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Introduction





As well as being an author, I spend a lot of time teaching, mentoring, and advising new writers. 

In 2023 I taught a session on the different routes to publication, as part of the Market of Possibility1 in Dumfries, Scotland. The focus was on publishing options for new authors, whilst explaining some of the mysteries of traditional publishing and working with agents. Along the way I talked about the stages of quality book production.

The attendees told me they’d learnt a lot and wished the information was available in a book. So here it is, an overview for prospective authors to peruse at their leisure, covering modern publishing options for authors and the things they need to know. Contracts, publishers, editing, distribution, cover design, marketing, metadata, and figures on author earnings from international surveys.

Although in the preparation of this material I was mostly thinking in terms of fiction, much of the information applies to other types of creative work, such as poetry or non-fiction.

The key for all creatives is to take an initial idea, to shape and translate it into a form, to refine it (which requires mastery of technique), and hopefully the end result is an amazing item that people will buy and appreciate. Hence the title of this book, and the journey from inspiration to publication.

No book fits everyone, and has every answer we seek, because we come from different starting points. We have varying abilities, goals, and needs. If we try to satisfy everyone, we may satisfy no one (which is true of our fiction, too). But I do hope you’ll come away having learnt one or two new things.

When I began planning this book I gave it the subtitle “A brief overview of publishing options for authors”. I soon realised that my goal for a concise pamphlet had been naively optimistic. There was so much I wanted to say, new questions to answer, or topics to address. And so it grew to this weighty 120,000+ words. And it may surprise you that this book you hold was once bigger, since the first draft was almost 200,000 words. I cut 80,000 out in the process of tightening language, removing some of the extended digressions, and making the text flow better.

Welcome to my ultimate brain splurge, that could also have been called “Pretty much everything Karl knows about publishing.”






1.
      https://thestove.org/market-of-possibility/
    










  
  

Stages In Book Production


Chapter 1






It is worth being clear about the steps a book goes through on the road to publication. It provides a mental framework of progress, a way to identify where you are in the process of transforming an idea into an item. 

I’ll list the stages, then dive into more detail on each one. I tend to divide them between those that lead to a finished draft, and those that take the draft and turn it into a published book. It’s the latter sections that From Idea To Item is most focussed on, but there’s no harm in covering the basics of writing a draft as well.

The Stages

Initial creation of the work

1. The idea

2. Research

3. Outlining

4. First draft

5. Pause

6. Rewriting

Publication stages

7. Developmental editing

8. Copy editing

9. Proofreading

10. Formatting

11. Cover design

12. Metadata

13. Distribution

14. Marketing

Initial Creation Of The Work

It all begins somewhere.

1. The Idea

This is where it all begins. The seed of an idea that takes root and grows into what will follow.

Inspiration comes from somewhere. A dream, or something you have read, or that happened to you. Sometimes it begins with a title. Or the first line of the book. Or even the last line. Ideas are shy, and don’t always approach you from the obvious direction.

And so you muse over the idea, and the possibilities it represents. From there you come up with details, scenes, plot points, and ideas about the characters.

Drinky’s Digressions: What Makes A Good Book Title?

Welcome to Drinky’s Digressions. I’ll use these throughout the book to expand on topics that capture my imagination and seem somehow relevant. It’s like a deep dive into the always-overclocked Brain Of Drinkwater: except, unlike me, you can leave at any time. Let’s proceed with my first musing!

During the process of writing a draft we often have a working title, just for ourselves. When I was writing my first space opera book I didn’t have its final title in mind yet. I referred to it as Girl On A Motherfucking Spaceship, and only after finishing the first draft did I come up with Lost Solace. So the title may come at the start of the project, or it may come much later. And if you are trade published, you may not get any say in that decision at all.

But titles are important. They are one of the first promises as to what a reader will find between the covers. Titles can indicate genre and tone. We know what kind of book we have with Quantum Warships Of Mars, and it would be different from Tender Touch Of An Angel, or SAS Maximum Impact. So the title is a marketing tool. The way it appears emblazoned on the cover may tempt people to pick up the book.

A good book title is memorable and distinct. The last thing you want is people to get lost in vagueness and not remember the name of the book they once desired. It also needs to be original and not misleading. It would be a bad idea for me to call my new book A Hunger Game, or Drifts Of Dune.

If you’re totally stuck for ideas, look at books on your shelf. Which titles work, and why? How can you categorise them? One of the following systems could work for you.


	The name of a character in the book. Rose Madder (Stephen King). Tess of the d’Urbervilles (Thomas Hardy). Justine (Marquis de Sade).


	Some trait of an important character: nickname, role, or physical appearance. The Girl Who Played With Fire (Stieg Larsson). The Constant Gardener (John le Carré). White Teeth (Zadie Smith). Charlotte’s Web (E. B. White).


	The location where the book is set, or something to do with the main places. The Road (Cormac McCarthy). Wuthering Heights (Emily Brontë). Anne of Green Gables (L.M. Montgomery).


	A time period or date related to the book. Tenth of December (George Saunders). 1984 (George Orwell). The Winter’s Tale (William Shakespeare).


	A literary or thematic reference or allusion. The Children of Men (P. D. James). A Scanner Darkly (Philip K. Dick). The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (Mark Haddon).





Note that there are many other categories of title, which you’ll find when you browse your shelves. You can also combine any of the above.

Top Tip: Find An Interesting Premise For The Story


The trick with telling stories is to try and avoid the obvious, well-trodden path, and to find more original and interesting routes. That can apply to the plot as much as it can to writing style. Freshness is a massive selling point. It’s not enough to just write a basic zombie survival novel, or a “boy meets girl, has a few tribulations, then they get together romantically” novel. They’ve been done millions of times. We need to combine ideas in new and exciting ways, such as “boy zombie meets human girl, has a few tribulations, then they get together romantically” (Warm Bodies, by Isaac Marion).

The concept itself can also be used to hook the reader. Something about it that makes them wonder what would happen next, what they would do in those circumstances.

We want people to think “I have to read this!”

While I’m talking about trying to make things fresher: remember settings, too. Don’t generally set all your scenes in the same place. For example, suppose you’re writing a dating novel. If every scene is set in a coffee shop, it will already feel like a rehash of other works. You’ve just made your job harder. Would a bucket list be so boring? No. So think of interesting locations, and variety, and places we don’t often see. Love blossoming in a nuclear reactor. Deep feelings during a subaquatic archaeological dig. A series of dates where the only interactions take place during sky diving. Go wild. No doubt you will love writing the story because it will interest you, too; and that will come through for the reader.

2. Research

It is good to have a solid idea of important things before you begin writing. That’s where initial research comes in.

Your research will vary by genre and story. If I’m writing a historical romance, I need to research the time period when my book is set: the language used, clothing, technology, and social structures. If I’m writing sci-fi then engineering and advanced astronomy might be beneficial to study. If my book is strongly set in a particular place, visiting or researching that place would be in order. So, when I was working on 2000 Tunes and Cold Fusion 2000, both set in Manchester in the year 2000, I spent a lot of time in Manchester city centre, at the bars and galleries that the characters visit. I also reread my diaries from back when I lived and worked in Manchester, and studied maps of the city as it was in the year 2000.

Some research might be tied to your plot: investigating the feasibility of anything that your story will hinge on, before you waste time on ideas that turn out to be mistaken.

I keep folders for current and future novels, and save snippets whenever I come across a phrase, description, photo, bit of information, or scene idea that is relevant. By the time I start outlining that project I will already have a lot of material to work from. The folders can be physical, containing cut-outs from newspapers and magazines, photographs, and things printed from the web; or they could be a digital folder on your computer that you save and drag material into.

Immersing yourself in research before you begin writing helps give authentic vitality to the world you’ll set your story in. Some authors plaster their walls and desk with photos and diagrams that help their mind shift into the fictional context when they write.

While you are writing a draft it’s best not to stop to check facts, as it interrupts the flow. Instead, research is something you do before writing, and also again at later stages (especially fact-checking).

3. Outlining

Outlining is deciding on the main points of the story: what significant event occurs in the world or the characters’ lives; what actions the characters take as a result; and what happens next. Repeat and repeat. This outline is a summary of key elements of the plot. Ideally the plot points should tell a satisfying story, and lead to some change in the world or characters, backed up by themes which make the tale more universal.

Drinky’s Digressions: Plotters Versus Pantsers

Enter a room of writers and raise the issue of plotters versus pantsers, and you may also raise people’s temperatures.

Some authors plot every point in minute detail, so that when they come to write the story they have a good idea of what will happen in each scene. This prevents dead ends, and helps authors to get words written, because they always know what they are going to write. This is plotting, or outlining.

Other authors prefer to let a story flow and make it up as they go along, asking “What if … ?” and creating new scenes out of how the characters react to events. This is known as pantsing – “flying by the seat of their pants” (an idiom meaning “playing it by ear” rather than following a set of predetermined instructions). The characters drive the story. It can lead to exciting and unexpected twists for the author and reader; or it can lead to wasted time, dead ends, and more need for rewriting. Note that for pantsing to work, you have to already visualise strong and believable characters and interesting situations for them to exist in. Some authors refer to this as discovery writing.

Here are some reasons why new authors should consider plotting.


	Usually only experienced authors can use full-blown pantsing and still achieve good novels. So, if you are new to writing, then definitely err on the side of plotting, with breakdowns of your scenes and chapters. This lets you spot problems, or areas to cut, before you waste time writing them. Ask the question about every subplot, twist and event: “Does this contribute to the overall story, or is it just words?”


	If you use a developmental editor, it is far cheaper to ask them to look at your outline and a writing sample, than to send them the whole book. It also means things can be improved before you start writing, saving costly mistakes and wasted time later.


	If you have a good outline that covers every chapter, you don’t have to write the scenes in that order. Some authors like to write the ending, then the beginning, tying them together with language and motifs, then fill in the middle bits later. You can even write the book in reverse if you prefer.





So, are you a plotter or a pantser?

The reality is that many authors mix the two systems, and they are not mutually incompatible. For example, I plan out the major scenes of my novels, and have notes on the key events that will happen in each chapter. But I don’t do it in massive detail, and nor do I make decisions on the outcome of every conflict. The characters retain some freedom to surprise me. And while a structure prevents me from going astray, I still feel excitement as I write.

4. First Draft

This is one of the fun bits! Your enthusiasm is high. The concept is exciting. You have an idea of where you’re going. Now you just have to see through the page to the world beyond, and inhabit the heads and perspectives of your characters, and get as much of that richness onto the page as possible. It doesn’t matter if that “page” is a real piece of paper, or a word processor on a PC, or even recording it as audio while you pace in circles around the living room, driving those nearby batty. “Just get the words out,” as I shout in creative writing classes. Welcome to the first draft.

