
WWe’re several years into the self-
publishing boom, and the changes 
to the publishing industry have 
been seismic. We’ve seen new 
authors blossom, like Abbi Glines, 
Anna Todd and Amanda Hocking, 
and the number of books pub-
lished balloon. Readers have more 
options than ever before and are 
spending their dollars accordingly.

But what of the teen reader, that 
elusive creature who has potentially 
limited dollars, few of them spend-
able via credit card? Is the Young 
Adult genre one of the last bastions of 
old-school publishing, where librar-
ians and bookstores reign supreme?

The answer seems to be: kinda. 
“There haven’t been a lot of YA 

books that have broken the mold 
since Amanda Hocking,” says Jennifer 
L. Armentrout, who has self-published 
two new adult titles, but has chosen to 
work with a publisher for all of her YA 
novels. “That’s not to say that there aren’t 
self-published YA titles selling, but nowhere 
near the rate of traditionally published 
[YA] titles or other self-published genres.”

“Teens are a tough audience. It’s re-
ally word of mouth; it’s a slow burn, it’s 
grassroots building,” says S.R. Johannes, 
an author who has self-published her YA novels, including her Nature 
of Grace series. Johannes has sold more than 100,000 copies since 
2011, but she says, “Getting to teens is hard. It’s easier to hit the adult 
audience. Teens don’t have as much purchasing power as adults.”

And as we all know, it’s not only teens reading YA — ahem — 
some adults are big fans as well. And often, authors report that’s 
who is scooping up self-published fare.

“Books that are targeted at younger YA readers have had a diffi-
cult time,” says Rysa Walker, a YA author who began self-publishing 
her Chronos series with limited success. “Sales were not that good; 
I was lucky to sell a copy a day,” she tells us. Then she moved 
to work with Amazon’s Skyscape imprint. Her sales have since 
skyrocketed more than 100-fold. As to who’s buying those books? 
Walker says most of her readers are in their mid-30s, though she 
gets the sense that teens are now starting to find her. 

Some say it’s in part because teens are immune to most existing 
marketing strategies. Walker says, “Even when [YA titles] have the 

benefit of a [marketing push like a] 
Kindle First launch, it’s not the kids 
who get those emails, it’s the parents.”

Author Alys Arden, who self-
published her YA title The Casquette 
Girls in 2013, agrees, saying, “The 
younger the market is, the harder it 
is, because young people are born 
into a world of total pervasive mes-
saging. They have never experienced 
a time when they weren’t completely 
bombarded by brands and advertis-
ers, so they have more of an innate 
ability to filter and completely ignore 
the messages being shoved into their 
faces. In the same way that adults 
can naturally ignore all of the junk 
mail that comes through the post 
without even looking at it, young 
adults can ignore digital ads.”

So where, exactly, are teens read-
ing online? One place where teen YA 

readers love to congregate is Wattpad.
The digital reading platform “offers 

friction-free reading,” explains Mark 
Coker, founder of the self-publishing 
distributor Smashwords. Coker, a fan 
 of Wattpad, says, “There’s no credit 
card required, there’s no arduous ac-
count sign-up. Anyone can start reading 
right away,” which would help explain 

why teens have flocked to the site by the millions.
“It’s a very millennial product,” Ashleigh Gardner, head of 

publishing and writer partnerships at Wattpad, tells us. “If you’re 
looking for teenagers who love to read, Wattpad is the place.” 

The numbers back her up. Of Wattpad’s nearly 40 million users, 
close to 40 percent of readers are between the ages of 13 and 18, 
and  another 40 percent are between the ages of 18 to 30. 

“Teens are not just looking to passively consume,” Gardner 
explains of Wattpad’s appeal. “Millennials today want to comment 
and follow and interact with the stories that they’re reading.”

Ah-ha! So we found them! All a self-publishing YA author has to 
do is to put their novel on Wattpad!

Except that Wattpad is free. “Our users regularly support au-
thors through purchasing their projects,” Gardner says, though for 
the writers we spoke with, results varied. 

Arden first published The Casquette Girls on Wattpad, posting 
chapter by chapter in real time as she wrote. Eventually her title 
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garnered enough attention to be picked 
up by Amazon’s Skyscape. 

“I love Wattpad and have reached 
over a million reads,” Johannes tells 
us, though she says, “I’m not sure 
it directly impacts sales because it is 
mostly young readers who read a lot 
of free books. But it is definitely where 
my audience hangs out.”

