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So You Want to Write a Book!
Start by looking into self-publishing. Even if you have no desire to self-publish, the information about how it’s done can be extremely important. Why? Think of the difference between contacting a publisher and casting yourself as a newbie, or being able to talk to them in their language and with the kind of knowledge that makes them want to put up cash to produce your book.
There are many steps to publishing a book, and though some people say they can do it for very little money, they don’t tell you about some major steps they might be skipping. The purpose of this article is to highlight a few of the most important parts of publishing, so you can make an informed decision before you commit.
Planning:

I’ve never seen a plan for an entire book, so I created one. This “pro forma” serves as a checklist, to be sure that nothing is skipped, and to prepare you for the costs and the process involved. 

Planning should include everything from professional editing to whether you’ll sell copies “pre-pub” (yes, you can sell your book before it’s published!) through production (cover design, bar codes, printing, and more) and on through sales and marketing.

You’ll also need to know who will handle the actual sales: If it’s you, you’ll set up a dba, a website, an invoicing system, and learn about discounts, distribution, returns and shipping. Lots of shipping, if you’re lucky.

Who’s Your Market?

In the publishing industry, skipping this question can be fatal to your new book. The more research you do here, the less money and time you’ll waste. Every week I hear from authors whose market is “Anybody!” That’s optimistic, but not exactly a marketing plan. Define your market (who) and include the where (Bookstores? Libraries? Gift shops?) and the how (Radio interviews? TV appearances? Bookstore readings), keeping in mind that each of them costs money and time.

About those Libraries:

I put this goal very near the top, because everything, and I mean everything, will change if you are going the library route. Here are some of the facets that are affected if you want your book to be accepted by Library distributors:

•
The quality of the paper and cover must be tough enough to be handled much more than if the book is purchased and read by just one or two people, which in turn affects . . . 

•
The size of the binding, which in turn affects . . . 

•
The book’s cover design (thicker spine, different printing, more room for graphics or a larger font, and so on)

•
No fill-in-the-blanks; Libraries won’t buy it, because people will write in it, and that makes it unusable by other patrons

•
You should also include both a professional Table of Contents (TOC) and a professional index if you want libraries to buy it. They will rarely touch anything without an index.

•
All books that libraries buy and stock must contain a CIP, or Cataloging in Publication. This is a series of numbers and letters that tell the librarians how to catalogue it, in what category, who the author is, and more. Without it, well, forget it.

The next question, just as important, is. . .
Do you want your book in bookstores? 

This requires what I call a “real” book, as in, not homemade. It will also require having an contract with a distributor, having a “real” bar code and other registrations, and doing your research. (A young man found his father’s WWII memorabilia and wanted to write a book about it. In researching, I found that librarians were saying they had been receiving four new books per week on WWII. Demand is at least half the equation.)

What’s involved in marketing? 

The less you know about how to market a book, the more expensive it will be — and I’m speaking from experience. And without marketing, your book will be pulled from bookshelves (to make room for newer and/or more profitable books) in a very short time.

Releasing a book without marketing it is like giving birth to a child and expecting it to raise itself. Swapping analogies in midstream, if you don’t market your own book (whether you self-publish or not,) you will end up with many boxes full of expensive paper. If that’s not your goal, focus 75% of your book project on marketing.

If you want an e-book only: E-books are a much cheaper proposition, but do not carry the gravitas of a print (or “hard copy”) book. A “p (print)” book is a marvelous business card: You can sign it, ship it, hold it up when you do TV shows, mail it to prospects, and more. You can also have a lot (and I mean an entire planet full) of people represent it for you. With an e-book, you can do some of those things, but you’ll have far less coverage (no radio or TV show will book an author who has only an e-book, and radio is one of the best places to get free, worldwide coverage) and far fewer people will “get behind” it. There are just too many other things going on, and too many other new books coming out every day. No, scratch that: Every hour.