You may not have the luxury of long periods of time to devote to this. You may have a family, or work, and need to steal moments wherever possible, such as on the train, waiting for a bus, sat on the toilet, or even in a hospital emergency room.

I was working full-time as a university librarian when I began my first novel. In evenings and weekends I taught aikido or spent time with family. But I found ways to do the writing. In work I always got hungry early, so would eat my food during the morning break. When dinner time came I would write for an hour. Once the hour hand reached the top of the clock I returned to work, often with another few thousand words written. That is the little-and-often approach. (Note: I am northern, so to me dinner time is what posh people call “lunch”; the meal is obviously really dinner because at school we had dinner ladies to serve it, not lunch ladies.)

For another book – Turner – I went on holiday. The book was set on a remote Welsh island, so I stayed on a remote Welsh island for a week. Well, actually it was longer than that, as the weather turned bad and the boat was unable to reach the island to pick us up, but that’s another story that might also involve sharks and a giant sea kraken. The house I rented had no electricity (or indoor toilet, or shower), so I took all my notes and hand-wrote the novel. During my time on the island I finished a full first draft. See, that’s where a good outline comes in; it makes you much more productive within whatever limited time you have available. This approach is the all-at-once system of doing a draft.

Whether little-and-often or all-at-once, or a mixture of both, the secret to a first draft is simply to get the words down. Don’t worry about facts. If you don’t know something, make it up. If you’re stuck, skip ahead. Don’t over-analyse what you write. Don’t keep tweaking it. All that comes in the rewrite. If you try to edit as you write, you’ll ruin your flow. Just keep envisioning the golden glory of a completed draft, and that will light the way.

Note that this book is mostly focussed on the stages of production, that take a work from completed draft to publication. The actual process of creating that first draft is a massive topic, bigger than my desire for chocolate. And so I’d like to do a separate book one day purely about the craft of writing, which can act as a companion to this tome you hold in your hands or are reading on a screen.

5. Pause

The draft is finished. And it may be a mess. Crossings out and arrows and areas where you changed your mind and went in a new direction.

Your brain is buzzing. Your nerves are frazzled. You feel like you’ve run a marathon or been on an epic bender. This is not the correct frame of mind to see the work with fresh eyes.

So congratulate yourself. Maybe even treat yourself. Put the manuscript in a drawer (or the digital equivalent). Make sure you have a backup. (You do make backups as you go, don’t you? If not … oh boy, you have pain to come, pilgrim.)

Now is the time to take a break from the book and let it sit.

That’s not to say you need a break from writing. It’s good to always write. Just do something different. That short story you wanted to submit to a magazine? Polish it up and send it. That spoken word evening in your local cafe? Write the poem that’s been niggling at you, and rehearse it (a lot), then perform it at the event. Work on notes for another book. Do free writing. It doesn’t matter. We’re just making sure your mental machinery doesn’t freeze up from disuse before you get around to one of the stages some authors hate: rewriting.

Oh, hello stage 6.

6. Rewriting

When working on a book, we have most enthusiasm at the beginning (“This is going to be amaaaazing!”), and when we write THE END on the final page (“I did it!”). The time between can involve a struggle to keep motivated. But surely it is all smooth sailing after the draft is finished?

Sorry. It’s called a draft – rather than a completed manuscript – for a reason. We now need to make it fit our initial vision of excellence. To wrap up loose ends, excise the unnecessary, and retie the arteries where we removed rotting chunks of exposition.

Rewriting doesn’t mean setting the whole novel aside and literally starting again (except in the worst cases). Rewriting is more about analysing and improving. It may involve literal rewriting, but of scenes, paragraphs and sentences, rather than the whole thing.

Rewriting involves hard thinking: that time when non-writers accuse you of doing nothing but chewing your pen, since they don’t realise that whole worlds are being shuffled around in your god-like cranium.

This is the stage when we reread the book many times. We study it. We rewrite sections and scenes. We edit. We make changes to structure and content. We build in new ideas or remove old ones. We check facts via research. We do all this as many times as needed. The amount of work depends on the writer, and their experience. Nowadays I’ve learnt enough to shortcut the problems, so the first draft comes out pretty clean and close to what I envisioned. That’s just practice.

But this stage of reworking our words to make them both tighter and more impactful is an incredibly valuable learning experience. It’s also an important part of taking the work to the next level. If you try to jump from stage 4 (First Draft) straight to publication, then – unless you are amazingly, wonderfully, unfairly talented (or so rich you can spend a fortune on trying to get other people to do this stage for you) – your book will fall short of its potential.

I think of the novel as a building. It may be dilapidated and need work on the foundations, before you can get to all the dainty stuff like wall coverings and fluffy cushions. Or it could be in almost perfect condition and just need a bit of touching up.

Chances are it is somewhere in the middle of that range. So you may have to work on the structure, and move scenes around. Knock out the ones that don’t work. Fill in with new ones that do, and which further the story. Some scenes might need a tweak. Others might need a literal rewrite.

New writers have problems with this stage, because they don’t have the trained eye to spot where the work is needed and what interventions would best fix the problems. That’s where the next sections come in. But we all get better at it over time. Experience guides us.

Rewriting is the self-edit, done by you.

Publication Stages

You’ve written. You’ve polished. A good quality third/fifth/tenth draft has been completed. Long live the draft! But you have got as far as you can on your own. It probably isn’t yet publishable, because only one person has worked on it. We all have a mote in our eye when it comes to our own work. And so we move on to the editing processes provided by other people.

Now we can look at what happens to a book from the point where a decision to publish has been made. This applies both to traditionally published books, and to professional self-published books. They are alternative routes to market, but the steps to a successful launch of a good-quality book are remarkably similar.

So, steps 7-9 are different types of (professional) edit, each building on the previous ones, acting as levels of polish on the road to glittering perfection. You need more of this early in your career.

In an ideal world a book spends time at each level, but the reality is messier. Sometimes the types of edit are conflated, with a mixture of more than one taking place at the same time. There are cases where a stage can be skipped, especially if it is an established author writing something they are an expert in: I doubt if Stephen King needs a developmental editor to point out where to strengthen a subplot.

There are even opposite scenarios, where an editing stage may occur multiple times. One of my early books was so problematic that I went through many stages of rewriting it, then worked with an external editor for a developmental edit. I considered what they said and undertook further rewrites. The book I ended up with was better, but still not right, so a different developmental editor reviewed it and made suggestions. It took three developmental editors to help restructure it enough to finally work as intended. The experience taught me a lot, but also meant in future I was much more organised with my initial outline, to avoid this situation from happening again.

7. Developmental Editing

This step has a few names. I usually refer to it as the developmental edit. You might also hear people call it substantive editing, structural editing, or literary editing. They’re the same thing.

I think of this as “big picture” editing, looking at the whole book. It’s not about the nitty gritty of punctuation and spelling, but the overall narrative and structure. The character arcs, tone, the plot and subplots, prose style, structure, repetition, story pacing and reversals, the way theme ties events and imagery together, the individual scene connections and overall ending, and many other elements that affect the shape of the complete story. It’s often the kind of things that the author has trouble seeing for themselves, as they have been too close to the project for too long and can’t see it with fresh eyes, nor emotional distance.

As well as identifying problems or areas for improvement, the editor will provide suggestions for how to fix them, to unite the whole with your creative vision. The editor can’t rewrite your book and make the decisions for you, only give pointers on how to do it – whether it is throwing out unneeded characters, adding in a subplot, working on style, or coming up with a different opening or ending. You read the suggestions, decide which way to go, and rewrite as necessary. Work from a developmental edit often leads to moving content around in the manuscript, as well as deleting sections (and writing new ones in other places). The changes can seem radical at first, but the result may well be a smoother and more satisfying read. Keep polishing the stone.

Full developmental editing is the most expensive form of edit, since it can be such deep surgery on a book, involving cuts, transplants, replacements and augmentations. There is a cheaper form called a manuscript critique, which is more of a broad strokes summary, only highlighting the major strengths and weaknesses.

8. Copy Editing

Copy editing is sometimes called line editing. The copy editor isn’t concerned with the overall story arc, the characterisation, the themes. A copy editor checks for errors, and ways to improve the writing. They are focussed on sentences and paragraphs. Spelling, grammar and punctuation. Style. Repetition. Cliches. Confusing elements. Rhythm. They will check facts and tell you that the date is wrong, or the minor character of Fred Dibble was called Frank Dabble in a previous chapter.

Copy editing makes the book more readable, with no basic errors that will distract a reader and pull them out of immersion.

9. Proofreading

A book designed to professional standards will be free of errors (spelling or typographical) and also grammatically correct. A proofreader helps with this. They check the final version of a book for typos, grammar errors or spelling mistakes that may have slipped through. Bear in mind that after each of the previous editing stages, changes were made to the manuscript. It is quite common for those to introduce new errors, hence the continual checks.

Often track changes is used to highlight errors, sometimes with accompanying notes. The author can work through them and correct things as necessary.

Proofreading is the final stage of Polishing The Draft (which I’ll talk about in more detail in Chapter 4). It is the last time the text changes. After that, it can be formatted.

Celebrate reaching this stage with some cake and a nice glass of ginger wine.

Drinky’s Digressions: Which Comes First?

I have laid these processes out so we end up with perfect electronic text which can be formatted. That places proofreading before formatting.

However, some people in the publishing industry put the processes into a different order, and place proofreading after formatting. They argue that proofreading is the act of someone checking the physical or digital proof for formatting errors; therefore you can’t have someone proofread something until after it has been formatted.

To my mind, this difference relates to how the processes have changed over time, and where emphasis lies.

Wikipedia1 says: “the proofreader focuses only on reading the text to ensure the document is error-free and ready for publication. Proofreading generally focuses on correcting any final typos, spelling errors, stylistic inconsistencies (e.g., whether words or numerals are used for numbers), and punctuation errors.”

But of course, that description could apply to either the digital master pre-formatting (my interpretation), or the printed copy post-formatting (the opposing interpretation), and doesn’t specify which. The flexibility of interpretation means both arguments are correct. It’s just different ways of defining it.

Wikipedia also hints that the stages (and what things are called) are changing over time:

“In the past, proofreaders would place corrections or proofreading marks along the margins. In modern publishing, material is generally provided in electronic form, traditional typesetting is no longer used and thus (in general) this kind of transcription no longer occurs. Consequently the part played by pure proofreaders in the process has almost vanished: the role has been absorbed into copy editing to such an extent that their names have become interchangeable.”

