider if 
they can spare the time to plan and execute a side 
project of this kind.

Budgetary considerations
  None of the projects required an unrea-
sonable amount of financial input on the part 
of the authors. However it would be naïve to 
think that all authors are able to contribute even 
small budgets of this kind. The financial limita-
tions of mid-list, independent or self-published 
authors could therefore be a prohibitive factor. 
While social media promotion is free and can 
be done independently, these promotional pro-
jects involved extra elements or outside factors 
that brought financial costs. Admittedly, promo-
tional projects of a similar nature would likely 
require a certain amount of disposable income 
that is not available to every author.

Possibility of failure or poor response
  While these three projects were successful 
and received wide attention, there was no guar-
antee that the response would be so large. For 
example, Shukla was thrilled by the attention 
given to his video, but recognized before the pro-
ject that it had “really high potential for failure”. 
Seidlinger also voiced his doubts, saying:

“I was constantly anxious and nervous through-
out the duration of the project, simply due to 
the transparency of the project and how quickly 
it could have fallen flat, ignored by everyone on-
line.”

  There is no way to ensure that the project 
will be shared on social media, nor that it will re-
ceive notable attention of any kind. As the web is 
full of interesting, eye-catching content, even an 
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inventive project of quality is liable to be over-
looked.

Risk of poor execution
  These three projects were exceptionally 
executed, and engaged audiences in a way that 
enhanced the author’s brand and online image. 
However, there is always a risk involved in per-
forming or posting anything online. A poorly 
executed project could very easily damage an au-
thor’s brand rather than enhance it. Users may 
perceive the project as a “gimmick”, feel resent-
ful of its promotional motives, and so on. There 
is always a risk that the project or content will 
alienate potential readers rather than draw them 
in.
 

Conclusions and Recommendations

6.1 Conclusions

This research was undertaken with the following 
objectives:

• To determine what unconventional digital pro-
jects are being used to drive awareness of under-
dog authors’ titles
• To assess the effectiveness of these projects us-
ing various measures – ex. online visibility, in-
creased sales, etc.
• To determine how these projects address com-
mon problems of discoverability, limited budget, 
sales, and author/reader engagement
• To provide practical guidance to other under-
dog authors wishing to continue in this creative 
vein
  All three of the profiled projects met the 
characteristics outlined in the literature review. It 
was determined that creative digital promotional 
projects of this kind can be extremely effective 
tools for raising awareness of an author’s titles, 
and increasing that author’s public profile on the 
whole. A surprising or inventive idea, executed 
well, can differentiate an author and her titles 
from the swell of repetitive promotional material 
that floods the market today.
  These projects can be wide-reaching, low-
cost solutions for underdog authors facing chal-

lenges of discoverability on a limited budget. 
While projects of this kind may not directly in-
crease book sales, in all cases in this study, they 
had long-lasting positive impacts on the author’s 
career. These included increased online visibility, 
a wider and more engaged online community, 
enhanced reputation, name recognition, and 
more. This sort of exposure can be invaluable to 
underdog authors who receive limited promo-
tional support from their publishers, and as well 
as for those publishing independently.

6.2 Recommendations for digital promotion

  This research began from a feeling of dis-
satisfaction in relation to the originality of most 
authors’ digital promotion. This same sense of 
dissatisfaction was felt by all three case study au-
thors, who urged for more risk-taking and in-
ventiveness in promotional methods.
  While the researcher was excited to find the 
three projects highlighted here, the research pro-
cess and literature review uncovered despairingly 
few projects of this kind. In an attempt to un-
earth more, the researcher in fact found herself 
inventing digital projects which, unfortunately, 
did not exist. The strongest recommendation, 
then, is that underdog authors experiment more 
widely with their digital strategies.
  Possibilities for experimentation are end-
less, but very few have been realized. The re-
searcher suggests that authors take up a broader 
range of contemporary media forms, and exploit 
them in new and inventive ways. Beyond the 
requisite Twitter and Facebook, authors might 
experiment with Snapchat, Soundcloud, Wiki-
pedia, Buzzfeed lists and quizzes, dating apps, 
and many more.

6.3 Recommendations for further research

1. As mentioned above, further research could 
be undertaken into the possible applications of 
digital art, digital interactive projects and trans-
media storytelling for the purposes of book pro-
motion. There is untapped potential here for 
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innovation and collaboration between different 
sectors of the creative industries.

2. One of the weaknesses of the case study pro-
jects was a limited correlation between a success-
ful project and an actual increase in sales. More 
research might be done into this area of market-
ing in order to determine how authors might 
better convert online attention into higher book 
sales.

3. Another shortcoming of the projects was an 
element of risk and unpredictability inherent to 
the internet. These three projects enjoyed a great 
deal of online attention, but this was not guar-
anteed, and these projects may have easily been 
overlooked. Research may continue to be done 
into what causes a piece of online content to go 
“viral”, and how to manage SEO and other fac-
tors in order to increase internet traffic to one’s 
work.
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