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So you want to sell digital products? Great. I think it 

is a fantastic business to be in. But if you want to be 

successful, there are a few things you should know 

first.

INTRODUCTION



At the end of 2012 I was talking with a good friend of mine who runs a 

small custom woodworking company. We were discussing business over 

the last year and a few things we learned. While his business did about 

double the revenue that mine did in 2012, I made considerably more 

profit.

That’s when it sank in how unusual my business really is: instead of having 

a 10-20% profit margin like many businesses, in 2012 I had an 85% profit 

margin. That actually could have been much higher, except I spent some 

money on equipment (I needed that 27” display) and hiring freelancers. Af-

ter each product is created I only have 5% in hard costs for each sale. And 

that product can be sold an unlimited number of times.

Compare that to the custom woodworking company where there is not 

only material cost for each new project, but also the time, since everything 

is custom. Now to be clear, I’m insanely jealous of my friend creating such 

beautiful real-world furniture projects, but from a business perspective I 

far prefer selling digital products.

Drug dealers

Back in 2008 I read Tim Ferriss’ 4-Hour Work Week. When Tim talks about 

different kinds of businesses to create, there was one quote that really 

stuck with me:

“There is one class of product that meets all of our criteria, has a manufactur-

ing lead time of less than a week in small quantities, and often permits not just 

an 8-10x markup, but a 20-50x markup.

Introduction
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No, not heroin or slave labor. Too much bribing and human interaction required.

Information.

Information products are low-cost, fast to manufacture, and time-consuming for 

competitors to duplicate.”

It took a few years, but that quote is a big part of why I got into selling design 

and marketing books and courses online. I create the product once, then sell 

it over and over again to people all around the world. Each time the product 

is sold I pay credit card processing fees, but otherwise I don’t have any costs 

tied to each sale. 

Since there is nothing to manufacture or ship, my day-to-day involvement 

can be quite limited. I’ve taken multi-week trips where I just check in every 

few days, and actually made more money when I wasn’t working!

Any digital products

This business model doesn’t just work with books and training (like what I 

do), but also for tools, themes, plugins, software, and so much more! I’ve 

seen plenty of creators sell everything from Photoshop brushes, to songs, to 

WordPress plugins, often making $3,000 or more per month!

Sell your by-products

If you work in any kind of creative field you have by-products. As you focus 

on creating products or running your business, you create other tools or re-

sources that help in the process. A great way to start selling digital products 

is to look at your workflow and see what tools or skills you use every day.
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I wrote two books about designing software. The by-product of writing those 

books on design is that I became quite good at writing, packaging, and 

launching ebooks. I took that knowledge on how to write a profitable book 

and released it as Authority, my latest book on marketing. 

Kyle Webster is a fantastic designer and illustrator who has created many 

tools to improve his own workflow. Instead of just keeping them to himself, 

he decided to start selling some of his custom Photoshop brush sets. Other 

designers are thrilled to have such high-quality tools that they don’t have to 

create themselves.

Those brush sets are the by-product of the design work for clients Kyle was 

already doing. Now he has an entirely new stream of revenue (in addition to 

what his clients pay him) coming from selling digital products.

What by-products do you create from your everyday work?
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If you only knew just how much I failed to get my 

first products off the ground. How to acquire cus-

tomers effectively has taken me a long time to 

learn, but I think I finally understand marketing.

HOW TO GET CUSTOMERS



Unfortunately, just creating the product isn’t enough to make money from 

it. You need customers. For my first few products I had no idea how to get 

customers. It’s obvious in the sales numbers. They range from zero dol-

lars on three or four different products to a few hundred dollars in Word-

Press theme sales. Not even close to enough money to quit my job.

Marketing that works

Marketing can’t be that hard, right? After all, practically every college 

teaches marketing classes and the internet is filled with articles on how to 

market products. It turns out marketing is very hard—at least it was for 

me.

From my college marketing classes I learned that I should brainstorm 

ideas, share them with a focus group, build brand loyalty, get synergy with 

other sellers, and… I have no idea. Really it was all just a collection of mar-

keting buzzwords that may work for a multi-million dollar business, but 

didn’t give me any place to start selling digital products online. 