What seems clear to me is that the way things are done nowadays doesn’t have to match how trade publishers originally did things.

But just because I put proofreading before formatting, that doesn’t mean there are no printing error checks (for things like white space, widows and orphans, layout). I just consider the checks of the ebooks and printed copies as part of formatting, rather than a separate stage.

10. Formatting

The designer or formatter works on the way the words appear on the page (printed copies) or screen (ebooks). They make sure the book has a consistent, professional, and pleasantly readable style. They deal with things like images, running heads, digital conversion, and hyphenation, then put all the parts of a book in their correct place. Chapter 5 will be a deep dive into formatting and explain all these terms, and more.

The end files for printing and for ebooks will be quite different, as both formats have their advantages and disadvantages. For example, the ebook can have hyperlinks, but the printed book may need to have a web address written out as a footnote; ebooks don’t have page numbers, but print books do.

This stage is all about the presentation inside a book.

11. Cover Design

The cover designer is focussed on what goes outside the book: images, colours, fonts and layout. They will make sure things are in the correct place, such as placing the ISBN barcode on the back of the book, and the imprint logo on the spine.

The cover is more than just wrapping paper for words. It is a key marketing element. We tempt readers to pick up a book by the cover. Only after that do they read the text on the back, and glance inside the hallowed tome at the quality content within. (For an ebook the cover will be a thumbnail in lists and a larger image on the book page, but will fulfil the same purpose: tempting people to read the book description, click to look inside the book, and read the first pages.)

The ebook’s cover can be finished at any point as it has a fixed size, but the final print cover files can only be done once formatting is complete. That’s because the designer needs to know the exact number of pages in the book. The page count, multiplied by paper thickness, determines how wide the cover’s central spine element must be. Chapter 6 will take us through the cover design process.

12. Metadata

Meta is Greek for “about”. Metadata is “data about data”. I’m familiar with it from my career as a librarian, but in essence it is anything that describes something in structured ways, without being a part of the main content. When viewed in the abstract like that it all seems confusing, but examples will help.


	Films have age ratings. In the UK we’re used to seeing PG, 15, 18. That’s an element of metadata about the film.


	Computer games will tell you what systems you can play them on. Linux, Playstation, Wii, Atari 2600. That’s metadata about the game.


	A tin of beans will tell you exactly what the ingredients are. That’s metadata about the contents.





In all those cases the information will appear on the packaging in some way, and also in online descriptions of the product.

Books have many categories of metadata. The title, author, publisher, and year of publication, for example. Non-fiction may have a library classification number, which tells a librarian where it goes on the shelves (e.g. 920 for biographies in the Dewey Decimal Classification system).

In a paperback this information, and more, goes on the back of the title page. Online, there may be headings with that information. Either way, Chapter 7 will take us through the options.

The blurb (or book description – what you see on the back of a printed book) could be considered another form of metadata. It concisely describes the book’s contents in a compelling way that tempts you to buy a copy. The book cover grabs attention, but the blurb makes the sale.

Drinky’s Digressions: When Two Blurbs Go To War

It’s worth being aware of the two different things that the word “blurb” might refer to.

For most authors, “blurb” refers to the short description of the story, providing a clear overview of your main characters and conflicts. It appears on the back of a paperback or hardback, or as the book’s description online. It’s the tease that entices the reader into the book’s world and makes them want to know more. I’ll give some tips on writing a good one in Chapter 7: Metadata.

To confuse matters, some authors use the word “blurb” to mean something else: the patronising endorsements that may appear on the cover of a book. For example:

“Amazing and gripping, you will wet yourself with excitement” – Jonathan Random-Celebrity-Who-Probably-Hasn’t-Read-The-Book

Authors who use “blurb” to mean “back cover summary” will instead refer to these testimonials as “puff quotes” – perhaps because they are as insubstantial as a puff of air, with the implication of being insincere.

Why is it that the term blurb can mean back cover description to one author, but puff quotes to another? It’s because many dictionaries define “blurb” as a short promotional description of a creative work intended to tempt people into buying it. As such, both a summary of the book’s premise, or an excerpt from a review, can fulfil that purpose. Hence different authors using the same term for different things.

For the purposes of this book, a blurb refers to the back cover summary.

Note that a blurb is not the same as a synopsis. A blurb is a concise temptation to the reader, whereas a synopsis is a document of a few pages, listing everything that happens and what the outcome is, aimed at enticing a publisher or agent into reading the manuscript. Although you wouldn’t tell a reader the story’s ending on the back of a book (they wouldn’t want to buy it if they know what happens!), publishers and agents are different: they want to know that there is a story that’s worth reading and that it has a satisfying conclusion.

Top Tip: An End As A Beginning

A concept related to the idea of a blurb is that of the elevator pitch (even though the UK term for an elevator is a lift). It’s based on the fantasy that you’re in an elevator with some media bigwig who has the resources to finance your dream project, which is often thought of as a film, but in this case perhaps they could publish your book and give you a juicy advance. They are a captive audience until the lift reaches their floor. You have that time – twenty seconds – to describe the work in a way that is so exciting they can’t ignore it.

Sometimes that conciseness can slip into lazy comparison territory: “Harry Potter in the dystopia of 1984!”; “Before Sunrise crossed with John Wick!”. But it’s better if there’s a way to isolate the key element that really makes your vision stand out, the compelling concept or situation that is intrinsically interesting. That’s the thing that originally made you want to write the book, after all.

Two examples of possible elevator pitches for stories I admired:


	“Secret government agency tasked with protecting humanity from an intelligence so deadly and incomprehensible that you cannot see it, think about it, or even write about it, because as soon as you do so it will kill you.” (There Is No Antimemetics Division, by qntm.)


	“A single mother takes her two young sons to the seaside, knowing it will be their last day out.” (Beside the Sea, by Véronique Olmi.)





Yes, they leave a lot unsaid, and raise questions, but that’s part of their power.

It is useful to write an elevator pitch for your book early on, before you have even written a word of the story. Capture the exciting element that makes this a story you just have to tell.

Keep it as your mission statement. Put it on a sticky note on your monitor. Maybe even work it up into a blurb. Sure, it probably won’t be the final version that goes on the book, but it is still a distillation of what got you interested in telling this story. It may help you keep your focus and excitement as you write the first draft.

13. Distribution

Printed books need producing and shipping, while ebooks need to enter the online distribution chain so that they appear on vendor sites. This is a complicated but vital part of the process.

At the end of this stage the book is finished, and the idea has finally become an item you can hold in your sweaty hand, whether it’s a paperback, or an ebook on a portable device. Chapter 8 will cover distribution.

14. Marketing

Marketing, promotion, advertising, public relations: this is all the stuff about informing the world that the book is coming, and then that it is here. Tasks such as creating images and posts for social media, sending out review copies, informing fans, writing press releases, and making use of your author platform. Maybe it will include paid advertising, and interviews, and extravagant book launch parties. Marketing advice isn’t the goal of this book, but be aware that it is a key part of a successful book launch. Chapter 9 will cover some key marketing topics.

Drinky’s Digressions: What Is The Difference Between Marketing And Promotion?

Some people will argue that they are different processes. That marketing is about creating the conditions to draw readers to you, and is long-term (e.g. having a website). Whereas promotion is instead pushing information out to readers, and is short-term (e.g. an advertising campaign). Even so, most people agree that marketing and promotion aren’t mutually exclusive, and there is some overlap.

I find the distinction to be blurry so just use them as synonyms for anything in my business aiming to connect the right reader to one of my books. Most activities to that end will mix long-term and platform elements with shorter-term and communication elements.

So, if you find the distinction useful, treat marketing and promotion as separate. If you don’t find the distinction useful, treat them as synonyms. Potayto, potarto.

Top Tip: Divide Your Time

It’s worth stating this, regardless of where you are in the process: be organised and divide up your time.

If you only have a few hours a week to devote to writing, you need to use them wisely. Even with more time, you still need to be efficient to make sure you are achieving your goals, and doing all the tasks required; not just focussing on the fun ones. This is one of the structures I use when writing full-time.


	9-9.30am Communications


	9.30-11am Creative Writing


	11am-12pm Writing CPD


	12pm-1pm Food. Fuss the cat. Shoot a zombie. Practise pole dancing. Walk in the garden.


	1-2.30pm Creative Writing


	2.30-3.30pm Business Stuff


	3.30-5pm Creative Writing


	5-5.30pm Communications





I find it helps prevent the opposing demons of distraction or paralysis. I know what to do, and at the end of the day I’ve got something to show for it. What do the headings mean?

Communications: a good way to start and end each day, without comms dominating your day. You know urgent emails will get dealt with. This can include interactions on social media, or writing blog posts.

Creative Writing: writing words, working on your new book. This time can also be spent plotting (mwuhahah), editing, rewriting, or researching something you’re going to write about later.

Writing CPD: we’re always learning. A bit of time each day for reading books about writing, grammar, the dictionary, articles of writing tips, notes from courses and so on. The book you hold in your hand counts. Find a single tip or fact each day to dwell on. Hopefully you can apply it to that day’s creative writing.

Business Stuff: anything to do with being a self-employed author. Tax and finances; guides on running a business; website work; marketing and publicity.

So there you go. Does it sound like heaven?

The rest of this book will go into more detail about the business of writing, and the key stages of taking a fevered idea and turning it into a sacred item.
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Two Types Of Publishing


Chapter 2





There are two main ways for a book to reach bookshops and online stores, and many options along both paths. The system chosen should be the best fit for the author and their work. 

The central decision is whether to license rights to an intermediary or not. We’ll begin with traditional publishing; called “traditional” because for a long time this was the main route from author to reader. But first, let’s understand what rights we are talking about.

Copyright

When you write a book you own all the rights to it, without doing anything extra. That is due to copyright. Though it is recommended practice to include a copyright notice in your work.

No one else is allowed to take your work and sell it unless you give them explicit permission. That’s because intellectual property law states that the copyright owner (you) has exclusive rights to publish, profit from, or perform the work, though you can license those rights to others if you so wish.

As long as you don’t fully sign the copyright away, copyright stays with you and your heirs. This is why we talk about licensing rights, limited by term, format and territory (I’ll expand on that later in this chapter). Licensing means the rights come back to you. Selling them means they are gone for good. Only ever license rights.

Copyright on books lasts for seventy years from the death of the author. That’s in the UK, but applies in many other countries too, such as the US. So you will want to think about passing on the rights (e.g. to your family) at some point. It’s your legacy to bequeath. See the section on wills in the next chapter.

