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SELF-PUBLISHING BUSINESS 
CHECKLIST

BEFORE YOU START SELF-PUBLISHING YOUR BOOK, 
CONSIDER FORMING A BUSINESS THAT MEETS YOUR NEEDS.  
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Are you a writer in the United States and considering the self-publishing 

route? Before you start publishing books and earning royalties, you may 

want to consider forming an official business that meets all federal, state 

and local regulations. 

This checklist is not a substitute for professional and competent advice 

from a business attorney or certified public accountant authorized to 

practice law in your jurisdiction. We provide references and resources as a 

convenience for you, but do not imply an approval, endorsement, 

sponsorship or relationship. 

That being said, here's advice from a competent business attorney: 

"If you are serious about building your self-publishing business and 

protecting your rights, then you want to control all components of your 

work: the copyright, ISBNs, retail pricing, discount rate, distribution 

channels, and promotions," says Helen Sedgwick, author of “Self- 

Publisher's Legal Handbook: The Step-by-Step Guide to the Legal Issues 

of Self-Publishing.” Sedgwick is a business lawyer with 30 years 

experience, and a self-published author. 

Now that you're an entrepreneur, you may be concerned––and a bit 

confused––about the need to incorporate as a business.  

You've seen the acronyms for LLC, ISBN, EIN and DBA. What are these 

terms and do they apply to you? 

Let's start with LLC––a Limited Liability Company. Is this the best type of 

business for you as a self-published author?
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According to the Small Business Association (SBA), "The business structure 

you choose will have legal and tax implications." 

What are the different types of business structures and which one is best 

suited for your business?  Below are common U.S. business structures:

Sole Proprietorship 
A sole proprietorship is the most basic type of business to establish. You 
alone own the company and are responsible for its assets and liabilities.  

Limited Liability Company 
An LLC is designed to provide the limited liability features of a corporation 
and the tax efficiencies and operational flexibility of a partnership.  

Cooperative 
People form cooperatives to meet a collective need or to provide a service 
that benefits all member-owners.  

Corporation 
A corporation is more complex and generally suggested for larger, 
established companies with multiple employees.  

Partnership 
There are several different types of partnerships, which depend on the
nature of the arrangement and partner responsibility for the business.  

S Corporation 
An S corporation is similar to a C corporation but you are taxed only on the 
personal level.  

Source: SBA.gov



Most self-published authors do not need to incorporate, since this type of 

business is meant to protect your assets from liabilities. Sedgwick says, "In 

publishing, your greatest risks are claims of infringement, defamation, and 

invasion of privacy," and because these illegal conducts are performed by a 

person, the protection sought by forming an LLC won't apply. "The 

corporation is not infringing, you are," Sedgwick adds. 

Instead of incorporating, you may want to form a Sole Proprietorship, which 

is owned by you, or you can jointly own it with your spouse. You do not need 

to give your Sole Proprietorship a name, however, it is recommended. When 

you give your Sole Proprietorship a name, it is commonly known as DBA, or 

"Doing Business As." This name can be your publishing imprint name, and 

this is the name you list as your "Publisher."  

Why bother, you ask? A self-published book without an imprint name 

different from the author's may not be placed on bookstore shelves, and 

reviewers, readers, and others may not want to interact with your work, 

considering it a "vanity project." 

This doesn't mean that self-publishing your book is not a legitimate 

business. Self-publishing your book is a business similar to the "Mom and 

Pop shops" in your hometown, most of which use DBAs. 

Also, having a business name is an important first step before acquiring an 

International Standard Book Number. The ISBN is a series of unique 

numbers assigned to one product, and is used by booksellers, libraries and 

online retailers when ordering products. Each ISBN is coded to identify the 

publisher registering the book, as well as the title, edition and format. 

In the United States, Bowker is the official source of ISBNs and book 

barcodes. 



Let's assume you're ready to move forward as a sole proprietor. It's difficult 

to handle the myriad tasks involved in publishing a book, so many authors 

hire independent contractors. 

Who are these contractors and what do they do? 

There are freelance editors to develop, polish or proofread your book. 

Graphic artists can design your book cover and interior. Book format 

consultants can convert your manuscript into eBook and Print On Demand 

formats. You might hire virtual assistants to help keep you organized, and 

you can offload your social media posting to a freelance communications 

specialist. There are photographers, videographers, web designers and

publicists, each with specialized skills to help you promote your book. 

These individuals are not employees; they are contractors. Payment of their 

fees are legitimate expenses, so you can request they provide a W-9. 

Be clear about the work you're contracting and the tax laws in your state. If 

you pay more than $600 in a calendar year, you are obligated to report this 

on your federal income tax return.    

Use the following checklist as a handy reminder of some of the tasks 

awaiting you should decide to start your own Self-Publishing Business. This 

checklist is general in nature and is not a substitute for legal advice. If you 

have questions, consult with an attorney authorized to practice in your 

hometown.  

For more information, pick up a copy of Helen Sedgwick's “Self-Publisher's 

Legal Handbook: The Step-by-Step Guide to the Legal Issues of Self- 

Publishing.” 

Still want to self-publish your books? If you take it step-by-step, then these 

tasks become manageable. The benefit is the control you have over your 

career as a Self-Published Author. Congratulations! 



Search the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) database for 

registrations and applications 

Search the Internet using a reliable search engine (we prefer Google) 

Search your State/County's "Doing Business As" (DBA listings) 

File a Fictitious Business Name Statement (FBN) with your State/County 

Buy your imprint domain name (we use Bluehost*) 

Buy your name or pen name domain (we use Bluehost*) 

Buy your book title domain name (we use Bluehost*) 

Purchase your ISBNs (must use Bowker in the U.S.) 

Obtain a Library of Congress Control Number (LCCN) 

Determine Your Publishing Imprint Name

Federal Identification Number (EIN) from the IRS 

State withholding Tax ID number (if applicable) 

State unemployment insurance account number 

Resale or Seller's Certificate 

W-4 

I-9  (if applicable) 

State withholding tax form (varies by state) 

City/County business license (varies by state)

Obtain Business Identification Numbers

* This checklist contains affiliate links. If you click through and make a purchase, I may receive a 

commission (at no additional cost to you). Thanks for your support in this way.

https://www.bluehost.com/track/theomnibus/
https://www.bluehost.com/track/theomnibus/


Create separate business bank account 

Set up merchant accounts (USPS, UPS, FedEx) 

Sign up for PayPal, Square, Stripe or similar credit card payment service 

Purchase business liability insurance 

Segregate freelance contracts and financial records 

Maintain spreadsheet of expenses and online subscriptions 

Maintain system for tracking income 

Banking, Insurance and Record Keeping

Use contractors for occasional freelance work 

Request W-9s 

Use general agreement forms 

Use Contractors Correctly

(Federal) Form 8109 / EFTPS 

(Federal) Form 941 

(Federal) Form 944 

(Federal) Form 940 

State forms will vary 

Make Regular Federal, State Tax Deposits 

W-2 / W-3 

1099 / 1096 

Provide Year-End Documents