How to get customers
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My product track record

I’ve launched a lot of products over the last few years. Here is a list in order 

of launch date:

• Shoestring: No sales

• Shop208: $60/month

• OneMotion: $300/month

• Legend Themes: $70 (3+ years)

• OneVoice $2,000/month (average, non-recurring)

• Fluent: $40 (2+ years)

• Commit: $9,000 (1 year)

• The App Design Handbook: $53,000 (6 months)

• Designing Web Applications: $95,000 (3 months)

• Authority: $34,000 (1 week)

Can you see an inflection point?

Because the time scale is different for each product it can be hard to see ex-

actly, but there is a point in my product marketing education where I learned 

a valuable lesson. I’ll give you a hint: it’s when my launch numbers are consis-

tently over $10k.
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I’d had this lesson repeated to me dozens of times over the years, but I never 

really learned it until I started on the launch strategy for my first book, The 

App Design Handbook.

A story

While you’re trying to figure out what particular idea could have had such an 

impact in my business, let me tell you a story. Like any good story, it hap-

pened a long time ago:

Marco Polo was a Venetian explorer who lived from 1254 to 1324 and became fa-

mous for being the first to explore the Silk Road to China. At least that’s how he is 

remembered. There is only one small problem. He wasn’t an explorer at all. Like 

all good Venetians of the time, he was a merchant.

Plenty of people had explored the roads to the East long before Marco Polo. In 

fact, Marco’s father and uncle had made their exploratory trips well before 

Marco was born. So why does Marco get all the credit? Why is he the one we re-

member?

Marco learned the same lesson that I did. That’s why we remember who he 

is. But good ideas span centuries, so let me introduce you to someone who 

is still alive today:

Back in 2007 Chris Coyier launched a site called css-tricks.com. It was a site dedi-

cated to teaching people how to code websites. (CSS is the language that de-

scribes how websites should look.) When CSS-Tricks first came out I remember 

reading a tutorial and arrogantly thinking, “I know that already.” Chris and I were 

at about the same skill level, so I didn’t learn anything new from him.
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This continued for a while as he kept putting out new tutorials. But over time, as 

friends started asking me CSS questions, I found it easier to link to one of Chris’s 

articles (since they were really well written) than explain everything myself.

Years later Chris ran a Kickstarter campaign to redesign his site. Those who con-

tributed would get behind-the-scenes access to additional tutorials and content 

related to the redesign.

The goal was set fairly low at $3,500. He quickly blew past the goal and by the 

end of the campaign had raised $89,697.

He and I started at the same point and our skills progressed at about the same 

rate. The difference was that he taught and shared, whereas I kept what I was 

learning to myself. That made the difference between being able to make tens of 

thousands of dollars on a new project versus releasing to no one.

Teaching is what Marco Polo and Chris Coyier have in common. Instead of 

keeping knowledge to themselves, they shared it eagerly with anyone who 

would listen. Because of that they built trust and credibility. They built an 

audience.

Chefs

Jason Fried calls this “emulating chefs.” In most industries trade secrets are 

kept, well, secret. Locked down behind firewalls and protected by non-

disclosure agreements. Quite the opposite with chefs. They take their se-

crets, what we know as recipes, and write them down in a way that is easy to 

follow. 

These recipes get bundled into books and sold to everyone for just $15 or 

$20. Imagine that, the trade secrets of your business, your competitive ad-

vantage, made available for the entire world.
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But chefs don’t stop there. They go a step further and get cameras to record 

every step of the process while they narrate, providing every detail that you 

may have missed reading their recipes.

Aren’t they scared another restaurant will open up across the street, steal 

their best recipes, and put them out of business?

Of course not. 

By teaching, these chefs build credibility and an audience. Think of every 

chef you can name. My guess is that most of those who come to mind have 

cookbooks and TV shows where they give out every secret recipe. Doing that 

makes their restaurants book out months in advance. The reputation they 

build just helps sell their product even more.

The lesson

That inflection point you saw in my product revenue is the moment I learned 

to teach. Jason Fried and others had been preaching this message for years, 

but it took far too long for it to sink in. Once I took teaching to heart and 

made it a core part of my business, sales skyrocketed.

Instead of scratching and clawing to find a few people who would listen to 

my sales pitch, I had an audience coming to me, eager to learn more and buy 

products.

So, what can you teach that relates to your product?
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Social media is the future of online business, right? 

I respectfully disagree. 

Email subscribers are easier to acquire, have higher 

engagement, and will make your business more 

money.