The US is a bit weird, because while they give you automatic copyright on works you create, your ability to sue people for infringing your copyright is vastly reduced if you don’t also register it (which costs money). So that is an extra pain. Hey, USA: if people have automatic copyright without doing anything, then take that to its logical conclusion, and don’t add unnecessary hurdles in the way of enforcing our rights.

Like all laws, copyright law is relative, and the actual laws vary by country, and over time.

Copyright protects the expression of an idea, not the idea itself. So I can have copyright on my novel Turner (an expression of my ideas), but I can’t copyright the idea of people trying to survive a murderous outbreak on a Welsh island.

Traditional Publishing

A traditional publisher (often called a trade publisher) does not write the books they publish. Instead, they are a service provider who acts as an intermediary between the author – you – and some of the tasks described in Chapter 1.

You, as an author, can sign a contract giving a publisher permission to print and distribute your book. In exchange, the publisher agrees to give you a certain percentage of the money they make back as royalties (after they take their own cut). Publishers are often secretive about the figures for royalties, but 10-25% of net revenues is usual in traditional publishing, depending on format. 10% is often the figure for print sales, or even less. For ebooks it might be 25%. Total royalties are generally dropping.

In some cases the publisher may also give an advance, which is a lump sum of cash based on how popular they think the book will be. Note that an advance isn’t bonus money, it is just an advance payment of royalties. So if the publisher gives you two thousand pounds as an advance, you won’t receive any more royalties until the figure for the advance is reached (“earned out”); then they will pay you royalties on every copy sold after that. Note that many books never earn out the advance.

This is what people usually mean when they say, “I’m getting published!” It is uttered in reverent tones as if it’s a mystical rite of passage, but in reality it is just the author licensing exclusive publishing rights to a service provider (publisher) and hoping that the publisher will continue to promote the work for the duration of the contract.

That contract will determine how much the royalties will be, how frequently they will be paid, what the advance is (if any), what other rights the publisher has (such as negotiating TV, film, game or translation rights), and the conditions upon which the contract ends and all rights revert back to the author. There may also be unwelcome elements, such as non-compete clauses or non-disclosure agreements.

The publisher will undertake many of the tasks to get the book to market, such as editing, cover design and distribution. They pay upfront for that, and in return they keep a share of the profit on every copy of the book sold.

The point is, they are not giving you anything for free. They get paid for the work they do in publishing the book, but their payment comes from their cut of every copy sold. If they spend two thousand pounds publishing the book, and it is a hit that sells enough copies to make two hundred thousand pounds in profit, you can see how the economics of it works from their point of view. A publisher is therefore most interested in books that they think will sell a lot of copies, which in turn often translates into mass-market appeal.

There used to be a lot of big publishers. Due to corporate consolidation that number has dropped over the years, so that now we talk about the Big Five.

The Big Five

The Big Five are the largest publishing companies in the world. They are corporate media giants, owned by even bigger companies. None of them are British-owned any more.

The Big Five consist of:


	Penguin Random House. They are owned by the German multinational conglomerate corporation Bertelsmann. (The Big Five used to be the Big Six, but Penguin merged with Random House in 2013: I think a more charming name after the merger would have been Random Penguin House, but hey ho.)


	HarperCollins. They are owned by News Corp, an American mass media and publishing company. News Corp grew from the earlier News Corporation that was controlled by Rupert Murdoch; News Corporation was split following scandals and violations of ethical standards by one of their subsidiaries (News of the World). HarperCollins are also known for their support of DRM in ebooks distributed to libraries, which would remove the book from the library’s collection after being lent a number of times (even though a digital file doesn’t wear out like paper).


	Simon & Schuster. They were owned by Paramount Global, an American mass media and entertainment multinational conglomerate, until August 2023, when it was sold to hedge fund KKR for $1.62bn.


	Hachette. They are owned by the French media giant Hachette Livre, which is in turn a subsidiary of the Lagardère Group. Hachette used to have an imprint called Weinstein Books, shut down in 2017 after Harvey Weinstein was found guilty of sexual assault.


	Macmillan. Originally a British publishing company, but now owned by the German Holtzbrinck Publishing Group. Various library organisations have run campaigns against Macmillan in the past for the publisher’s attempts to implement controversial restrictions on ebook lending.





Each of the Big Five have numerous imprints they created or acquired, and every imprint appears like a separate publisher to the public, associated with a certain kind of book. The imprint is a form of branding and differentiation, as much as anything else.

These publishing companies have the power to give books their best chance of success in the marketplace, though there are some downsides, which I’ll get to.

Drinky’s Digressions: What’s In A Number?

In 2022 the Big Five almost became the Big Four as Penguin Random House tried to buy Simon & Schuster for 2.2 billion US dollars, but eventually the US Department of Justice blocked the acquisition due to concerns about such large consolidations being bad for authors. During the hearings in August 2022 (as reported by the New York Post)1 the US government “argued that the largest five publishers control 90% of the market, and a combined Penguin and Simon & Schuster would control nearly half of the market for publishing rights to blockbuster books, while its nearest competitors would be less than half its size.” That gives you an idea of the scale of these big publishers. Also the fact that “With the deal’s dissolution, Penguin will pay a $200 million termination fee to Paramount Global”. These companies are focussed on big numbers.

Limitations Of Big Publishers

Traditional publishers can only publish a limited number of books, partly due to the need to schedule everything up to two years in advance. They can’t publish all the good books that get submitted, even if they wanted to. In particular, they are unlikely to publish a book which may be excellent, but which only has a small audience. In the past this often meant good books were never published.

Publishers (especially the biggest ones) want guaranteed successes, which pushes things towards mainstream commercial fiction. As such, resources are not allocated equally. Publishers reserve the big advertising budgets and advances for the authors who are already massively successful, and are guaranteed to bring them big profits. Sometimes a more popular book will be used to subsidise a less popular one that they don’t think will sell so well, but which may be the kind to win literary awards and boost their reputation. That’s an exception though, not the rule.

Another issue is that publishers can’t tell what the next big thing will be, only what sold well in the past, so they tend to try to do more of that. “What made money last year? Can we replicate it? Yes, more thrillers with the word ‘Girl’ in the title, and more books about wizard schools. That’s the next three years planned out!” Their focus on extrapolation in order to predict future sales can make them complacent, risk averse, and more interested in mass-market appeal than in more niche works. This can lead to creative stagnation, conformity, and a lack of real choice.

The sad outcome is that many big publishers will put more marketing money into a ghost-written celebrity memoir of debatable literary merit, because they know it will sell, rather than an amazingly original book which won’t have broad appeal. And this can make it hard for new authors to break into the industry, especially authors with fresh or diverse voices. Even if they are taken on by big publishers, they’re likely to be required to fit into the mould.

Lastly, note that things are not always rosy for trade-published authors. In truth, they tend to keep quiet when things go wrong: whether due to legal worries about contracts, embarrassment that it wasn’t the dream they expected, or just misguided loyalty and gratitude to a business partner that isn’t delivering. It’s only behind closed doors in the author community that many authors open up about finding the experience of trade publishing to be demoralising and unrewarding, leaving them with a book that isn’t promoted, doesn’t sell, and with them dropped or demoted by the publisher to the point where some authors consider giving up writing.

How To Get A Big Five Publishing Contract

The first thing to realise is that, in general, acquisitions editors at the imprints of Big Five publishers do not accept unsolicited manuscripts from authors. If you hear otherwise, or have personal contacts, then by all means go ahead. Otherwise, you are likely wasting your time contacting them.

In most cases you must have a literary agent who submits material they think is sellable (generally mainstream and commercial literary works) to the publisher on your behalf. If the publisher is interested, the agent will negotiate a contract. The agent can also often manage foreign rights, film adaptations, and give general advice. They get a cut of the deals they negotiate, called a commission, which is usually 15%-20%.

So, before even attempting to climb the mountain of a Big Five publisher, you must first climb another mountain in order to get a literary agent.

Being taken on by a literary agency does not guarantee your book will be published. I know authors who have had agents who were unable to sell the manuscript to a publisher. That isn’t necessarily the agent’s fault: it could be related to the manuscript, or the current market situation, or changes at publishers and their requirements. This is why agents are picky about who they take on. They want books they can sell, and authors they get on with. And even though a literary agency may have a number of agents, each one only has so many hours in a day, so there will be a limit to how many clients each agent has. And if their list is full, they will be closed to submissions until that situation changes.

(Please don’t get annoyed at me for putting all these hurdles in your way. I didn’t make them, and I didn’t put them on the pavement. I’m just warning you so you have realistic expectations of what will happen. But I’m a nice guy, and if I had a magic wand that would let me publish your book without all this foo-faa, and make us both rich in the process, then believe me I’d wave it until my arms fell off.)

How To Find Agents

The Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook2 is an annual directory which includes a chapter on literary agents. It also covers publishers, and has useful articles on many publishing topics. You can buy a copy, but it is available in many libraries; and if not, you could ask them to order a copy, since it is useful to so many creatives. There are regional equivalents to this kind of directory in other countries.

Online and global directories such as the one hosted by Reedsy3 let you narrow down results by country and genre. There are also regional ones, such as the Scottish Book Trust’s list of literary agents in Scotland.4

Another approach is to identify authors you admire, in the genre you want to write in. The contact section of the author’s website may well have the name of their agent for rights enquiries. Of course, that doesn’t mean the agent is taking on new clients, but you’d at least have a lead for checking the website of their agency to see what their submission status is.

Some big book and genre conventions or exhibitions can be good ways of making contact with agents and publishers. Obviously the main reason to go is because you love the conference theme, but if you’re friendly with everyone you meet, it could well leave a good impression, and make future communications easier.

How To Query Agents

Assuming you have identified some agents who work in your genre, and checked that they are accepting submissions, the next step is to put together a query letter (sometimes called a book proposal).

This is a formal letter which introduces the author and the book being offered for publication. It should summarise the engaging qualities of the book, and make the author sound marketable, interesting, and professional. Ideally it points to where the author and work would fit in the market (because that’s how agents and big publishers think).

The query letter is important. It is the agent’s first view of the way you use words, and contributes to their impression of you. A badly written query might lead to the agent not even bothering to look at your work. I’ll give some tips on writing one later.

If your book isn’t of interest to the agent then feel free to try again with another agency. I have author friends who received more than forty rejections before they were finally accepted. Remind yourself that rejection is often more about commercial needs than the quality of the manuscript or your creative skills.

