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Preface

 


Of all the constants in the universe, two seem to be
unique to the book industry: the prevalent belief that everyone has
at least one good book in them, and the romantic belief that the
author's role after publication is to sit back and collect checks.
These beliefs might have been based on truth more than a hundred
years ago (if then), but they certainly are not true today. In an
industry that publishes more than 400,000 titles in the U.S. each
year, authors who don't understand the book industry and are
unwilling to work toward the success of their book will find
themselves unpublished—or worse, self-published with $10,000 worth
of books and no one to buy them.

The problem, of course, is competition. A
century ago the cost and difficulty of printing a book was great
enough to limit competition. Authors could only be published if
they found a publisher willing to invest in their manuscript. As a
result, only the best books were published. Consumer confidence in
books was very high due to high product quality, and as a result,
authors were not regularly expected to promote their books.

Fast-forward to the present where printing
technology is cheap and the Internet enables world-wide
availability. On the surface, this combination would seem to allow
myriads of authors who have at least one good book in them to put
that book in front of the masses and reap the rewards of
authorship. In truth, it has fostered an explosion of new books,
but that explosion has not been (and cannot be) accompanied by an
equivalent explosion in retail shelf space. Browsing the shelves of
Amazon.com is not at all like browsing the shelves of your local
Barnes & Noble bookstore. Books do not sell simply because they
exist. The public must know about them, and in some way be
convinced to buy them. With so many options to choose from, the
public is becoming less inclined to search for a good book.
Instead, they want good books presented to them. And the
authors and publishers who do this best will sell the most
books.

Unfortunately, most new authors today have
not prepared themselves for publication. Modern authors not only
need to write a great book, they need to know how the book industry
operates. They need to know their publisher's strengths and
weaknesses. They need to know about their audiences, their
competition, and their local promotional opportunities. They need
to assess their ability to respond to national promotional
opportunities and understand what all those opportunities mean to
book sales. They need to know these and a seemingly endless number
of other things or they won't survive the competition! Four hundred
thousand new titles for an adult population of 120,000,000 in the
U.S. means an average book should sell 300 copies. But some titles
sell millions of copies, so most titles sell little or
nothing!

Some new authors do enjoy first-title
bestsellers. But in each and every case, those authors first
educated themselves about the book industry. They treated
authorship like the career it is and not the hobby too many people
romantically believe it to be. And the results included fame,
fortune, and the holy grail of fiction—movie deals.

Publishers are always waiting for the next
literary or self-help blockbuster. They are waiting to be blown
away by your book. If these are your dreams, and you're ready
to rise above the competition, then turn the page and let's
begin.
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This book will walk you through the process of
developing, submitting, and publishing your book in the order
experienced by most authors. I recommend you read it through once
in order to better understand the book industry as a whole, then
return to review specific sections in detail.

Hyperlinks are identified throughout this
book with the following superscripted symbol:. URLs can be found in the Hyperlink Index.
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Overcome the Romance

 


Books carry an aura of romance. People love them;
they love to hold them, to smell the paper and feel their texture,
and to carry them with them wherever they go. Books conjure up
images of curling up on a couch in front of a cheery fire or
soaking in a tub of warm water. We think of literary parties with
elegantly dressed men and women praising intellect and creativity,
and we see in our mind's eye the dedicated writer working hard over
a computer or a typewriter. Often, we believe that writing a book
is the pursuit of gentlemen and ladies, and that the just reward
for the artists' work is to enjoy the applause of their fans as the
royalty checks roll in.

Writing a book looks easy and glamorous and,
as Hemingway purportedly said, "everyone has at least one good book
in them." However, Hemingway did say, "You must be prepared to work
always without applause." Many new authors don't realize that there
is a lot of work to be done before submitting a manuscript to a
publisher and even more work thereafter. Moreover, they face
competition the minute they put pen to paper. About 20 million
manuscripts are circulating among thousands of U.S. publishers at
any given time. From these manuscripts, about 400,000 new titles
(reported by R.R. Bowker in 2008) are published each year. All
other things being equal, a manuscript has about a one-in-fifty
chance of being published (these statistics include all
self-published authors).

However, all other things are not equal. Most
authors fail before their manuscripts are ever submitted because
they don't consider their competition or they know too little about
the book industry. Even if an author is published, his or her
battle against competition will not end until both publisher and
author agree that the book is no longer selling. About two million
in-print titles are on sale at any given time throughout the U.S.
Eventually (with very rare exceptions), people will stop buying a
book and look for fresh titles.

