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Introduction



In late 2010, I was coming up on my ten-year anniversary in the publishing industry. I’d worked for two houses, one a small, family-run press with a couple of best sellers under its belt, the other an indie darling struggling to maintain its identity in the wake of having been gobbled up two separate times in less than ten years by bigger, corporate publishing houses. I loved my job working for the indie darling, but it was also depressing to witness how our corporate parent was diluting the press’s very “indie-ness” in its push to make it more mainstream. It was a slow morph, but deliberate, and my mandate from up top was clear: be more commercial.


If you don’t know what it means to “be more commercial,” then bless you. But by the time you’re finished with this book, you will know, and you will understand why what’s most important in determining whether you get a book deal from a traditional house has nothing to do with how good your book actually is and everything to do with how commercial your book (and by extension you, your idea, your vision, your brand) is or has the potential to be.


I remember the book I had to reject that was the final straw in my traditional publishing career. It’s less important what the subject matter was and more that it was a book that needed to be published. It was cutting edge and important, and its message was different from anything else our imprint had published into that category. I was disappointed by the no that was handed down, and my boss could see it on my face. She paused and made me a thoughtful offer: I could acquire it. I’d been there long enough and had “money in the bank,” so to speak, but if it didn’t “work” (i.e., at least earn out its advance), the failure would be on me.


Considering the statistic that 97 percent of all books fail (meaning they don’t earn out said advance), you can imagine where my mind went. Could this little book defy the odds and be the 3 percent? What kind of money would I have to offer to ensure that the book earned out? And if I made a lowball offer to cover my bases, what message would that send to the author, or to my own entire company, for that matter? I was stuck. A good offer put me in a vulnerable position, and a low offer put me in a somewhat more vulnerable position. So I chickened out. Or maybe I realized the clock was ticking for me and that I wasn’t going to last in traditional publishing much longer.


Later that week, I made a bid on another book I had far less passion for. It’s not so important what the subject matter of that book was, either, but it was a book that did not need to be published. It offered nothing new. It would be going into a crowded shelving category, but its message was packaged and tied with a pretty little bow. The author had a celebrity connection and a big-shot agent. I was not elated when I got the go-ahead to make the offer. Though it was the biggest offer I had ever made in my publishing career, I was deflated by the fact that this honor was going to this particular book, and that for this reason it would be forever set apart from anything else I’d acquired during my ten-plus years in book publishing.


These two experiences ushered in the end of my traditional publishing career. My faith in traditional publishing as the shaper and keeper of all our culture holds dear had been eroding for some time. I sometimes wondered what an acquiring editor who’d come of age at Random House or Simon & Schuster in the 1930s and ’40s would have thought of all the reality-TV tiein books being put out now by these two houses, which once published literary icons like William Faulkner, James Joyce, and Laura Z. Hobson. And this isn’t about snobbery; for me, it’s about how far publishers have moved away from publishing what matters and toward publishing what sells.


Despite that big revelation, I can’t say I blame them. Publishing houses are businesses. Are we allowed to begrudge them their effort to make a profit? Maybe, but let’s not. Let’s cut them some slack. However, if we know that their models are about money, and data-driven to the extent to which they can be, and all about assessing author platform (which I’ll write about extensively in Chapter 3), and placing much more emphasis on the author’s media connections than on the content of the book itself, should we continue to look to big publishing as the be-all and end-all? I think not. Readers have stopped looking to the big houses to be the curators of the lists they want to read, and yet aspiring authors have not made this shift and instead still yearn for the validation of being on a big press, though it’s a privilege that comes with some strings attached (which we’ll explore in Chapter 1).


But back to my story of leaving traditional publishing, which finally happened in 2012, just as that book I’d made such a big offer on was going into production. I waited more than a full year after passing on the book I really wanted to acquire as I tried to figure out what my next steps were going to be. By late 2011, it was clear that I would stay in publishing, but I wanted to leave for something I could stand behind. I wanted to start a publishing company that allowed me to say yes to those books I was having to reject, books that rested on their laurels but didn’t necessarily come with celebrity endorsements. The company I envisioned would publish books based on their merit alone, and it wouldn’t matter whether they were commercial or whether the author had a platform. And so, in 2012, I cofounded She Writes Press with Kamy Wicoff, founder of SheWrites.com. It was shaped and formed within the parameters that drew me to publishing in the first place, as well as a little bit in response to traditional publishing. And while I don’t in any way have it out for traditional publishing, it wouldn’t be honest to say I’m not disappointed by what it’s become.