Armentrout tells us that while it 
can be hard to track marketing efforts 
directly via sales, her YA series have 
gotten a bump after, say, the first title 
is shared on Wattpad for free.

So, as with most aspects of self-pub-
lishing, results vary. What many agree 
upon, however, is that there are some 
unique barriers holding teen readers 
back from purchasing self-published e-
books, like their inability to pay for them. 

“I think that one of the big reasons 
self-publishing in YA isn’t an easy task 
is because YA is dominated by print,” 
Armentrout says. “Teens can’t buy 
e-books at the same rate because they 
don’t have credit cards, which [would] 
enable them to buy digitally. So if you’re 
self-publishing YA, you’re knocking out 
your core readership.”

Armentrout believes that once an 
e-tailer figures out how to allow teens to buy their own books with-
out using their parents’ accounts, sales of self-published YA will 
skyrocket. “Amazon is trying to launch things into space; they will 
figure out how to bypass the barriers to teens paying for books,” 
she says. “It’s going to really change the landscape in the sense 
that you’re going to start seeing more digital sales from teens” 
once the payment barrier is removed.

There’s another kid-specific hurdle — a friendly one! — that 
stands between teens and their self-published YA: librarians.

“A vast majority of teen readers get their books from the 
library,” Armentrout explains, “and there’s the stigma of 
self-publishing that holds these educational institutions back 
from adding self-published titles to their collections. Even 
though most self-published books are as edited as traditionally 
published books, the stigma of typos and poor grammar is a 
concern for educational institutes.”

So, we asked a librarian for her thoughts. Heidi Zweifel is a 
library media specialist for a middle school and a YA blogger at 
YABibliophile.com. She explained why it’s difficult to add self-pub-
lished titles to her collection: “I don’t tend to buy books that don’t 

have at least one professional review. I 
need to be able to defend the purchase 
if it’s challenged. Without a review, this 
is hard. I don’t have time to read every 
book before I add it to my library. It just 
isn’t feasible.” So she needs to rely on 
professional vetting to let her know the 
book will be useful to her students.

“I have nothing against self-pub-
lished books,” Zweifel says. “However, 
I read very few of them. There are so 
many self-published books out there. 

“When I order from a reputable 
publisher, I know that book has been 
read and re-read by multiple people,” 
she adds. “There has been a sub-
stantial effort (usually!) to rid it of 
errors. I am giving my students a solid 
product. I have no guarantee of that 
with a self-published book.”

So how could self-published YA get 
into libraries?

Smashwords’ Coker is on it. “Librar-
ians were very accustomed to making 
their decisions based on reviews,” he 
tells us, echoing Zweifel’s purchasing 
process. “So the challenge that the 
librarians are facing is that they need 
to adopt new methods of curation and 
they’re overwhelmed.” The number 

of self-published titles is staggering — Smashwords alone has pub-
lished more than 350,000 titles since its inception. 

“We’ve been working to encourage librarians to use retail sales 
data as a metric,” Coker adds. “That’s a good measure of quality.”

Smashwords has a few deals in the works right now for large 
library systems to purchase self-published titles. “Librarians love 
diversity, they want to put smiles on their patrons’ faces, and 
they recognize that self-publishing is a force and these books are 
becoming popular,” Coker says. 

Zweifel agrees. “I would include self-published books in my 
collection if I knew they had gone through some sort of editing 
process like traditionally published books,” she says. “It’s hard to 
justify spending money on a book that I know very little about and 
that doesn’t have any professional reviews.”

But if self-published titles can get past the gatekeepers of YA, 
that would be a significant key to expanding the market. “I think 
that librarians and booksellers are crucial in getting books into 
the hands of teens,” Zweifel says, though she does object a bit 
to the moniker. “When I hear the word ‘gatekeeper’ it brings to 
mind someone keeping something out. I absolutely do not feel 

that way as a librarian. Yes, I do decide not to purchase 
certain books. But it’s not because I want to keep my 
students away. It’s because they don’t fit with our selec-
tion policy or aren’t age appropriate. I want to expose my 
students to a wide variety of books in hopes that they will 
find something they like. My goal is to connect students 
with books that they will actually read and enjoy. If being 
a gatekeeper means opening the gate so my students can 
find the stories they’re looking for, then sign me up.”

And once the gates truly open for self-published YA, 
allowing credit- and library-card-armed teens in, it’ll be yet 
another exciting time for the publishing industry. G
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