There are a great many authors with varying
degrees of skill and opportunity, and a great many publishers who
must manage the risk of publishing. Publishing a book is always
risky. Despite the publisher's best efforts and money well spent on
promotion, the public may simply choose to read another book. Each
publisher attempts to minimize this risk through skill and the wise
use of resources. Authors, too, must manage risk. Writing a good
book requires more than a good idea and time to write. It requires
good writing skills, good research, good feedback, good marketing
skills, and good preparation.

Successful authors learn to set aside the
romantic vision of writing and educate themselves in the business
aspects of publishing. A good, well-written story coupled with
preparation for publication will greatly increase the odds of a
book getting published.

 


 


Industry Overview

 


Like most industries, the publishing industry starts
with a raw product, refines the product into a commodity, places
the commodity into a distribution channel, and advertises the
commodity's availability to the consumer. The expected result is
that the consumer buys the product. This seemingly simple process
is the subject of this book.

The book industry's raw product is the
imagination, creativity, and expertise of the author. Authors
create many kinds of products, including fiction for entertainment,
nonfiction for education, and inspiration for spiritual and
emotional well-being. Successful authors must pay close attention
to their target audiences; the rules of grammar, spelling, and
syntax; the philosophies of good writing (including character and
plot development); and constantly review and analyze their
work.

Agents bridge the gap between the artistic
world of the author and the business world of the publisher. They
are to authors what Realtors® are to home owners. Just
as Realtors help home owners prepare their house for sale, look out
for the home owner's interests, and facilitate negotiations with a
buyer, agents help authors prepare their manuscripts with editorial
and marketing assistance, negotiate contracts with publishers, and
watch out for the author's interests. Some agents also provide
post-publication assistance, such as promotional representation and
scheduling. As a publishing house grows, it depends on agents to
help vet manuscripts. Agents are not needed to successfully publish
a book and are rarely engaged by new authors. However, they are
often required to approach the largest publishing houses.

Publishers invest in a product, develop it,
and bring the product to market. Their job starts with a review of
thousands of submitted manuscripts. After selecting the material
that best suits their needs, focus, and experience, a publisher
will put an author under contract and proceed with the book's
editorial and typographic design. Following the book's design, a
publisher will have the book printed, develop marketing, pursue
promotion, and fulfill distribution. Publishers have tremendous
control over the physical design of the book and substantial
editorial control because they bear the financial risk of
publication. They pay each author for the (usually exclusive) right
to reproduce and sell the author's intellectual property in a
physical and/or electronic format.

Distributors manage the difficult task of
collecting and delivering products created by many publishers
(there are thousands in the United States alone) to retail outlets,
corporations, and libraries (approximately 500,000 in the United
States, excluding corporations). Although distributors may provide
some marketing and promotional opportunities, they are
intrinsically warehouses. However, distributors prefer not to store
books. They are primarily interested in the movement of books from
vendor to consumer.

Publicists create marketing campaigns and
schedule advertising. Publishers always act as the publicist for
the books they publish, although they may outsource the work to a
professional publicist if a product deserves greater attention than
the publisher can provide.

Reviewers are some of the most important
participants in a publisher's efforts to promote a book. With rare
exceptions, they provide inexpensive advertising for a book through
their reviews. They always choose the books they wish to review and
are not bound to provide a positive review. Reviews can appear
online at popular web sites such as Amazon.com, in large blogs or
personal web pages, in newspapers and magazines, on television and
radio, as part of the book's media kit, or on the cover or inside
of the book itself. Comments and reviews by authorities or
celebrities are called endorsements. They are frequently
purchased and usually appear only in the book's media kit and on
(or in) the book itself.

Retailers and resellers are companies that
buy products wholesale from publishers or distributors and resell
them to the end consumer. They include bookstores, gift shops,
festivals, catalogs, online retailers, clubs, grocery stores,
travel centers, and many more. Nearly all resellers employ buyers
who review products to determine suitability and quality for
placement in stores. One notable exception is Amazon.com, which
will list all books that are distributed through one of the
nation's wholesalers or distributors, or directly from the
publisher or author via their Advantage program.

The end consumer is the person or
organization that buys a book to read it. Most end consumers are
ordinary people, but some are libraries, which provide books on
loan to the public. Others are corporations, which purchase books
on behalf of their employees. The end consumer has a variety of
tastes and needs and he, she, or it is often referred to in the
book industry as a "target audience." A successful author must
understand a book's target audience so that the book meets the end
consumer's expectations for quality, content, timeliness, and
cost.