USING EMAIL



Let’s say you start teaching through blog posts, webinars, and tutorials. As 

your posts get shared around the web some visitors will start to come to 

your site. At first each visitor will be incredibly valuable. Once you have 

the first 10 visitors coming each day you’ll start to feel like you’re seeing 

some success. Unfortunately, most of those visitors will read your article, 

forget about you, and never come back.

Depressing, isn’t it?

Ignore traffic

Early in my blogging career I made the mistake of focusing on traffic. Each 

day I would check my Google Analytics stats from the previous day (before 

they had real-time stats). Traffic is necessary to build an audience (and cus-

tomers), but it isn’t what you should be focusing on. 

After blogging for a few months I wrote a post I knew would be popular: 

“How I made $19,000 on the App Store while learning to code.” 

How could you not click on that headline?

Sure enough, the post climbed to the #1 spot on Hacker News and was 

featured on Reddit and a bunch of other websites. In a single day that 

post received more visitors than my entire blog had received up to that 

point. 

Using email
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Here’s the traffic pattern:

I was thrilled! I felt like my few months of writing a post each week had fi-

nally paid off. I started planning my career as a successful blogger…. Can you 

guess where this is going?

The traffic was unsustainable. 

You could hide November from that chart and not ever notice that there was 

a meaningful spike in traffic. That post did not make a long-term impact on 

anything, all because I didn’t have a good way to turn those visitors into regu-

lar readers.
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Push, not pull

In order to stay in touch with your readers (and keep them coming back) you 

need a way to push content to them, rather than waiting for them to remem-

ber who you are and come back to see if you have anything new to say. 

The next obvious question is, which platform do you use?

RSS is common on all blogs, and Twitter and Facebook are supposedly the fu-

ture of online publishing. So the answer has to be one of those, right?

Nope. 

I’ve always felt that my Twitter posts didn’t convert to sales very well, so I fi-

nally decided to run the numbers. You can read the full post here 

(https://convertkit.com/2013/email-subscriber-worth/), but the short version 

is that when you compare click-through and conversion rates between Twit-

ter and email, an email subscriber is worth at least 15x as much as a Twitter 

follower!

Email subscribers are easier to get

I was having a conversation with a friend a few weeks ago about this very 

topic. He said something that I’d felt for a long time, but hadn’t quantified 

yet:

“It’s so much easier to get email subscribers than followers on Twitter or 

RSS.”

I completely agree. When you ask someone to follow you on Twitter the call 

to action is usually pretty lame: “Follow me on Twitter.”
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But with email you can actually incentivize the subscription by offering valu-

able content. My friends at Think Traffic offer their Traffic Toolbox for free to 

everyone who subscribes to their email newsletter.

What can you give away?

Think through what valuable content you can offer. One of my most success-

ful giveaways for getting new subscribers is a free course called Mastering 

Product Launches. When I link to that at the end of guest posts I find it can 

drive hundreds—and sometimes over a thousand—new email subscribers.

One idea is to take some of your best posts on a particular topic and edit 

them together into a single guide. 

That’s exactly what I did with The Productivity Manifesto which has been 

downloaded thousands of times!
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Especially when you have a small audience, pricing 

can have a huge impact on your revenue. 

Try this one method and you could see a 3x in-

crease in revenue!

VALUE-BASED PRICING



How much is a book worth? The most common way to answer that ques-

tion is by comparison. Print books often retail for $20, but Amazon will sell 

a copy discounted down to $14. Mine are just digital, so we should proba-

bly knock at least $6 or $7 off just because ebooks aren’t worth as much.

So is your newly published ebook worth $7? Well, the ebooks at that price 

are by professional authors from major publishing houses. You’re just a 

first-time author who hired your mom to proofread your book. (Luckily, 

my mom is actually a professional proofreader.) So your book should be 

priced at just $3 or $4. 

But remember those stories of authors hitting it rich on Amazon by selling 

their books for $0.99 or $1.99? You want to sell tens of thousands of cop-

ies, so is that the right price?

Stop.

Seriously, stop thinking this way.

Whether you are selling books or any other product, comparison pricing 

like this is a great way to be a poor starving author/artist/creator/etc. 

Don’t do it.

What’s the value?