Small And Independent Publishers

Okay, we’ve seen that it can be difficult to get published by an imprint of one of the Big Five publishers. Don’t be too disheartened, since they obviously do take on new writers via agents. It’s just worth being pragmatic about the chances of signing a contract with them. Also note that for the subset of authors who want to be published by the Big Five or nothing … well, if that is their only acceptable option, then most of their books will never be published.

Anyway, there is another, more achievable, option than the Big Five: independent publishers, also known as small presses.

By “independent publishers” I mean traditional publishers who aren’t part of the Big Five. These are smaller, and often regional (as in, not based only in London, or whatever your country’s capital is). Publishers like Salt5 (Norfolk), Honno6 and Seren7 (Wales), or Luna Press8 (Edinburgh). They range in size from tiny, boutique publishers aimed at a niche, to mid-size trade publishers (perhaps equivalent to one of the Big Five’s imprints).

Although some independent publishers prefer submissions via an agent, many are happy to receive them direct from authors. Make sure you check their guidelines carefully to confirm that they are open to submissions, find out what they are looking for, and how to submit. Much of the information about finding and approaching agents will apply equally to approaching a smaller publisher.

Due to their different scale they are often more personal and hands-on, with a supportive family feel, unlike the hollow corporate swishness of the Big Five. This is why it is frustrating for small publishers to nurture a new author, help to get them well known … at which point the author is poached by a Big Five publisher offering a tempting contract. The Big Five publisher gets an author with proven potential, without having to support them in the early stages. The small publisher never gets to benefit from that investment. But some authors retain loyalty to the publisher that they started with, and the close connections they have made. One writer told me that he’d been offered contracts by one of the Big Five, and also by a quirky small (but well-respected) publisher. In the end he chose the small press, and told me one of the reasons was because the independent publisher found out he loved cheese, and sent him an artisan block of fromage every week for a year.

Small and independent publishers are more likely to take a chance on books that would do well within a niche area that the Big Five shy away from. It’s worth noting that some regional publishers (such as those in Wales) may be able to get grants to publish books that they think have literary merit but which won’t sell many copies, for instance many poetry books. This is known as sponsored publishing, and some specialise in it, including Arkbound.9

As to finding independent publishers: the printed and online sources listed above in the agents’ section apply here, too.

Bonus Tips For Query Letters

Here are some extra tips for your first interactions with an agent or publisher.


	Find out about who else they represent, what the company is like, and what their approach is. It will make it easier to pitch how your work will fit into their portfolio. Yes, there is research involved here.


	Follow their guidance on submissions. If they don’t provide them, follow industry standards instead. You want to appear (and be) professional, and for everything to be presented clearly and concisely.


	It’s fine to be passionate about your work. List any relevant successes, awards, reviews, sales figures, or whatever else might point towards you being a worthwhile investment.


	As long as you don’t break the bounds of being professional, remember to be yourself. Let some of your voice come through, especially if it is also how you write. We don’t interact with names, we interact with people. Be friendly and polite, the kind of person you’d be happy to meet and consider working with. Interesting can be a bonus, something marketable.


	If going via agents, you will need patience. Since an agent is only the first step, and it can be seen as rude to approach more than one at a time, there may be a lot of contacting and waiting (and some following up). And if it doesn’t work out, it begins again. And if you do eventually get an agent and negotiate a contract with them, then they begin the process of offering your work to publishers. More waiting. If a publisher shows interest, there will be lots of contractual things to sort out. Negotiations can fail right up to the point where you sign the publishing contract. And even then, it could be up to two years before your book reaches the shelves of your local bookshop. Patience is a virtue to nurture, Grasshopper.


	While submitting and going through this process, don’t sit at home twiddling your thumbs. Your book may be on their slush pile of unsolicited manuscripts for some time. Be working on your next – even better! – book. We have three score years and ten on this earth, and if you wait to write your next book after the current one sells, you may only ever write a few books. Don’t pin all of your hopes on one story.


	I highly recommend visiting Query Shark.10 It was a blog by literary agent Janet Reid where she received real pitches from authors. In return she gave honest, biting feedback, where she pointed out where they did or didn’t work, and how they could be improved. Janet’s snark was legendary, so it was funny as well as educational. Although Janet is no longer with us, you can benefit from just reading her feedback on the 347 that had been nibbled or ripped apart on the site. In many cases the query sender submitted revisions, and it was interesting to see the improvements with each attempt. Therefore, if you are approaching the point when you might submit a novel to agents, working your way through at least some of this blog could be invaluable.


	The first sale is the hardest. As such, agents prefer an author that they know will write a number of good books, each better than the last. The hope is that, over time, the author brings in more money (since the agent is only paid a percentage of how much you earn). They are unlikely to take on an author that states they are only ever writing one book, their magnum opus. They are also perhaps less likely to take on a client who is extremely old or with a terminal illness. As with anything, there are exceptions, but most agents look beyond the current contract to future – bigger – publishing contracts for their author. The ultimate goal is an author so popular that publishing houses will undertake a bidding war for the rights to publish the next book, or even a multi-book contract.


	Publishers and agents want to know you are sellable. Clues that could act as an indicator of future sales might include a large following on social media or email lists. By which I mean, due to the scale publishers work at, perhaps ten to fifteen thousand followers or fans. (Which is different from just having a lot of friends on Facebook.) Some kind of celebrity status can be a big help.


	Agents and publishers often talk about identifying the “ideal reader” of a work, visualising and profiling their age, sex, lifestyle and interests. Some authors take this further, and then write books for their ideal reader. The reduction of a market segment to a fictional individual can make it much easier to create a satisfying story for them, and help with writing to market: providing the stories that a particular set of fans will find satisfying. This profiling lets agents and publishers consider how big that market segment is, and calculate potential revenue, turning art into rankings based on sales (therefore popularity). If you tell them “My ideal reader is everyone!” they will shake their heads and wait for a better answer. So make an effort to think like this and be specific if submitting query letters.


	Likewise, what other (recent, popular) authors does your writing resemble? What are the comparable works in your genre? Yes, it is pigeon-holing. Don’t blame me, I’m just the messenger (pigeon), and I acknowledge that clear divisions don’t really exist, as real life has many grey shades. Although categories can be useful for knowing where to put a book in a library or bookshop, the world is gloriously messy and many books fall within multiple categories and genres. But never say that to an agent or publisher, as it isn’t the answer they want to hear.





Now we’ll move on to options for those who don’t want to stick with the slow lottery of the traditional agent-to-publisher model.

Self-publishing

A self-published book is any book where oversight of the publishing process is managed by the author, with or without help. The world has changed and tools and services that used to be unavailable to the public are now open to everyone. As with every other type of creation, from digital art and film making, to music production and 3D printing, the process has become democratic.

This is not a bad thing. It is fantastic that your gran can write a memoir or family history and make it available in print for friends and family. Yes, it may have a basic cover, and contain some mistakes, but she is not aiming at bestseller lists. More power to her, and everyone that creates. There is an important role for writing in terms of self-development, expression and creativity, which needn’t have anything to do with commercial success and markets.

As is the case whenever a medium becomes available to the masses, there will be a range of quality to the outputs. In book terms we see the scale between the unedited amateur teenage fanfic, to the professionally edited and designed book that sells a million copies. So in itself the term self-published is nothing to do with end quality, it is just about production process. Nonetheless, a terminology distinction can be useful.

So from now on, when I say self-publishing I am being literal and thinking of an author who really does everything (or almost everything) themself. I think of this as the amateur or hobbyist realm. That’s not a criticism. Maybe your uncle wants to do a recipe book for his fellow ballet dancers; your son his book of existential poetry; and your best friend wants to get the novel that’s been in their head for years down on paper. Self-publishing makes all that possible. The goal isn’t professional quality, millions of sales or making money, it is just bringing the work to life. And they may only ever want to publish a single book.

I will differentiate that from the independent author (also indie author, author-publisher or independent author-publisher). To me, this is where the author is a professional running a creative business, where they have the final say in all creative choices, and release books to the highest standards that match or surpass traditionally published works. They wrote the book, and they also supervised every aspect of its publication. They may be part-time or full-time; might make all their income from writing, or just a significant part of it. But the goal is making money with high quality works. It’s not a hobby, but a livelihood. It is about ultimate creative control remaining with the creator, not the middlemen. Independent authors are owners and founders of a small business, and have committed to it because of their passion.

The key thing is that professionals don’t do it alone, which is why it is a misnomer to call their work “self-published”. Professional independent authors are part of a team, just like with a traditional publisher. The books go through all the same processes that they would at any publishing house. The difference is that the author chooses who to hire for each task, selecting the formatters, audiobook narrators, cover designers, editors and so on, and paying them up front as a form of investment in the work. The author plans, organises, delegates, and has the final say on everything. The author retains all ownership and copyright and can publish in any formats, languages and territories they wish. Many authors prefer the creative control, the faster publishing pace, and potentially higher profits of self-publishing.

As we saw in Chapter 1, publishing a professional work involves a lot of people, and a lot of skills. Quality publishing is not free. Or cheap, even: it isn’t uncommon for an independent author to spend over £1,000 per title for all of the services.

But going with a traditional publisher does not mean you get all that for free: all the stages cost money, and one way or the other, the author pays for it. Building on what I’ve already said, there are two main ways to pay.


	A traditional publisher acts as a third party intermediary, and subcontracts all these services, or does them in-house. In exchange they get a slice of the profit from every copy sold (which is what they’re gambling on – they invest in a title in the hopes of it being a success). So the author pays the publisher via a cut from the royalties from each copy sold.


	The author finds professionals to subcontract and pays upfront for all those services. The author is investing in themselves and their work. In exchange for spending time and money on these processes, the author keeps all rights and royalties.





As you can see, the author always pays, with the only difference being whether they pay upfront with an initial outlay (independent author), or later, via reduced profits per copy sold (traditional publishing).

There are companies set up to help with the processes involved in independent publishing: for a fee. Some people see this as a separate category of publishing, called assisted or supported publishing. Personally, I just see that as a standard part of being an independent author. The author can hire people to take care of different aspects of the publishing process, or they can use a single company.

At risk of sounding evangelical, I’d like to include a quote by author Barry Hutchison11 (reprinted with permission, from his 2019 Facebook post). I think it speaks for itself when it comes to the advantages of independent author-publishing.

“In late 2016, after struggling to get by for 10 years as a full-time traditionally published author, I published my first indie novel.

Within six months, I was earning more from indie than I was earning from trad. Within a year, I knew I was never going to go back.

Yesterday, I hit a major milestone for me. It was launch day for the third book in my pen name crime series and for the first time ever I broke 5 figures (USD) in a single day.