Kamy and I started what we call a hybrid publishing company, where the authors invest in their own work up front for a higher percentage of the profits on the tail end. And while we are what the industry calls “author-subsidized,” She Writes Press is not a self-publishing company, and the authors who publish with us are not self-published authors. In the years since She Writes Press launched, I’ve gone head-to-head with some of the biggest players in the traditional space in an effort to explain what we are doing—and also why it’s necessary. And we are not alone. There are many other nontraditional models like ours, and countless “indie” authors who’ve co-opted a label that once belonged to small, “independent” (but traditional) publishing houses. And I say more power to them, because the indie-author movement has gained so much traction that self-publishing (or paying to publish in general) has gone from being stigmatized to earning legitimacy through proven gains.


Yet we have not fully arrived. The playing field is not level yet. The rise of self-publishing has led the industry to realize two things about self-published authors: 1) it’s not going to get rid of them; and 2) there’s money to be made off them. Because there exist two separate camps—the traditionally published authors and everyone else—those of us who fall into the “everyone else” category will be taken advantage of and undervalued unless we advocate for ourselves and also learn how to subvert the system while working within it (which is the focus of Chapter 7).


When I left traditional publishing in 2012, I was leaving an industry that I believed had lost its imperative. It may have been moralistic on my part, but I was also grieving what I felt I’d lost—which was being able to acquire books that contributed something important to the cultural conversation. To be sure, traditional publishing is still putting out books that do that, but I also know there are editors sitting in their offices, just like I was back then, being told to go out and get “big books,” which means commercial, which means celebrity driven or sound bite–y or hyperpackaged or dumbed down. Because those are the books that sell.


If you’re reading this book, you may still be holding on to the dream of being traditionally published, and that’s fine. I’m not here to change your mind; rather, I’m here to open your eyes to the bigger picture of publishing outside the small square that traditional publishing occupies. Maybe you already have your doubts about getting picked up by an agent or a publishing house, and you secretly know your book is really, really awesome, and you’re peeved that those chances feel so slim. This book is for you. Or maybe you’ve already written off traditional publishing, but you’re scared about what it’s going to cost you to get published and you’re not sure what to do or how to approach it. You are overwhelmed by the choices, but you want to publish well, and you want to understand what you’re getting into and the potential return on your investment. Yes, this book is for you, too.


Above and beyond all else, this book is about saying yes. It’s about moving past the desire or the need to have someone else validate you as worthy. I’m going to show you to whom you are turning over your power when you allow the publishing industry to mandate whether you “should” be published, and I’m going to dispel a few myths about traditional publishing’s being the equivalent of hitting the literary jackpot. I’m also going to get into the nitty-gritty of what you need to know to be a successful author in today’s publishing climate. This is about understanding sales and data and distribution (and I promise to deliver all of this in a super-palatable way), and it’s also about being an author ambassador, which means paving the road for others to follow in your footsteps and making sure that your successes and failures alike help those who come after you to publish as well, or better.


You might be reading this book and feeling like you don’t know if you’re ready to green-light your own work yet, and that’s okay. I never want to pressure any author into making a choice they are not ready to make. What I do hope to do, however, is help authors understand that in any other creative industry—film, music, visual arts, fashion—green-lighting your own work is a sign of an independent spirit. In no other industry are you punished for giving your own work the stamp of approval. And while publishing is getting there, we are so not there yet. Which is why the more we say yes and the more we publish good work, the more we collectively turn up the dial. In doing so, we command the same treatment as our traditionally published counterparts.