A designer or developer at a software company who buys my book Design-

ing Web Applications can earn thousands of dollars of value from the 

ideas in the book. Just implementing the ideas on designing first-run expe-

riences could radically improve their trial retention rates and generate a 

Value-based pricing
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lot more revenue. So is that self-published book worth $2? No, it’s worth hun-

dreds. Maybe not to everyone, since people working on small projects with-

out many users wouldn’t get the same value out of each improvement, but 

it’s okay to price some people out of the market.

A Photoshop plugin that saves a designer 10 minutes every workday isn’t 

worth just $15. If it’s core to workflow you could easily charge $50. After all, 

good designers charge over $100 per hour for their time, so a good $50 

plugin would pay for itself in a couple days of saved effort.

If your product is focused on business customers, you can—and should—

charge far more than you think. Since my business is teaching and training I 

like to think of it like this:

You can charge premium rates if you are teaching a skill that makes money 

to people who have money. 

I teach design to professional designers and developers. They use those 

skills to make their companies easier to use and more profitable. 

Whereas if you were to teach knitting to middle-school kids, they not only 

don’t use the skills to make a living, but also don’t have money to spend on 

your product.

Value-based pricing doesn’t work as well when focused on consumers (they 

tend not to think about purchases based on a return on investment), but you 

should still probably increase your price to focus on the higher end of the 

market.
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A small audience

I’m going to make an assumption that you don’t have a massive audience 

(10,000+ fans) that is eager to buy everything you produce. More likely you 

are in the early stages of your online business empire and are working on 

those first 500 or even 100 followers. The percentage of any following that 

will actually buy is quite low, so you need to maximize revenue from each 

one.

If only 10% of your audience will actually buy from you, I doubt lowering the 

price by a couple dollars will encourage significantly more people to pur-

chase. Conversely, in most cases doubling your price won’t cause you to lose 

50% of your sales—meaning you come out ahead on revenue.

Pricing is something that is flexible and hard to get right. Experiment with it. 

But if your goal is to maximize revenue, think about increasing your prices.
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What if I told you that one simple method could triple your revenue? 

Would you pay attention? 

I’ve used this method to triple revenue on two book launches and more 

than double revenue on two more. It does take some time to implement, 

but not nearly as much as creating the rest of your product.

What is it?

Selling in multiple packages.

You know when you go to subscribe to a web application and it asks 

which plan you would like? That’s tiered pricing—or multiple packages. 

They are segmenting their customers to allow those with larger budgets 

to pay more and get more value from the product. It’s common in soft-

ware, but you can apply it to any other kind of product as well.

I do it with books. I sell just the book for $39 (that’s me pricing based on 

value), then for $99 I include video tutorials, expert interviews, and some 

other resources. Finally, at $249 I include a top package that has even 

more resources (Photoshop files, code samples, and anything else that 

will save the customer time), as well as double the interviews and video tu-

torials.

I already spoiled the surprise by saying this method doubles or triples 

revenue over offering just the book at $39, but let’s look at exactly how.

For my book Authority (which is on exactly how to write and profit from 

your own technical ebook), I used the package method mentioned above. 

Tiered pricing
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When looking at the sales count (number of copies sold) this was the distribu-

tion between packages:

 • The Book ($39) — 48%

 • The Book + Videos ($99) — 26%

 • The Complete Package ($249) — 26%

So just the book by itself sold nearly 50% of the copies. So was it worth doing 

the other packages? Definitely! 

Here’s the breakdown when we focus on revenue:

 • The Book ($39) — 16%

 • The Book + Videos ($99) — 24%

 • The Complete Package ($249) — 60%
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Despite making nearly 50% of sales, the book only accounted for 16% of reve-

nue. The real financial success of this launch came from the 24% of sales in 

the Complete Package that made up 60% of revenue!

Without excluding anyone

Raising prices almost always increases revenue. So why don’t we just keep 

raising prices to ridiculous amounts? Because each time you raise the price 

you exclude some people from buying. For some products that’s good: low-

paying customers have higher support costs in general. So in that case, get-

ting more revenue from fewer, higher-quality customers is a good thing. 

But I want my books and training to still be accessible. While businesses 

have plenty of money to spend, I don’t want to price freelancers out of get-

ting my training.