I cannot even begin to get my head around it, really, after all those years of worrying if I could pay bills, and feeling guilty for pursuing a writing career when I could’ve been making more money in a job.

A year ago, I was convinced that indie publishing was the future of the industry. It isn’t. It’s the present. It’s happening now. Everyone here who self-publishes has a head start on everyone still trying to land that elusive trad deal.

For contrast, I remember when HarperCollins phoned me up and told me to ‘crack open the champagne’ because they’d managed to get my first book into Asda (a supermarket in the UK). They ordered 10,000 copies, and sold the whole lot. I was ecstatic.

Six to eight months later, I got my royalty statement. My cut for those 10,000 copies?

Two hundred pounds.

Minus 12.5% for my agent’s commission.”

Drinky’s Digressions: Predators

Independent publishing is not vanity publishing. Vanity publishing is paying a third party an inflated sum for a poor service, all smoke and mirrors trading off the lure of being able to say “Wow! I’m published!” before realising that it isn’t being published at all. It is basically paying for a printer. Maybe with unethical rights grabs in the process.

I mentioned supported publishing companies above. Note that some are reputable and useful, but others (such as the Author Solutions imprints)12 can be predatory. The bad ones are little more than vanity publishers using deceptive practices and charging huge fees. And there are many companies claiming to be publishers that fall into the same categories.

I’ve known authors have near-misses from some of the predatory “publishers”. So as well as looking into their reputation (for example, via reviews, their social media accounts, services like the ALLi Watchdog mentioned in the next section) here are other things to be aware of:


	With traditional publishing money flows to the author (or, in many cases, trickles in a disappointingly slow fashion), never the other way around. If they are claiming to be a publisher but asking you for money, alarm bells should start ringing. Because maybe they make their riches from fleecing desperate authors, rather than from selling books and taking a cut.


	What are their quality controls? I recently heard of one “publisher” that told an author they’d accept her work and definitely publish it – without having read anything. A true publisher would only invest money in a book (and author) that offers a return on their investment, via sales. If they aren’t being picky, they aren’t proper publishers. Don’t be flattered into signing up.


	Contracts are binding. I’ve heard all sorts of horror stories. Make sure you understand what the contract says. Read the small print but also think about what is missing or obfuscated. See my section on contracts (Drinky’s Digressions: Licensing Rights), later in this chapter.


	Beware of hard sell. If they are being pushy and putting pressure on you, especially if it follows you being rightly cautious, then that isn’t a good sign.


	Look for the title and author of some of the titles they have published, on the websites of Amazon, Waterstones, Kobo, Barnes & Noble etc. If the books aren’t there, then why? To sell books they have to be available everywhere. If they are only on the publisher’s website for direct order, then you will only ever be found by the tiniest fraction of the potential market. That means they are a printer, not a publisher. Also look at the book covers, and the sample previews of the interiors, to see how professional they look.


	Identify what they say are their most popular books. Do some research. What are the ranks of those books in their main categories on Amazon? (The higher the position in a category, the more the book is selling.) Look at how many reviews and ratings the book has on Amazon and Goodreads, and what the reviewers say. If the publisher’s top books have barely a handful of ratings and reviews, that means they probably aren’t selling or being promoted. Also look at the author platforms of their top authors: their websites, social media accounts and so on. Do they have a lot of interactions and fans? Or are they unknown?


	Clarify how the books are going to be printed and distributed. Are they printing ten thousand copies, warehousing and distributing them to bookshops? Or are they using print-on-demand, which costs them nothing, but still taking the lion’s share of every sale?


	Part of the contract should specify that you get some author copies free, and can buy more at a heavily discounted price. Beware of “publishers” that actually make their money by selling books back to authors, especially if they try and encourage you to order in bulk. No. You are an author, not a bookshop. It’s handy to have a few books as examples, for fans and reference. But you don’t need more than that. Don’t turn your spare room into a book warehouse.


	Who is their editor, and how long will you work with them for? What are their credentials? I heard of one case where the author was told to pay £100 for a “programme” where it turned out they were to join a group of other authors who also had been conned into paying £100 with the idea that they critique each other’s work; then pay another £400 to do it four more times. That is the opposite of the publisher editing your work!


	Trust your gut – if it feels a bit off, then it probably is.





Top Tip: Seek Support

If you are interested in the independent author route then I highly recommend joining the Alliance of Independent Authors (ALLi).13 They provide loads of best-practice advice in their member guidebooks, magazine, website, forum and blog. They can also mediate and provide some legal and contractual advice. ALLi’s goal is empowering and supporting excellence in publishing, so if you are an author you can join regardless of your route to publication.

Speaking of ALLi, they have an additional professional category of authorpreneur for independent authors who have sold more than 50,000 books. An example would be LJ Ross, who appeared on the cover of The Bookseller (30th June 2023) to celebrate the fact that she had sold eight million books, all through her own imprint. In fact, her DCI Ryan series is the UK’s second best-selling book series of all time (outranking Harry Potter) according to The Big Indie Author Data Drop 2023.14

ALLi have an excellent rating system for publishing service companies,15 which will warn you about some of the bad ones. For members they also offer an Approved Services Search of reputable companies,16 and a collection of Discounts & Deals.17

Drinky’s Digressions: A Question Of Quality

In every area of creative endeavour – books, music, films, games – there is a range of quality. Sometimes the lower quality entries are because the creators couldn’t do any better with the skills and resources they had available. We all grow by practice.

In other cases, people work out how to trick you into buying things that have no love or craft. I’m aware of writers who use many methods to churn out low-quality books. For example, there’s the semi-plagiarism of reworking existing books via purchasing Private Label Rights (PLR), meaning they buy existing content (which is often low quality but cheap), make minor changes, and release it as if they wrote the whole thing. Others increasingly use AI to churn out books to a prompt, sometimes a hundred books per day. In many ways these are professionals, with multi-million-pound businesses, extensive advertising, and huge platforms. But there’s no love or art in what they do: they are marketers, not authors. Nonetheless, their bad reputation and bland output harms us all.

All I can say is: buyer beware. Always do due diligence before buying anything. Just as I check Ethical Consumer18 when choosing a product (so that I don’t contribute to companies that invest in war, environmental destruction, and other evils), I also look at reviews and ratings of creative works before buying them. In book terms, what other titles has the author written? Do they have seven hundred books to their name, all with one rating that shows they are churning stuff out and relying on enough people falling for it? If they don’t care about repeat customers, they don’t care about quality.

But the real sign is the book itself. Ebook free sample previews are your friend. Just as you would open a printed novel to check writing quality, style, and how engrossing a story is, you can do the same with ebooks.

Lastly: identify authors you trust and respect, and support them. Then you know you’ll keep reading books that are labours of love, and I’ll be forever grateful. Ooops, I meant they will be forever grateful.

Drinky’s Digressions: Self-publishing Is Not New

Although modern technology has made it easier than ever, so that we no longer have to hand-crank pages in our dining room as Virginia Woolf did, self-publishing is not a new phenomenon. It was used by many famous authors, sometimes for their classic works – which would never have been seen by the world and become classics in the first place if they hadn’t been self-published.

Jane Austen paid for the first print run of Sense & Sensibility, which is why the copies said “PRINTED FOR THE AUTHOR” on the title page. She was investing in her own writing, and took the financial risk if it failed. (Luckily it made her a substantial profit.)

The first copies of Songs of Innocence and of Experience were printed and illuminated by William Blake himself in 1789.

Beatrix Potter self-published The Tale of Peter Rabbit when traditional publishers refused to do so. They came crawling back to her eventually and published future editions, selling over twenty thousand copies in the first year (and over forty million copies since then).

Mark Twain started his own imprint due to frustrations with traditional publishers, and published The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in 1885. He had over forty thousand pre-orders of what went on to become one of his most popular books.

Margaret Atwood won awards for her self-published poetry book, Double Persephone.

As mentioned above, Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard had their own imprint, Hogarth Press, which published many of her books, and those of other authors. Possibly her most famous book is Mrs. Dalloway (1925), which she self-published.

So self-publishing isn’t a new phenomenon. It’s part of the literary tradition.

Comparison Of Publishing Options

There’s been a lot to take in, so I’ll summarise many of the elements. First I will list a facet of publishing, then the approach of Traditional Publishing (TP) and Independent Authors (IA).

Who decides on a book’s quality?
(TP) The publishers act as gatekeepers (and possibly the agent before them).
(IA) The market: readers and fans.

Rights
(TP) The publisher has the publishing rights (and may acquire other rights too). Conditions depend on the contract.
(IA) You keep all the rights but can selectively license them and take up opportunities.

Who pays for editing, book design, proofreading etc?
(TP) The publisher pays upfront, but they hope to get the money back (and more) in their cut from every book sale.
(IA) The author pays the upfront costs; in return they get greater royalties.

Who takes the financial risk for publishing the book?
(TP) The publisher. They are investing in the author. (Note that the author took the financial risk in writing the book.)
(IA) The author. They are investing in themself.

Royalties
(TP) The author may get up to 25%.
(IA) The author may get up to 70% (see next chapter).

Advances
(TP) You may get an advance on royalties.
(IA) No advance: you only get paid for sales.

How is the quality of a book determined?
(TP) Initially by looking inside it; then more fully by reading it.
(IA) Initially by looking inside it; then more fully by reading it. (Yep, it’s the same. Judge a book by its quality and how well it fits your interests, not its route to publication.)

Creative decisions
(TP) The publisher makes most of the decisions. Cover, title, final edit, marketing, metadata: they have the final say. The author is seen as a content provider, not a creative director.
(IA) The author keeps creative control and makes all the final decisions, including how the book is presented.

Who hires editors, cover designers etc?
(TP) The publisher.
(IA) The author, via outsourcing.

Who pays the author?
(TP) The publishers.
(IA) The distributors.

Timing
(TP) Can take up to two years for the book to reach the shelf.
(IA) Your book can be available within a week of it being fully finished.

Amount of author responsibility
(TP) Less, as the publisher is doing some of the work, especially formatting, production and distribution.
(IA) More responsibility as you are running a creative publishing business. There are a number of skills to master.

Marketing
(TP) You are expected to do a lot of it, and have an author platform. Publishers may promote the work within a short window of time before moving on.
(IA) You do it (or hire people), and have an author platform. Marketing is within a larger potential canvas of time (forever).

Bookshops
(TP) Easier to get into bookshops (but distribution has a cost). Also note that not all contracts include publishing printed books: nowadays, some are digital-only contracts.
(IA) More difficult to get into bookshops.