 


 


How the Economy Affects Submissions

It will come as no surprise that submission
acceptance slows with a bad economy. Publishers will rely more on
the sale of their backlist than the risk of new front list titles.
However, new title development does not stop.

The economy affects specific genres, which
for simplicity I'll boil down to three general categories:
entertainment, opinion/inspiration, and education. In a good
economy, entertainment books sell the best. In a bad economy they
sell the worst. This isn't to say there isn't a market—the best
books sell no matter the economy—but it's harder to get fiction
accepted for publication in a bad economy because the cost of
promotion (and therefore the risk) is higher for fiction than for
non-fiction. This can be ameliorated by writing what I personally
call "channel fiction." Channel fiction refers to the several
fiction categories that have very clear definitions: romance,
historical, sci-fi, suspense/mystery, and horror. These genres are
much simpler to promote because of well-defined fan organizations
and trade associations, minimizing the cost of promotion. Other
genres of fiction (especially "literary") suffer more because they
rely more on direct advertising—a cost that publishers want to
minimize at all times, but especially when the economy is bad.

On the other end of the spectrum are
educational books (which I like to call "solve my problem" books).
Educational books cover the gamut from school text books to how-to
books (not self-help). These books tend to sell the least in a good
economy and the best in a bad economy. The best educational books
not only contain a lot of useful information, but are well
organized and solve a specific problem (e.g., "how to get a job in
a bad economy"). They tend to be easy to promote because
journalists are always looking for story angles that solve reader
problems.

In the middle (whether a good economy or a
bad economy) are the opinion pieces. These include religious books,
new age/meditation books, books providing comfort or motivation
(e.g., overcoming cancer, etc.), and self-help (how to be happy)
books. Though individual books may be bestsellers, the category as
a whole is never in the best-selling category. But it's also the
most economy independent category. People want to be comforted
during a time of crisis, which would lead one to wonder why such
books don't sell better during a bad economy. The reason for this
is that people have crises all the time. A bad economy only means
we're all sharing the same crisis, but it doesn't mean there is
"more individual crisis" at this point in time than at any other.
People regularly suffer setbacks in their lives, which is why this
genre is traditionally economy independent.

 


 


Manage Your Expectations

Many new authors share some unrealistic expectations
about writing books. The most common expectation is that they can
quit their day job and comfortably work on their next manuscript
with the large advance they anticipate receiving for their first
book. This expectation is very, very rarely achieved. Consider Tom
Clancy for example. He was an insurance salesman when he wrote his
first book, 
The Hunt for Red October. Like most authors, his manuscript
was rejected by many publishers until it was picked up by the Naval
Academy Press (primarily because it was about a submarine, and at
the time, the Navy was trying to entice recruits into its submarine
program). The book had only marginal success with few positive
reviews until it received an endorsement from an unlikely
source—President Ronald Reagan. It wasn't until then that Clancy
could "quit his day job." Success stories such as this, however,
are incredibly rare.

An advance is an author's royalties paid in
advance of actual book sales. Author royalties generally vary from
$1.00–$2.00 per book for hardback books to 35¢–75¢ for mass market
paperbacks. Assuming that an author needs $45,000 per year to quit
his or her day job, a hardback title with a very good royalty must
sell up to 22,500 copies, and a mass market paperback up to 90,000
copies per year, to meet the goal. However, the average first-time
author with an experienced publisher only sells 2,000–5,000 copies
of his or her first title (first-time self-published authors often
sell no more than a few dozen copies, usually to family and
friends). As a result, if an author is offered an advance,
it is usually no more than $2,500 dollars (an amount approximately
equal to the royalties of the book's first printing) and frequently
less.

Advances were once a common and expected
benefit of publication. However, like many worker benefits,
advances are slowly shrinking. Advances are a preliminary
investment by a publisher to secure the rights to a manuscript.
They are also risky. If the book doesn't sell as the publisher
hopes, the advance is a loss to the company. Because of this, many
publishers offer only small advances, or reserve advances only for
proven or celebrity authors. Worse, a growing number of publishers
offer good advances, but expect the author to contribute to the
book's success by purchasing a block of books—often a block that
pays for the first printing. In this case, the author's advance is
actually being paid by the author him- or herself.