That’s the beauty of tiered pricing. You can get all the benefits of selling a 

high-priced product (the top package) to customers who have money (real 

businesses), but people just getting started can still afford a version of your 

product (the lowest package). Something for everyone—and you maximize 

revenue from the entire market!
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How are you going to sell your product? Do you 

need to setup a merchant account? How will the 

customer get the product?

So many choices to make, but there’s one product 

that will take care of it all for you.

SALES & FULFILLMENT



Remember how one of the best things about digital products is that you 

don’t have to ship anything? Your profit margins are much higher, but also 

order fulfillment is so much easier! You still have to deliver the product to 

the customer, but e-commerce software will do it for you so that you don’t 

have to be involved at all. 

That means you can be off sipping mai-tais on the beach while people are 

buying your product—or playing with your kids (which is more likely for 

me).

In order to set this up you need some kind of software to display a prod-

uct, allow purchases, process the credit card, and then deliver the files to 

be downloaded by the customer. PayPal has been the industry standard 

for more than 10 years, but it also hasn’t improved much in that time.

In fact, the digital e-commerce world (at least what is best for selling single 

products) had been pretty stagnant up until Gumroad launched a couple 

years ago. 

When I was working on selling my first book, The App Design Handbook, 

Ryan from Gumroad reached out to me to get me to consider Gumroad. I 

had a few questions about particular features, but what really sold me 

was the fantastic checkout experience. 

The world of online payments has always been plagued by the frustrating 

checkout process, unnecessary fields, and other design failures that cause 

customers to abandon the purchase. Gumroad changed that. Their check-

out process is incredibly simple and elegant. The result is more purchases 

from less-frustrated customers.

Sales & Fulfillment
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Since my first books were on designing great software experiences I felt it 

would be hypocritical of me to use a payment provider with a second-rate 

checkout process.

All-in-one

Gumroad handles the checkout process from end to end for you. Often with 

other providers you need one tool for checkout and file delivery and then an-

other tool for actual payment processing. With Gumroad you only need to 

use one tool for everything. You upload your product, add your bank infor-

mation (so you can get paid), and start accepting sales!

The overlay

Normally you need to do quite a bit of setup in order to get e-commerce 

working directly on your site. It’s easy if you want to link to a payment page 

on someone else’s site, but to have the customer never leave your domain is 

more work (both on setup and security). 
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So one of my favorite Gumroad features is their overlay checkout process. 

That means that you can have the checkout button on your sales page trig-

ger a modal overlay that contains the entire checkout process. Since that 

happens in a secure window you don’t need to worry about security on your 

site, but you still get the benefits of the customer never leaving your site to 

pay.  
 
No, I’m not paid by Gumroad

Yep, I love Gumroad. And no, I’m not paid to endorse Gumroad. In fact, it’s 

quite the opposite. I’ve paid Gumroad over $15,000 in payment processing 

fees in the last 1.5 years, and I’m still their biggest fan!
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If a product launches and no one notices, did it 

really happen?

Here we’ll talk about how to make sure you build 

up to a profitable launch rather than launching to 

no one.

PRODUCT LAUNCHES



Once your market is identified, your sales page is set up, and credit card 

processing is ready, you start accepting sales, right?

Wrong.

Product launches fail for a number of reasons, but the most common is 

because the customer hears something like this leading up to when the 

product is available: “silence, silence, silence, GO BUY NOW!”

Compelling, isn’t it? I know that would make me want to buy… Not.

A good product launch requires a launch sequence. 

After blogging for a while and successfully launching The App Design 

Handbook and Designing Web Applications, I had an email list of about 

5,000 designers. Since a few friends had been successful with online work-

shops, I wanted to try them as well. The result was a carefully planned (at 

least for the content) workshop on Designing Web Applications. I sold 

seats for $400 each and capped attendance at 25 people.

I thought this was going to be easy. I’d already done the hard work of 

building an audience, so my exact thought process was, “With an email list 

of 5,000 designers, how hard can it be to sell out 25 seats?”

Because I had that mindset, my launch strategy consisted of writing one 

email—which I thought was a really good email—to launch the workshop. 

The email was educational, but tied nicely into a sales pitch at the end.

Product Launches
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Watching sales

After hitting send I tabbed over to Gumroad and waited for the sales to roll 

in. But you know what? They didn’t come. 

That really confused and frustrated me at first. From my previous product 

launches I had watched up to $1,000 in sales within the first 10 minutes of a 

launch. Why was this different?

