
Feat ure Alternative Revenue Streams 
for Authors
How to do what you love and make writing financially sustainable

By Julie Cantrell

It’s long been advised not to put all your eggs 
into one basket, which is why many authors 
maintain a “side hustle” in addition to their primary 
writing career. If you're looking to supplement 
your publishing income with alternative revenue 
streams, you've got many options.

START WITH WHAT YOU DO BEST

As an author, you've developed many skills that 
can drive various streams of income. For starters, 
you can write, and writing is a valuable service 
that many clients will pay you to provide.

You might be surprised by how many people 
in your local community (and beyond) need help 
writing their website copy, social media content, 
newsletters, or marketing materials. Clients can 
range from medical centers to universities, non
profits to marketing firms, and small start-ups to 
large corporations. You also can pitch articles 
for a wide variety of print, digital, and audio 
outlets. Some gigs may be one-off assignments, 
but in many cases, you can develop a lasting 
relationship with your clients and secure long-term 
income by penning their emails, newsletters, blogs, 
ad copy, theme-based content, etc.

Fees for these services will range greatly 
depending on your contract. Some writers charge 
per project, estimating the time involved. Others 
work on retainer, guaranteeing a certain amount 
of copy for a flat monthly fee. Others charge by 
the word or by the hour. Each job will vary in scope

and every client will bring a different challenge 
to the table, so keep track of your clock hours 
and make sure you're getting a fair return of 
investment (ROI).

DON’T BE AFRAID OF GHOSTS

Another way to earn money with your writing is to 
work as a ghostwriter for full-length manuscripts. As 
a ghostwriter, I’ve encountered many clients who 
have a compelling story to tell and the financial 
means to pay someone to help them. They simply 
don’t have the time, desire, and/or skills to write 
the book.

While most ghostwriting projects are for 
nonfiction, self-help, or memoirs, some fiction 
authors are turning to “ghosts” to help them pen 
“rapid-release” series in the self-publishing market. 
This has become common for indie romance 
authors whose readers devour content faster than 
the authors can create new books. While those 
gigs won’t pay nearly as high as the nonfiction/ 
memoir projects, and some people will object to 
the ethical issues involved (understandably), you 
may find the work enjoyable and you can always 
negotiate for a share of the royalties to overcome 
a low front-end fee.

You also may want to negotiate to have your 
name listed on the cover. You can be credited as 
"with” or “as told to” or as “and” depending on 
the level of work you've done on the project. In 
cases where your name is on the cover, fees for 
ghostwriting nonfiction, self-help, or memoirs can 
range from $20,000 to $80,000 or more, with fees
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sometimes falling below that for the kind of quick 
turnaround novels/novellas mentioned above. For 
shorter jobs, you can expect to charge about $100 
per hour, including time for interviews, research, 
emails, phone calls, etc.

If you're given no author credit for the work, 
the price jumps to around $40,000 to $100,000 for 
nonfiction, self-help, or memoir (again with lower 
prices typical for genre fiction). Prices will vary 
based on the book's length and complexity as 
well as the amount of research/interviews required 
to build out the content.

To find ghostwriting projects, start by letting 
literary agents know you’re in the market for this 
type of work. Then, spread the word within your 
writing communities and search job banks through 
Reedsy, Gotham Ghostwriters, Upwork, Media 
Bistro, Linkedln, etc. You can search #ghostwriter 
on social media channels to start networking with 
others who work in this field.

FIND YOUR NICHE IN THE PUBLISHING ARENA

Novelist Janyre Tromp works as an editor for Kregel 
Publications and co-runs Editing Insiders, a full- 
service coaching and editing business. Tromp said, 
"Finding a side hustle is all about leveraging your 
strength areas and working them hard. So, for me, 
my degree and background is editing. I take that 
experience and use it to edit other writers. But it 
also opens the door for me to speak at writer’s 
conferences, coach other writers, and produce 
online writing workshops. My jobs all center around 
publishing, but even non-writing backgrounds can 
tap into this arena. For example, a writer friend 
of mine is an accountant in her day job. FHer side 
hustle is helping other writers with the accounting/ 
business details we all hate. She's taken her two 
worlds and made them work together for her 
benefit.”

Like Tromp, my company (BlueSpark Editorial) 
has become a financially sustainable business that 
satisfies all my creative cravings. I love helping 
authors and publishers shape stories for today's 
market, and the broad range of projects allows 
me to utilize both my left brain and right brain 
(which had been competing for attention all my 
life). While not all my author friends like to edit, and 
not all my editor friends like to write, Tromp and
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I both find the combination of the two to be the 
right fit for us.