Awards
(TP) Easier to win awards (since conditions and large hidden costs – e.g. £10,000 “contributions” – often favour traditional publishers).
(IA) Impossible for some awards due to the way they are manipulated, but the situation is improving all the time. I’ll discuss awards soon.

Film and TV deals
(TP) Possible for hit books (though still a rarity for it to go beyond being optioned).
(IA) Far less likely to be offered.

Can a formatting error or typo in a book be fixed after publication?
(TP) Due to the costs, many authors find the publisher won’t make changes, so there’s nothing the author can do.
(IA) It can be corrected and a new version uploaded the same day.

Sales focus and definitions of success
(TP) The initial launch period, akin to a film’s make-or-break opening weekend.
(IA) Long-term; known as the “long tail” (which I’ll discuss in the next chapter).

Who decides pricing?
(TP) The publisher.
(IA) The author, who can experiment with promotions so sales don’t stagnate, and can reinvigorate backlist titles or drive read-through in a series.

Barriers to entry?
(TP) Publishers (and agents) are flooded with submissions. It may be difficult or impossible to access this route, especially for niche, experimental, or controversial works.
(IA) The time and motivation to learn the processes involved and the cost of outsourcing services.

Distribution
(TP) Wide (all shops and vendors).
(IA) Can be wide, or exclusive to Amazon (in exchange for benefits).

Sales data
(TP) Delayed reporting on sales (sometimes massively).
(IA) Real-time sales figures from distributors, or only a 24 hour delay.

As you can see, one route to market is not automatically better than another. Some authors might want full creative control; others might be happy to hand that over to someone else. They are both viable options.

Drinky’s Digressions: Awards And Prejudice

No, it isn’t a recently discovered Jane Austen novel.

If a competition is to be legitimate it should find the best. The more open a competition is, and the bigger the field of books, the more likely that the winners really are the best books. Restricted awards have little connection to quality due to excellent books being excluded.

Even though the BBC National Short Story Award is publicly funded, it has always been run on the old-fashioned prejudice that you have to have been “traditionally published”. It was the case in 2013, and it is still the case over a decade later in 2025. So it isn’t a competition to find the best new short stories in the UK, it is a competition to find the best short stories by established writers. It is a shame that many excellent authors are prevented from entering a competition that their taxes go towards funding. But hey, the BBC is a conservative, establishment institution, so I am not surprised.

The best book awards should identify and promote excellence; introduce books to new readers; and help authors build their careers. Excluding whole categories of authors means a slapdash and prejudiced approach to achieving these things.

Awards which reject books by independent authors (The Booker Prize also has a clause to that effect), regardless of the book’s quality, are failing the reading community. They are also punishing authors who retain creative control and greater rights. Anyone who loves books, and those who write them, should support authors that are in control of their own creations.

The key factor isn’t how a book is published: it is how good the book is. That is the only thing that should concern readers. That is the only thing that should concern writers. That is the only thing that should concern award organisers.

Big awards can be controversial in other ways. Shortlists of unreadably dour books; nepotism; culturally biased judges; opaque judging processes; claiming that subjective responses from a limited group equate to objective criteria; and goals of enriching the organisers.

Regarding the latter, hidden costs can automatically exclude many excellent books and authors from being considered. What a prize should not do (if it wants to be open) is charge massive fees to enter. Costs that can be swallowed with no problem by a large publishing house such as the Big Five would be impossible for an independent author or small publishing house. This is why independent authors could not win the Costa Book Awards (that prize requires a £5,000 fee from publishers if a book is to be shortlisted), or be part of the Richard & Judy Bookclub. Even the BBC National Short Story Award charged £600 to submit a single short story in 2024. No wonder many consider these competitions to be just an extended sales promotion for the biggest publishers.

It’s also worth dispelling a myth. “But surely if book prizes were open to all books, they would be inundated?” I was quoted in Book Prizes & Awards For Indie Authors by Orna Ross (2021), talking about this topic, and I answered:

“Can the level of entries be managed? Of course. An insider told me it’s really not hard to do; the Folio prize starts with a form submission about the book and goes from there. Also, if an organisation is worried about the number of entries, it can implement quality controls. This is far better than arbitrary exclusions. Apply the same criteria to all books, trade published or independent.”

I say that from experience. One year I chaired a judging panel for the international Bram Stoker Awards. These awards are truly inclusive because they are open to everyone, regardless of how a book is published. All that matters is looking for the best book in each category. Many on my shortlist were amazing books, and would have been excluded entirely by some other awards due to being published by independent authors. The focus in my panel’s critical discussions was on championing works, explaining why they stood out, what they did well, what made them so fresh and exciting.

In addition to the Bram Stoker Awards, be aware that The Pulitzer Prize, the Arthur C Clarke Award, the Nebula Award, the Romantic Novelists’ Association Awards, the Commonwealth Book Prize, and many other major literary awards, are all open to independent authors.

Bearing all that in mind, awards fall into the category of “nice to have” rather than necessary. The time and cost in being considered can be substantial in some cases, and a drain of resources from more important endeavours. That said, if you do win any notable awards which might impress readers (and I don’t mean your local writing group’s monthly prize for best short story), then it is something you’ll use in your marketing, such as adverts or a badge on the book cover. You might mention it in the book’s blurb, your author bio, or in press releases. The importance of a major award isn’t in boosting the author’s ego, but in the possibility of increasing sales of the book; and, in turn, a chance of selling subsidiary TV, film or translation rights.

If you are interested in this area, it is often best to start with local or smaller-scale competitions. This can boost your confidence and profile, paving the way for bigger wins later. ALLi has a list of literary awards and contests.19

And don’t let the idea of accolades swallow up too much time and energy from writing your next amazing book, which will be so good it can’t be ignored. Nothing sells books like a new book does. (Try saying that quickly, while drunk on celebratory champagne at an awards ceremony.)

Drinky’s Digressions: A Note About Industry Prejudices

I’ve already touched on the misunderstandings that are sometimes applied to independent authors and their work. I remember how someone once described Gladstone’s Library to me as “stuck in the 1950s” because its small print included the same prejudice against independent writers (“Self-published authors are not eligible for Writer-in-Residence”).20

How are prejudices created? The competitions discussed earlier can be one example. They reinforce the mistaken idea that the only good books are those that are traditionally published “because self-published books never win that big award”. Independent authors are erased from the history and even if the organisations become more inclusive, those past award lists will always make it look like independent authors never existed. A self-fulfilling prophecy is established via discrimination.

Enlightened creatives know that the means of production doesn’t relate to the quality of the output: only the author and the reading experience matter. Thankfully that bias is rapidly fading away as facts show how unsubstantiated those opinions are, and how the views reveal (as always) more about the prejudices of the speaker than the reality.

We’ve seen this in other creative spheres. Think about indie music, indie movies, indie games. Their independent nature becomes a mark of vitality and interest, taking risks that traditional releases won’t, to create something fresh. It’s about artists retaining control over their creative vision. Saying independent works are worse than corporate-created works is like saying home-made cake is worse than store-bought cake. In all publishing there is good and bad, books that suit your preferences and books that don’t.

And what do readers think? In 2022 K-lytics looked at the ratings of 43,000 titles in the top 100 categories bestseller lists on Amazon for the previous few years. (The Big Indie Author Data Drop 2023.)21 They found that readers rated books by independent authors as highly as those by traditional publishers. Both types of book had an average of 4.5 out of 5 stars. Note that most of those readers won’t even have been aware of whether the book had been traditionally or independently published, as the quality was the same.

Hybrid Authors

This isn’t a term for some kind of genetically-modified writer from one of my space opera novels. It is simply an author who uses both traditional publishing and independent author-publishing as appropriate. Authors shouldn’t miss out on the benefits of working with a publisher; nor should they be unaware of the benefits of retaining full creative control. A hybrid approach that crosses over both systems is increasingly common amongst professional authors.

This kind of flexibility is a good thing for all involved in publishing: it’s an opportunity, not something to fight over. Traditional publishing can be a good partner to work with because of the expertise, passion and connections of many small presses. Likewise we all benefit from a growth in quality literature, that creates new markets and enhances readership. We should all be working together to build that united creative industry.

Some books go from one system to another. The best-selling hits The Martian (Andy Weir), and Wool (Hugh Howey), began life as stories published by the authors. The books were such huge successes that traditional publishers came begging for the rights to distribute them. Andy Weir’s The Martian went on to be adapted for the 2015 film directed by Ridley Scott and starring Matt Damon. And Hugh Howey’s Silo series (where Wool was the first book) led to Howey signing a print-only deal for around $500,000 with Simon & Schuster, while Howey retained full rights to continue distributing the ebooks himself. They are both great examples of the benefits of the author being in control of how they license their work.

It can go the other way: one of my friends is a well-respected traditionally published author of many great books. Some of them are now out of print and the rights have reverted to her. The titles were doing nothing, unavailable to readers and providing no income. She decided to create digital files of the texts, get them edited, design new covers, and publish them again herself. I gave her advice on all those steps. Her other books remained distributed by traditional publishers. The end result is a win-win situation for everyone. She was especially pleased at regaining control over the works, since she really hated some of the covers her publisher had chosen, but she had been forced to accept them due to her contract stating the publisher had the final say.

The key point of the hybrid approach is that you adopt the route to market that is best for the project and your own skill set.

Brandon Sanderson has a number of useful FAQs on his website, including one on hybrid approaches, where he answers the question “Should I self-publish ebooks or try for a New York publisher?”:22

“I would not abandon either model. Self-publishing has proved itself so viable recently that if I were a new writer, I would be looking at doing both at the same time. Maybe taking the longer, more epic-style books to New York and doing the faster-paced, more thriller-style books online and seeing what works for you best. So the expansion of the ebook market gives you more places to go.” 

Although he is well known as a traditionally published author, he has also released some books himself via Kickstarters (a form of crowdfunding which I will discuss in Chapter 8). His most recent Kickstarter raised a truly record-breaking $41 million, from over 185,000 backers. All to self-publish four new books.

Brandon talked about using different types of publishing for different genres. Sometimes it is simpler than that, and relates to formats. An independent author can publish an ebook with ease, and receive far greater royalties than a trade-published author. But other formats may have cost implications, or perhaps the connections with bookshops and distribution channels a trade publisher commands could be advantageous. That’s why some independent authors choose to release ebooks and special editions themselves, but would consider using a trade publisher for printed editions, audiobooks, and translations, only licensing the rights for those. The trade publisher becomes just another business partner when it is mutually beneficial.

Licensing Rights

As I mentioned previously, if you sign a contract with a traditional publisher (Big Five or not) you will assign some of your rights to them in exchange for payment. A hybrid author will be doing this for some of their works. It’s worth delving into rights.