Anticipation

When was the last time you bought a product within a few minutes—or even 

an hour—of hearing about it for the first time? That doesn’t happen often. 

If you see a product you sort of like and have the opportunity to buy it right 

then, chances are you will put it off for a bit later, then completely forget to 

purchase.

With my previous launches I had built up to anticipation over a matter of 

weeks. Each time I talked about it the likely buyers got more and more ex-

cited. Then I gave a clear date for when the product would launch and be 

available for purchase.

Providing every detail

The day before launch I send out a detailed email providing every bit of infor-

mation my subscribers need in order to make a purchase. This email covers 

the benefits of the product, pricing information, and even answers fre-

quently asked questions (that actually haven’t been asked yet).
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The one thing the email doesn’t include is a link to buy the product.

Instead, I tell them exactly when the product will be available (e.g., 8:00 a.m. 

Eastern tomorrow) and to expect another email from me at that time.

I am trying to get each person on my pre-launch list to make a decision 

about whether or not they are going to buy this product before I give them 

an opportunity to buy. The last thing you want is someone thinking, “Oh, 

that’s an interesting product; I should buy it. Well, my credit card isn’t handy. 

I’ll buy it later.” 

If that happens they will usually forget and not come back to buy. 

Launch

Then on launch day my job is easy. I write a simple email saying, “Hey, the 

product is ready. Buy it here,” and hit send.

Whenever I’ve followed that process, with anticipation building up over 

weeks or months, I’ve made at least $1,000 in the first 10 minutes after 

launching.

It’s the times I get lazy and cut straight to the sales pitch that my products 

flop.

If you want to have a successful launch, repeat after me: “In order to have a 

successful launch I will build up anticipation and excitement before I give my 

customers an opportunity to buy.”
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Why could you be upset if someone purchases your 

book? Isn’t money from anyone a good thing?

Dealing with fraud online was not something I had 

expected, so I’m glad to have a few things in place 

to make sure other people have my back.

DEALING WITH FRAUD



Fraud is an unfortunate side effect of selling online. Until I started selling 

books I had no idea how common fraudulent payments actually are. In 

fact, it didn’t even make sense why someone would buy my books with 

stolen credit cards. 

Turns out, there is a reason a criminal—let’s call him Joe—would want to 

buy ebooks on designing better software. It’s not because he wants to get 

into designing iPhone apps as a side business, but instead that he needs 

to validate credit cards.

Joe starts with buying a list of thousands of stolen credit card numbers, 

most of which are no longer valid. So he needs a way to easily find which 

card numbers can still be used to purchase products. That’s where my 

ebooks or your digital products come in. Joe can write a program that 

automatically attempts to make a purchase one card at a time (each one 

is denied), until a working card number is found.

Then Joe can take that working card number and either use it on Amazon 

to buy physical products (that have an actual resale value) or create a 

physical card with that number and have someone make purchases at the 

local mall (also for physical products).

Why I was upset about $1,500 in sales

Just last week I saw a huge spike in sales. Nearly $2,000 in a single morn-

ing is pretty awesome! At first I thought there had to have been an article 

mention or something sending traffic to one of the books, but then I 

Dealing with fraud
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started looking more closely at the sales. $1,500 was from a single email ad-

dress.

This person had purchased the top tiers ($250 each) of two of my design 

books. That happens sometimes, so that wasn’t too odd. But then I saw they 

had also purchased a team license ($1,000) of one of the books. Why would 

you purchase both the complete package and the team license of the same 

book? That didn’t make sense.

So I took the email address and plugged it into Rapportive (a Gmail plugin to 

let you find more about particular email addresses). If the address belonged 

to a design or development shop I wouldn’t have been surprised, but Rappor-

tive didn’t pull up any kind of profiles around the web, meaning the email ad-

dress was most likely a throwaway and the purchase was fraud.

One of the reasons I love selling on Gumroad is that I was able to just refer 

the purchases to their support team, who quickly verified that they were in 

fact fraudulent charges. The purchases were refunded and I moved on with 

my day.

Chargebacks

Now you may have just read that story and thought, “Why not just keep the 

money and hope the original card owner never finds out?” Besides being 

morally questionable, doing that can also hurt you financially. 

Have you ever looked through your credit card statement and found charges 

you didn’t recognize? Chances are you called your credit card company, told 

them you didn’t make those charges, and asked for them to be refunded. 