So you have a great book idea: Many people do. What will push your project over the hump is a realistic view of the industry. In publishing, there’s a name for books that are lovely in concept but will not sell. We call them, “Butterfly Books.” They may be beautiful, but they are fragile, as in, not long-lived. These are books for which no marketing plan was done. They are essentially dreams, thoughts, or memoirs of the author — and of very little interest to anyone else. Which leads to a warning about . . .

Vanity Press: This is a no-no phrase in the industry. It refers to a publishing company that panders to the vanity of small, beginning, or unsuccessful authors, and that may even have a reputation for ripping people off. Distinguishing features of a Vanity Press: Very low prices — at first; Using their own ISBN number; Kicking the author out of the nest with no book marketing and no plan; No professional editing; Poor cover design when compared to books in your bookstore; Unrealistic pricing; No education about invoicing, distribution or discounts; Lots of hype; Website bookstores with wildly disparate topics; etc.

Another warning sign: Vanity publishers limit the number of books you’ll receive, or insist that you purchase a minimum number of copies of your own book. Worst: If they “take over”, leaving you out of the loop on decisions such as cover design, editing changes, illustrations, and so on. Watch out for the loss of control (although they’ll tell you otherwise) and a rush to production with a brick wall right after that.

PUBLISHER: Publishers are the ones who put up all the money and make all the final decisions. With big responsibility comes big rights. If you don’t want to pay, you don’t get the rights. It’s a one-or-the-other decision, so be clear what you want from the get-go.

COPYRIGHTS: It’s not enough to mail something to yourself and never open the envelope. The point of copyrighting your material is to prove, should you ever 
need to, that it was received and stamped in the copyright office as of a certain date. If someone infringes on (steals) your material, only that stamped number will be legal proof that you registered it, and the key word here is registered. I learned this the hard way: my first book was plagiarized. Many lawyers’ bills later, I discovered that I was simply not covered, because I hadn’t registered it properly. Spend the money; I wish I had. (More info at http://www.loc.gov.)
Cover Design: Do not, under any circumstances, run with scissors, spit into the wind, play poker with a man named Doc, eat at a restaurant called Mom’s, or have anyone other than a trained, experienced, book cover designer handle your cover. There are just too many industry-specific requirements that cannot be explained, even if you had two years to do it. In addition, you’d be laughed out of the marketplace and, while you might not care about that, your book will simply not be stocked or sold anywhere that matters. That’s a huge amount of time and money to throw down the drain.

Marketing: You and your staff are expected to do 95% of the marketing of your book — 150% if you self-publish. Why? Nobody knows your book like you, nobody loves your book like you, and you won’t like some of what happens if you farm it out. Besides, with a trillion other authors to deal with, no publishing house has the time or energy to make you their star (unless you’re already a big name like Stephen King.) 

One could draw an analogy that publishing a book is like giving birth to a child, and marketing it is like raising the child. Why invest in having a baby, only to have someone else raise it?

Print on Demand: POD is great for small quantities of non-library, non-bookstore books. You can sell them at the back of the room when you give speeches, send them in a press kit, or give them away, but beware: Bookstores will not carry them. Period. And yes, they can tell a POD from “real” book a mile away. POD’s are seen in many places as marking a beginner, small-timer, or amateur in the publishing industry. How do YOU want to be seen?

There’s more . . . This article doesn’t have room for the hundreds of points I could make about more details that are crucial to producing a successful book, so please give me a call and we’ll set up a consultation. 

800-447-3488 (office) or 916-899-8285 (Cell)

Liz Franklin is a book coach and the author and publisher of “How to Get Organized Without Resorting to Arson”. She writes, edits and markets in such a way that her clients make more money. And she writes for the Independent Book Publishers of America newsletter, the Sacramento Business Journal, My Business magazine, and many more.
Liz Franklin has doubled and tripled her clients’ income repeatedly. Her record was a 700% increase in eight months. To get results like these, please call Liz or email her at MizLizOnBiz@earthlink.net
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