Said in another way, writing books is a
career, not a hobby. There's nothing wrong with writing as a hobby;
but if you're a hobbyist, you should expect a hobbyist's rewards.
If you view your writing as a profession (even if you can only
pursue it part-time), then you can expect the professional's
rewards. But like all professionals, you must invest the time
necessary to develop your skills and make contact with the people
who can help make your dreams come true.

 


 


Develop Good Writing Skills

 


The need for good writing skills should go without
saying, but 85% of all submissions to a publisher are rejected
because of poor writing. As British publisher Stewart Ferris once
said, "There is no excuse for submitting a poorly written
manuscript." In his book, How To Get Published – Secrets from
the Inside, he explains that as an author you should not "rely
only on the strength of your book's central concept to get you a
deal. The quality of your writing must also be as high as you can
possibly raise it prior to submitting it to an editor. Would you
try to sell your car without washing it, or your house without
tidying it? Your manuscript or proposal is a product that you are
trying to sell to a publisher, so make it a quality product."

The yearly effort of processing this group of
submissions can represent from four man-days of effort for a
micro-publisher to eight and a half man-years for large national
publishers. That's nine people working full-time for a year to
process rejections to manuscripts that should never have been
submitted. Good writing skills encompass everything from the
author's ability to string words together into a cohesive sentence
to his or her ability to weave complex plots with emotion (in the
case of fiction) that draw the reader into a story.

I'll describe in greater detail later the
fact that the need for good writing skills does not end with the
manuscript. A good manuscript with a bad cover letter is a very
common problem. Good writing skills are needed for marketing and
promotion, too.

Perhaps the most common restriction to good
writing is the simple fact that most people write no better than
they speak. If your grammar, syntax, and enunciation of the spoken
language are poor, then your writing will be poor, too. Learn to
speak well, and you will overcome the single largest hurdle to
writing well—bad sentence structure. (And it wouldn't hurt should
you be interviewed on the Today show.) Learning to speak well is a
conscious effort. You must pay attention to what you are saying and
how you are saying it.

Your vocabulary is also important. In
Lingually Challenged by Michael M. Spears, Spears notes that
Richard Lederer, "a lion among linguists," claims that the "average
English speaker possesses a vocabulary of 10,000 to 20,000 words …
but actually uses only a fraction of that, the rest being
recognition or recall vocabulary." Although the ability to use less
common words to describe people, places, and situations
substantially increases the richness and flavor of a book, to use
them, the author must first know them!

New authors should join programs that help
them expand and use their vocabularies. The simplest of these is
the Merriam-Webster Word of the
Day. A much more
comprehensive solution would be to join your local chapter of
Toastmasters
International.

 


 


Writer Support Groups

The Internet is filled with resources to help authors
write well and become published. I include web site URLs throughout
this book that support the skills and resources authors need. Below
are web sites that can help authors and writers perfect their
craft, and I strongly recommend that they take advantage of this
expertise.

 


Forward
Motion for Writers

The
Authors Den

WritersNet

Writers
Unlimited

Writing.com

 


Writing Resources

There are also many online resources you can use to
help you with specific writing skills. Here are just a few:

 


Clear
English

Gotham Writers'
Workshop

Judy
Vorfeld's Webgrammar

The
Blue Book of Grammar and Punctuation

The Chicago Manual
of Style

The
Merriam-Webster Dictionary

The
Muse It Up Club

Verbix

World Wide
Words

Write
101

A
Writer's Edge

Writers
on the Net

Writers Write

 


Finally, there are excellent books out there
on how to hone your writing skills:

 



Art and Soul: 156 Ways to Free Your Creative Spirit, by
Pam Grout (2000), Andrews McNeel Publishers, ISBN
9780740704826.

 


The First Five Pages: A Writer's Guide to
Staying Out of the Rejection Pile, by Noah Lukeman (2000),
Simon & Schuster, ISBN 9780684857435.

 



The Forest for the Trees: An Editor's Advice to
Writers, by Betsy Lerner (2000), Riverhead Books,
ISBN 9781573228572.

 


How to Grow a Novel: The Most Common
Mistakes Writers Make and How to Overcome Them, by Sol Stein
(2002), St. Martin's Griffin, ISBN 9780312267490.

 


The Plot Thickens: 8 Ways to Bring Fiction
to Life, by Noah Lukeman (2002), St. Martin's Griffin, ISBN
9780312309282.