Of course, editing encompasses a 
wide breadth of services. I prefer to offer 
developmental and substantive line edits, while 
other editors may prefer the fine-tuning steps of 
copyediting and proofreading. Others have tech 
skills and may offer additional services such as 
cover design or formatting. Many of us also write 
book proposals, query letters, back cover copy, 
synopses, and author bios.

It's also important to know which genres 
you prefer to read and edit. While I read a wide 
variety of genres, I rarely choose sci-fi or horror, 
so it wouldn't be fair to the client for me to take 
an editing job in that arena. It's important to take 
a little time to find your specific skill set and then 
build a business around those core services within 
your comfort zone.

“Finding a side hustle is all 
about leveraging your strength 
areas and working them hard. ”

— Janyre Tromp

DON’T FORGET THE DAY JOB

Many of us have degrees or work experience in 
fields other than writing. Jenny B. Jones, best-selling 
author of The Holiday Husband, has put her varied 
skills to work as a high school teacher and middle 
school librarian. "Through most of my fifteen-year 
writing career, I’ve taught full time as well,” Jones 
said. “ It's stressful to balance both, but teaching 
gives me people time, and since YA is one of my 
genres, it also gives me time with teens, which 
provides fodder and keeps me in the loop on all 
things adolescent. Sometimes too much (smile).” 

Jones goes on to explain, “While I’m returning 
to the schools to fill-in for one semester, the last 
three years I've only worn the writer's hat, and 
one of the things I've occasionally done is write

ad copy for a local marketing company. It’s still 
writing, which I love, but it uses a totally different 
part of my brain. I'm told a good copy writer is 
hard to find, so reach out to businesses, realtors, or 
marketing firms and see if they need someone to 
spruce up copy or to edit. You never know when 
they'll say yes."

Recipe for Persuasion author Sonali Dev is 
a fellow writing instructor at Drexel University 
where we both put our teaching skills to work.
Dev said, “ In addition to my adjunct faculty 
position with Drexel’s MFA program, I speak/ 
teach at conferences, I write articles and essays 
for blogs and magazines, and I also do some 
developmental editing. My clients are usually 
referred to me through word-of-mouth, and I also 
have my publicist pitch pieces before each book 
release."

While I now teach alongside Dev at Drexel,
I spent many years working various roles in the 
public schools, serving as a speech-language 
pathologist, reading interventionist, ELL tutor, and 
special-education substitute teacher. This schedule 
worked well when my children were school-aged 
while also allowing me time to build my writing 
career. Even if you don't want to work full time for 
the schools, you can apply for contract positions 
that may give you the flexibility to continue writing.

ADAPTING IN THE TIME OF COVID

Teaching is a lot like speaking, with every venue 
seen as a new classroom. As a published author, 
you’ve likely been invited to speak to various 
audiences to promote your books or platform.
This year, most public events and book tours 
have been cancelled due to COVID-19, which 
has led many writers to adapt their speaking 
notes into online writing courses, YouTube videos, 
podcasts, subscription newsletters, or other digital 
revenue streams. While there may be a learning 
curve involved in each project, the virtual world 
offers countless opportunities to tap into affiliate 
sponsorships, ad revenue, and paid memberships, 
all while expanding your reach to new readers.

When the world starts turning again (which 
it will!), you can get back to booking public 
speaking events. Keynote addresses can pay 
anywhere from the low hundreds to the tens
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of thousands, depending on the host. When it 
comes to booking events, you may want to ask if 
they can include a signed book purchase in the 
ticket price. This can help lower the costs for the 
sponsoring host while increasing your profits and 
boosting book sales—a win-win for all involved.

Remember, even smaller events with limited 
budgets can prove lucrative if you sell books in 
the room. For example, some libraries may not be 
able to afford much pay (if anything), but you'll 
gain the support of librarians and readers and you 
may even be able to sell enough books to offset 
any time involved. While there, you can mention 
your freelance work, as you never know when 
someone in the audience may need to hire a 
writer or editor.

In romance circles, best-selling author, 
speaker, and law professor Katie Rose Guest Pryal 
is best known for her Hollywood Lights series. Her 
upcoming novel Take Your Charming Somewhere 
Else hits shelves in May, but in the meantime, she 
earns supplemental income in many ways.

"My alternative income streams have 
changed dramatically over the years of my 
writing career,” said Pryal. "When my first novel 
was published by a small press back in 2015,1 had 
just left my full-time professor job at the university 
here in the town where I live. I'd taught there 
for seven years; during those years, I wrote other 
books on my area of expertise—legal writing. In 
the intervening years, that work has grown into 
two book series for my publisher, one source of 
alternative income for me. Another area where 
I started working was professional editing. At 
first, I took every editing job that came my way. 
Now, I take fewer jobs and charge more; I have 
more experience, and word of mouth is the best 
advertising. But before I built my professional 
reputation, I had to work a lot to make 
connections and build a network."