That’s called a chargeback. It’s a wonderful part of using your credit card for 

purchases online. Your credit card company will protect you from being li-
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able if your card number is stolen. That’s fantastic for the consumer! ...But 

not for the merchant.

Did you think the credit card company or bank swallowed the costs of the 

fraud? Nope, they try to pass it on to the merchant. That merchant is you 

and I. Everyone making a living selling from selling digital products online.

When a chargeback happens the bank takes money back out of your ac-

count—so it’s like the purchase never happened, except that they also add a 

fee. The exact fee depends on who you sell through. Stripe charges $15 and 

PayPal charges $20 (though only sometimes). This means that after you re-

fund the customer you still have to pay the additional fee on top of the lost 

revenue!

Stopping fraud

That’s why it’s so important to catch fraud early. You don’t want to be liable 

for those extra fees for each chargeback. Gumroad has fantastic fraud pre-

vention. They start by having excellent security measures to detect fraud pur-

chases and prevent them at checkout, but if something gets through they 

cover all the refund and chargeback fees. 

If a fraudulent charge gets through and a chargeback is issued, you only lose 

what the customer paid and aren’t liable for more fees on top that other pay-

ment processing companies charge.
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Fighting Chargebacks

Not all chargebacks are because of fraudulent purchases. Sometimes a cus-

tomer bought a product, decided they didn’t like it, and called their bank to 

ask for a refund instead of talking to you directly. This sucks because it can 

be expensive for the merchant, so as a customer, please don’t ever request a 

chargeback unless you have first talked to the seller and requested a refund!

That’s part of the reason why I always issue refunds when asked. It’s just not 

worth it to risk a chargeback. Just refund the money and move on.

If the purchase was obviously fraud, as the seller you have very little re-

course against a chargeback. But if you can prove that the purchase was 

made by the owner of the card there is a decent chance that you can win the 

chargeback, get to keep the money, and avoid having to pay additional fees. 

Some people are scammy enough to buy products, use or read them, and 

then issue a chargeback even though nothing was wrong with the product.

When a legitimate purchase is charged back Gumroad will actually fight the 

bank on your behalf to try to win the dispute. They do this by sending a 

nicely formatted document to the credit card company showing who made 

the purchase, where they were at the time, and other information to prove 

that the owner of the card made the purchase.

It’s hard for a customer to dispute a purchase when they entered in informa-

tion matching their information on file with the credit card company and did 

it from their home IP address.
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Don’t let fraud discourage you

Sometimes this whole process can be frustrating. There are lots of seedy 

characters using the internet for crime and sometimes your products can be 

used as a tool in their much larger scheme. It happens.

First, don’t stress about it. Many things are out of your control. But second, 

sell through a provider who will prevent fraud, fight chargebacks, and cover 

all the fees in the entire process. It’s easy for me to be relaxed about online 

fraud when I know the team at Gumroad has my back.
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8
One of the most common questions I get is “How 

do I prevent people from stealing my work?”

The answer is simple. And once you come to terms 

with it, you’ll sleep better at night.

THEFT & PIRACY



One of the most common questions I get is, “How do you prevent people 

from stealing your book/app/music/etc.?” 

You don’t.

Take a look at the movie industry. They have massive amounts of money 

and have spent many fortunes on trying digital rights management (DRM) 

to prevent unauthorized viewing of their movies. Has it worked? 

Not at all. A quick Google search will show download links for any popular 

movie. Those who want to pirate your content, will. There’s nothing you 

can do about it.

The only thing you will do by adding DRM (or something similar) is upset 

your customers. Everyone who pays will feel like you don’t trust them and 

will resent the hassle you’ve added just to use the product they legiti-

mately paid for. It’s not a good idea to start a customer relationship by tell-

ing your customers you don’t trust them.

Really?

Yep, I don’t do anything to prevent pirated downloads of my books. In-

stead, I focus on the customers who have paid and will continue to pay for 

more products. It’s not worth worrying about something you can’t control.

Theft & piracy
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One thing you can do

In the last few weeks there is one thing I started doing. Sometimes these tor-

rent sites and free downloads of the book will pop up on the first page of 

Google search results. That’s not good. I’d rather not have people searching 

for a way to buy my book be shown a way to pirate it on the first page of re-

sults.