In general, an author starts out owning all the rights to their book. Some publishers and rights buyers treat the rights as a single thing, and try to claim all of them (with “all rights, all territories, all formats” contracts): even those rights they don’t plan to use. Even worse, I’ve heard horror stories of contracts that gave the trade publisher all the rights; the publisher then sold subsidiary filming rights for a book that became a popular TV series, making the publisher a lot of money. Sounds good? Not for the author, since the contract didn’t stipulate separate payments for sales of subsidiary rights, so the author didn’t get a penny from the TV show. The publisher was bullish, and stuck to the contract, which was carefully worded in their favour. So do be aware of these traps, where the initial excitement in being offered a contract can lead to accepting grossly unfair terms and conditions that are detrimental to your future. Contracts should be equitable for both parties, not just for the publisher.

If a contract includes any of the following red flags, it should make you cautious:


	Indemnities for the more powerful party.


	A request to “assign rights”. Never assign them, only license them. “Assign” means give away forever. “License” means you still own them.


	Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs, or gagging clauses) which stop you from being able to discuss some topics. Also “non-disparagement” clauses, meaning you can’t criticise the company publicly, no matter what they do.


	“Do not compete” clauses. They can severely hamper authors and are vague enough to act as a continuous legal threat to your creative business.


	Clauses allowing the publisher first option on new work with no time limit, or with a requirement for you to accept their offer. It means the publisher can sit on your next book forever and you can’t sell it elsewhere until they make a decision. A right of first refusal should always have a defined limit in time (such as thirty days), and also be clear about what first refusal applies to: ideally only books related to the one they have published.


	Requirements to agree to other policies outside of the contract: policies which may change over time.


	Limits to your ability to use the law, especially if the publisher makes you agree to binding arbitration and can choose the arbiter.


	A claim of “derivative rights” which could prevent you from writing sequels or spin-offs set in the same story world you created.


	A requirement to waive your “moral rights”. These are the right to be identified as the author (right of attribution), and the right not to have your work changed without your permission. If you agree to waive these rights then the publisher can make any alterations they want and even publish it under another author’s name.


	Clauses allowing them to transfer contracts to another company without your consent. It might mean the new company keeps publishing the work but refuses to pay royalties, as happened with Disney: “Disney had argued that it had purchased the rights, but not the obligations of the contract.”23


	Clauses trying for a full “grant of rights” – taking rights that they may not ever even utilise, just to stop you from selling (sublicensing) them to someone who would. At worst, they might create poor quality adaptations or sequels, damaging your reputation; they may also pay you little or nothing, to add insult to injury.


	A lack of clear and fair clauses governing reversion of rights and termination. What if you want to publish the book somewhere else because the publisher was useless? What if the publisher goes bankrupt? If there are penalties on you for ending the contract, are they reasonable? Or are the termination terms grossly unfair to the author, in order to prevent them ever cancelling the contract?


	The publisher stating they can allow companies to train AIs on your work, which could lead to AIs being able to produce competing books in your style: many authors are against this, as shown by Draft2Digital’s survey.24


	A lack of performance standards, with no defined penalties even if they fail to deliver what was agreed.





Which leads me on to this: rights are divisible.

A book can be published in many formats, and the rights for the formats licensed separately. A book can be released in many territories around the world, and in many languages: again, those can all be licensed separately. Then there are rights to do adaptations: TV, games, film. And merchandising rights, to create products based around the story, setting and characters (such as the Star Wars action figures and vehicles I grew up playing with).

The concept of “selling” a book to a publisher is therefore misleading, as we’re actually licensing publication rights in exchange for payment (whether royalties, or royalties plus an advance), and also for publishing services such as design and editing. As such, authors should always be wary of signing away all their rights in a work.

A canny author will view the rights not as a blob taken all at once, but as separate sub-rights, and will always seek to license rights selectively, and – where possible – non-exclusively. We saw this above, where Hugh Howey licensed the rights to publish print books of his titles, but he kept the rights to release the ebooks (a different format).

So always limit what you license:


	by term (time, usually in years; you can easily renew the contract at the end if the arrangement worked well for all parties);


	territory (regions or countries, but sometimes even retailers);


	language (translations);


	and format (e.g. print, audiobook, film, ebook, merchandise).





This is known as selective rights licensing.

Only grant the rights a publisher needs, and those they will use – and for which you’ll be paid. This is the “use it or lose it” approach. There’s no point licensing translation rights if the publisher has no intention of doing translations. 10% royalties of nothing is still nothing.

However, many trade publishers or rights buyers will push for the opposite: to grab as many rights as possible, for as long a time and over as wide a territory as they can. They’ll say it is their standard contract, “non-negotiable”. It’s why I want to raise this topic, so at least you can be aware of what you might be agreeing to. The ideal may not always be possible, but if you don’t understand the situation, you have no chance of negotiating a fair rights deal. Never be afraid to require the removal of awful contract terms and clauses you do not agree with. You can be sure that if you added anything the publisher was unhappy with, they would refuse to sign it until the clause was removed.

One final consideration that may help you in negotiations. Traditional publishing contracts assume they are licensing a work from a new author with no publishing skills and no audience, requiring the publisher to do everything. But if you are an experienced independent author, that doesn’t apply. You may have a substantial existing readership, a polished manuscript, and an understanding of how rights licensing works. You will hopefully have more power in the negotiation to split the rights and only license the formats, languages and territories you want. Namely, those that the publisher is best situated to exploit for the benefit of them and you, whilst keeping back any rights that are more profitable for you to utilise directly, such as ebook sales where your royalties will be three times higher than the publisher will offer. You can also limit the term of the agreement, so the publisher doesn’t force a “lifetime of copyright” deal. The publisher may also be more amenable to giving you a say in publishing and marketing decisions, based on your knowledge of your audience.

Remember, they are licensing rights that they think will be profitable, they aren’t giving you a handout. Negotiating is standard. You want to keep as many rights as possible, and make a good profit from those you license; they want to gain as many as possible (and as cheaply as possible) “just in case”. Be assertive (not aggressive or passive) and businesslike, and you’ll likely be respected for it.

Drinky’s Digressions: Can IP Law Go Too Far?

Intellectual Property (IP) laws are those concerning topics like copyright, trademarks, and patents. They are relevant to authors, and anyone who creates original things.

I am in a number of networks, groups and organisations with fellow authors. A vast number of queries are to do with IP-related creative restrictions: worries about titles, using trademarked terms, referring to real places and businesses, or quoting copyrighted content such as lyrics and text (or even identifying if it is copyrighted, and who owns that copyright).

And yet those same restrictions on intellectual property rarely benefit or protect the authors in turn, because IP law is a minefield that requires (expensive) legal experts to understand and navigate. It’s made even more complicated by the international nature of information, so that you might live in the UK but be affected by laws from another country such as the USA’s awful DMCA Act (1998).25

Only big companies, the rich and the powerful, have the resources to be able to use IP laws to their benefit, which is why big media conglomerates push for more restrictive (and therefore, profitable to them) IP laws. Normal people like you and me? We’re more likely to fall foul of these laws than be able to use them in any meaningful way.

A few issues with copyright law off the top of my head.


	Copyright trolls, e.g. those who add copyright photos to photo sites (even licensed ones) under a false account, then when the photo is used they threaten legal action unless you pay them an exorbitant fee. Yes, this happens.


	Research that is publicly funded but hidden behind paywalls, just to boost publishers’ profits.


	In the past writers freely quoted each other’s works, widening knowledge and appreciation of the thing quoted. Nowadays you could be prosecuted for doing so even if you fully cite the source. Instead, you would have to track down rights holders for every single quotation, get permission, pay, and probably renegotiate and do it all again if you print more copies, do a new edition, or change format (e.g. audiobook). So nowadays it is easier to just avoid that negotiation, administration and paywall nightmare. The common attitude of publishers to their writers when, for example, a quote from a song is used is to just strip it out. “It isn’t worth it.” Even in 2010 it could cost £735 to quote one line of “When I’m Sixty-four”.26 These restrictions impact on creative arts.


	Likewise in contemporary novels, authors avoid mentioning real world names, events, and products since they can’t risk offending powerful companies. So we self-censor, and chunks of everyday reality can’t be referred to in fiction, even though we are continually bombarded with adverts for those things from which we cannot escape.


	Things which should have passed into public domain get their copyright extended because rich corporations can pressure law makers for exceptions. For example, Disney was powerful enough to get laws changed in its favour with the Mickey Mouse Protection Act.27 Likewise if you use stories and characters in the public domain (fairy tales and so on) which should be available to all, you have to be careful because companies like Disney may have used those names and stories in works they have then copyrighted and trademarked to the hilt. They can then clamp down on anyone telling the story of Sleeping Beauty or Aladdin in any way that resembles the Disney interpretations (which most retellings would, because they are based on the same source material) – so most creatives self-censor, and back away as part of their risk management. We end up with corporations owning stories and names that used to be part of the public domain.


	Copyright on classic works of visual art expires – but you end up not being able to re-use that work because a gallery or museum restricts it.


	Trademarks can be used to restrict common words (and in some cases images, fonts, colours). Our communal word hoard becomes commercially owned property.


	Even taking photos in cities can break the law, as the architecture of a building in the background might be protected or restricted. Likewise you might record a video and it shows logos and images in the background – brand signs on shops, posters, whatever, perhaps exacerbated by copyrighted music playing from a nearby TV or radio. Recording or sharing the video may be illegal.


	In my career as a librarian I often had to deal with commercial licensing and collecting societies, and their heavy-handed letters and emails which threatened crippling legal implications if you didn’t pay them for licences (whether you needed one or not). Educational institutions across the UK had to spend chunks of their budget on licences from these societies, rather than on staffing and learning resources. We now have a profusion of licensing and collecting societies. I remember that just for one type of organisation (independent schools) in one country (England) the librarian told me they had to budget for more than ten licences from different licensing societies, including: The Copyright Licensing Agency (CLA); The Educational Recording Agency (ERA); Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI); Phonographic Performance Limited (PPL); The Performing Right Society (PRS); Mechanical-Copyright Protection Society (MCPS); Motion Picture Licensing Company (MPLC); Filmbankmedia (Public Video Screening Licence – PVS); Newspaper Licensing Agency (NLA Media Access); PMLL (Schools Printed Music Licence – SPML). No, that list is not comprehensive, there are over a hundred globally. And everything they licence should be allowed by law anyway.











OEBPS/images/aea3f38a-9823-42f9-a0d3-e1f98128e39c.png