Pryal has also built a steady income through 
public speaking. “ I signed with a speaker's 
bureau after muddling through managing my 
speaking gigs and doing a terrible job of it,” she 
said. "Although that work dried up with COVID, 
it was a significant part of my income there for a 
while. Again, though, this work grew over time, 
from seeds I planted over years of work. My 
income from my novels is only a small portion 
of my income in the end; although those books

are special to me, fiction is a hard sell. My trade 
nonfiction books sell better (they always do). But 
I will still write fiction and HEAs because the world 
needs those.”

The trick is to fin d  something 
that brings you joy while also 
liningyour bank account.

THINK OUT OF THE BOX

While you can utilize your writing skills in many 
ways, you may want to do something completely 
different. Award-winning blogger and USA Today 
best-selling author of Feels Like Falling Kristy 
Woodson Harvey tapped into her love of design to 
launch a fruitful side gig.

“My mom and I started our interiors blog, 
Design Chic, in 2010 as a fun side project,” said 
Harvey. “The blogging world was a mystery to us 
at that point, and we had no idea that, ten years 
later, our little corner of the internet—through 
advertising partnerships and affiliate marketing— 
would have turned into a business we love. It 
is, like most good things, a lot of work and has 
taken a long time and energy to grow. But I enjoy 
the content every day, and the true friendships 
and great relationships we've made because 
of Design Chic are invaluable. As a bonus, it's 
another audience to cross-promote my books to 
and gives me endless inspiration for settings!"

Like Harvey, best-selling author and marketing 
coach Mary Weber has a passion for all things 
creative. And, like many writers, she also has a 
desire to help other writers succeed. "When the 
drama train known as 2020 hit, I found myself in 
need of extra income,” Weber said. “ I decided to 
launch a long-time idea of mine, Cherry Pie Author 
Services. It’s an online one-stop-shop for new and 
long-established authors for whom we provide 
an assortment of ten packages that help brand 
or rebrand careers, provide effective marketing 
training, create fantastic book launches, edit, 
query proofs, and more. When we launched in
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May, I had no idea how much interest it would 
garner, but not only has the response kept my 
calendar full, it's allowed me the schedule 
flexibility to work on my next book.”

Weber, whose latest book is To Best the Boys, 
also said, "I feel so blessed in getting to work with 
and support the writing community in ways I love, 
while also being able to bring in much needed 
income."

Steena Holmes, the New York Times and USA 
Today best-selling author of Lies We Tell Ourselves, 
puts her many skills to work to expand her income 
stream. "We are creative people, and it’s fun to 
step outside the ‘creative for writing’ only box 
we find oh-so-comfortabie. I want my readers to 
think of me when they see various products, which 
is why I play with graphics and share them on 
clothing and other items I know my readers love 
to surround themselves with. Then, when readers 
sip their coffee or throw on their favorite hoodie 
with a saying or graphic I designed, they might 
think ... ‘Hey, I wonder if she has a new book out 
yet?’ Every day I ask myself: What talent of mine 
can I utilize, to the best of my ability, in order to be 
seen and remembered by new readers? Whether 
through podcasts, magazines, workshops, or 
fun social media posts, I love forming authentic

connections that happen to drive income at the 
same time.”

KEEP YOUR OPTIONS OPEN

Whether working as a copy writer, ghostwriter, 
editor, proofreader, formatter, marketer, book 
coach, consultant, teacher, speaker, or something 
completely out of the publishing lane, the options 
are endless. Two of my writer friends drive for Uber 
and DoorDash. They love the social interaction it 
gives them as well as the flexibility to be their own 
boss. Another author friend works weekends at a 
bookstore, and a third works two days a week as a 
professional organizer and housecleaner.

The trick is to find something that brings you 
joy while also lining your bank account. If you 
can hit that sweet spot, you've found the secret 
to earning a living while never feeling like you're 
actually working—which is exactly what the 
authors featured in this article have learned to do. 
We all wear many hats, but we’ve found a way to 
make this writing life financially sustainable all while 
doing what we love and shepherding stories to 
shelves. If we can do it, you can too! ■

o CONNECT WITH RWA

O
S tay  connected w ith  RWA 

w herever you are!

Follow RWA on our official 
social media pages:

Facebook: facebook.com/romancewriters 
Twitter: @romancewriters 
Instagram: @romancewriters 
YouTube: youtube.com/romancewriters

Visit our website at www.rwa.org 
for more resources!
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