 


Stein On Writing: A Master Editor of Some
of the Most Successful Writers of Our Century Shares His Craft
Techniques and Strategies, by Sol Stein (2000), St. Martin's
Griffin, ISBN 9780312254216.

 



Writing Tools: 50 Essential Strategies for Every Writer,
by Roy Peter Clark (2006), Little, Brown and Company, ISBN
9780316014984.

 



Writing Magic: Creating Stories that Fly, by Gail Carson
Levine (2006), Collins, ISBN 9780060519605.

 


Writing the Blockbuster Novel, by
Albert Zuckerman (2005), Writers House, ISBN 9780615130590.

 


 


Understand Your Audiences

 


Very early in the writing process, authors must
determine who their target audiences are. Failing to write for the
target audience is the second most common problem with manuscript
submissions. Honestly, "everybody" is not a target audience, though
authors regularly tell publishers that "everybody" will enjoy their
book. Writing coach Faye Quam Heimerl gives us an example from her
article, "To
Whom It May Concern: Knowing Your Target Audience." She says, "You say, 'I don't have to define my reader
because everyone will get something from my book.'
But, what if you're going to
write a book called The Anatomical and Mechanical Bases of Human Motion As
Demonstrated Through the Nutritional and Training Practices of
Figure Skater Kristi Yamaguchi? Who is your audience? It might be kinesiology buffs, exercise physiologists,
sports nutritionists, young figure skaters, Yamaguchi fans, or
Japanese Americans. How
are you going to make all of those readers happy?
You can't. You need to narrow your audience and,
therefore, the focus of your book."

Another common example is that many authors
write children's books but have not properly considered the
children's ages, comprehension skills, or interests. Most
publishers have had juvenile fiction manuscripts submitted with the
following problems:

 


• The book was intended for one age group (usually
young children) but written for another (usually the author's own
educational level). As an example, we had one children's picture
book submitted years ago that actually used the word
"proletariat."

 


• Authors will assume that children ages six to
fifteen will all enjoy the same book, even though the six-year-old
is just starting to read chapter books (such as The Seven
Treasure Hunts by Betsy Byars and Jennifer Barrett) and the
fifteen-year-old is reading The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R.
Tolkein.

 


• Authors will write stories reminiscent of their
childhood (frequently farm or country oriented stories), not
realizing that today's children have different tastes (usually
technology or fantasy oriented).

Children's books have a minimum of four
audiences: the children who read the books, re

viewers, book buyers, and the adults who buy
the books. Books written for adults generally have three: the
reader, the reviewers, and the book buyers. Happy audiences make
for popular books, so an author's goal is to make as many audiences
as happy as possible. Here is a partial list of audiences to help
new authors understand who they are writing for.

 


Children

Abilities vary widely by age. Interests vary widely
by gender. Illustrated books tend to favor bright colors and high
contrast. Illustrations should show action. Grammar, syntax,
vocabulary, and theme must be carefully matched to age and grade
level. Authors should assume that children don't buy
books—adults do.

 


Reviewers

Naturally critical of products. Tend to favor
ingenuity. They expect a professional presentation, but tend to
avoid grading the physical book. Capable of critiquing each product
based on its intended consumer audience, but always have an adult
perspective. Tend to view books individually rather than
competitively. Tend to critique books emotionally.

 



Book Buyers

Always consider books from a competitive point of
view. Consider both the book's professional presentation and the
physical manufacture. Always have an adult perspective. Capable of
critiquing a book based on its intended consumer audience. Tend to
favor salability and prefer books with well-developed marketing
plans.

 


Libraries

Usually consider books from a social rather than an
individual point of view. Buying habits are deeply affected by
budgets and always reflect the reading habits of their communities.
Favor award-winning books, regional books, and reference books.

 


Wholesalers

Favor volume sales and therefore favor books with
strong marketing plans and large marketing budgets. Strongly
consider publishers' trade policies and almost never consider a
book's actual content. The wholesaler relationship is purely
business oriented.

 


Distributors

Differ from wholesalers in that distributors have a
dedicated sales staff and therefore must also consider overall
salability of the book.

 


Adults

With rare exception, adults are always the end
consumers. They usually make their reading choices based on the
recommendation of trusted media or friends or their emotional
response to a book's cover design, flap copy, and the first few
pages of the book. When buying children's books, and when their
child is present, the child's reaction to a book will often
determine if the adult will purchase it. When the child is not
present, adults usually buy books based on what they believe their
child's response will be. However, their perspective will always be
an adult's perspective.

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/13992
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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