So every so often I have someone on my team go through the results and 

submit takedown requests to Google. They are really good about removing 

the results from their search engine.

I don’t go after anyone, but just try to get the link delisted from Google. It 

takes maybe 30 minutes every few months and just makes me feel better.

One more thing

While I was traveling with my family a year or so ago I got a rather frustrated 

email from a purchaser of The App Design Handbook. He said, “I bought 

your book on Amazon, but the formatting is all messed up and the book is 

barely readable!”

A couple things bothered me about this email. First, I care about design, so 

the reading experience should be good. That’s important to me, so clearly 

something went wrong. Second, I don’t sell my books on Amazon. That’s 

what had me most confused. 

After a few more emails and a little research I learned that someone had sto-

len my book (expected) and was selling it on Amazon and pocketing the 

profit (unexpected). Luckily Amazon took it down and the gentleman got a re-

fund. So if you complain about people stealing your work just remember, at 

least they aren’t selling it.
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9
Focusing on a single audience and serving their 

needs is more important than any other idea we’ve 

covered already in this guide.

THE POWER OF AN AUDIENCE



The last two years of my life have been crazy. I quit my job, started selling 

digital products, doubled my annual income, wrote more books, and dou-

bled my annual income again.

There are many tactics (that we just covered) that helped in the process, 

but none of it would have happened without my readers. I made the deci-

sion early on to focus on teaching and sharing everything I learned. 

That audience is who bought my books, enabled me to teach workshops 

in cities around the world, get paid to travel, and gave me access to so 

many people I now call friends.

A portfolio approach

When I started selling digital products I was going for a portfolio ap-

proach. I would pursue any project that I thought could get a return on 

my investment.

My idea was that I needed to replace my design job salary ($5,000/month), 

so I would stack revenue from these otherwise unrelated apps together 

until it reached that magic number.

You saw the list in the beginning of the book: I had products for small busi-

ness owners, speech language pathologists, students, sign language inter-

preting agencies, and productivity enthusiasts. Yes, each one got me 

closer to my $5,000/month goal, but it made my time very scattered.

The power of an audience
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An audience centered approach

Anytime I worked on promoting OneVoice, my app for speech language pa-

thologists, it did nothing to benefit Commit, my app for productivity enthusi-

asts.

There wasn’t an overlap between those two audiences. Same for promoting 

a flash cards app and promoting an ebook on design. Zero meaningful over-

lap.

That meant each bit of effort I put into promotion only benefited a single 

product.

I’ve since changed that approach to focus on serving a single audience—well, 

really two overlapping audiences: designers and marketers. These are topics 

that I care about deeply, so I can write about them without getting bored. 

But more importantly now any effort I put into promoting The App Design 

Handbook also helps market Designing Web Applications. 

Each hour I put in returns twice the results (or more) in revenue.

Serve the needs of a single audience

I still have a portfolio approach to products. My revenue this year comes 

from at least six unique products. But they all serve a single audience (at 

least as closely as possible). 

Think about the audience for your product. What else do they need? How 

else can you help them? Are there tools or training you can provide on top of 

what you already offer?
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Hopefully throughout this book you’ve learned enough theory and tactics 

to make your digital products successful. Here’s how to get started:

1. Decide on what to sell: If you don’t already know, take a look at the by-

products you create in your everyday work.

2. Plan what you will teach or what stories you will share to attract atten-

tion.

3. Set up a landing page and email-marketing app to start building your 

list (use ConvertKit).

4. Write/Build/Design/Record/Create your product.

5. Decide on how to price your products. If possible, use multiple price 

tiers to increase revenue.

6. Set up an account on Gumroad to sell your product.

7. Set a launch day and build up to the launch with a sequence of informa-

tion and training.

8. Launch your product and start making sales!

9. Take a break.

10. Strategize where to go from here and how to use your audience to 

meet your long-term goals (whatever they may be).

How to get started

44



xlv

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Hey, thanks for reading this far! My 

name is Nathan Barry and I hope 

you enjoyed my writing.

Everything I just covered is from 

almost two years of selling over 

$300,000 in digital products. The 

lessons I just outlined were critical 

for me to learn in order to see that 

success.

If you want to learn more about 

selling digital products or 

becoming a self-published author, 

read my book Authority.

Thanks!

-Nathan Barry
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