As published authors, we have one fundamental thing in common: we are all published. To me, this is what matters most. The only thing holding any of us back from publishing, therefore, is the validation we may need to allow ourselves to take the next step. We may need a yes from an agent we admire, or a yes from the editor at the house we’ve always dreamed of publishing with. Others of us might be wise to listen to other kinds of yeses—the yes of a trusted editor, the yes of our beta readers, the yes of our partners if we’re going to invest money we share. But the most important yes, regardless of how many other resounding yeses you might hear, or against the deafening lack of yeses you’ve wished for, is your own singular, solid, sure yes. You can do it. You can green-light your book. And be successful doing it.





Chapter 1.


The State of the Industry


In recent years, what happens in book publishing has often been national news. The players are celebrities in their own right—Amazon, Hachette, Penguin Random House. The news stories are gripping: price fixing; charges of conspiracy; lawsuits that have to be settled by the Department of Justice; authors taking out full-page ads railing against Amazon. It’s hardly a dull industry. We care about what goes on in the book world because books are intimate objects. They inform the people we become by cracking open our world and making us understand things in new ways. In our younger years, many of us unlocked secrets and had the answers to some of life’s most mysterious questions explained to us in the pages of books we were not supposed to be reading. When we love a book, we feel close to its author, even if it’s in an intangible way. Celebrated authors are celebrities. Writers have power. They can expose wrongdoing, unveil secrets they were told to keep, change public opinion, and even affect the political process.


Today, many more people than ever before are becoming published authors. What used to be reserved for a select few change-makers and talented scribes is now accessible to anyone who chooses to publish. And while the ramifications of that will be something we’ll explore in this book, the fact that anyone can publish a book has created a new publishing paradigm that is somewhat labyrinthine. The broader world of book publishing, encompassing all forms of publishing—traditional, hybrid, and self (which I will define in detail in this chapter)—touches everyone who reads and impacts everyone who writes and either is published or aspires to publish.


A whopping 300,000 books were traditionally published in 2014, and Bowker’s most recent statistics (for 2013) count 458,564 self-published titles and growing. The volume of books in the marketplace, coupled with the fact that consumers (mostly) buy books online, is creating a free-market opportunity that’s exciting for independent authors but terrifying for publishers, especially traditional publishers. Fewer books than ever before are selling six-digit numbers (even five-digit numbers, for that matter), because more inventory means more choice for consumers. Publishers that used to bank on a handful of books to break the one hundred thousand sales mark each year might still hope for that, but these kinds of performances are increasingly rare. And while there’s a lot of talk about how digital technology—in the form of e-books—is changing the face of book publishing, it’s not as big a game-changer as many people think. In 2014, e-book sales made up only about 20 percent of all book sales, a percentage that’s remained relatively stagnant since 2010. In fact, the biggest thing affecting the book business these days is therefore not e-readers and e-books but rather more books—sheer volume. The publishing landscape, because so much is in flux, is still the Wild West, where anyone, no matter how they choose to publish, has the possibility to come out of the deal exceeding their wildest expectations. Yet the volume issue has also caused a new problem (or obsession, depending on how you look at it): discoverability. It’s difficult to get discovered when there is so much competition. It’s also difficult to get reviews and media attention and publicity hits. However, this is the world you set foot in when you choose to publish, so, rather than bemoaning how many other people are joining the ranks of published authors or wishing there were more readers than writers, you’ve got to suck it up and play ball.


Today’s Paths to Publishing


Let’s start here with a quick overview of what’s what so that we’re clear about today’s publishing landscape and what options exist for writers who decide to pursue getting published. For those of you pretty clear on the differences between traditional publishing and self-publishing, it’s fine to skip ahead, but I recommend taking a moment to browse through the myriad variations on hybrid publishing that exist. This is publishing’s emerging middle ground, and it’s the part of the industry most likely to explode in years to come, as traditional publishing’s barriers get higher and higher and self-published authors, having experienced the limitations of self-publishing, move toward hybrid models themselves.



TRADITIONAL



Traditional publishing is the kind of publishing most people think of when they think about book publishing. This is where an author writes a manuscript, or a proposal and some sample chapters, and then shops their work to an agent or goes directly to a publisher. Most bigger publishers do not accept unsolicited manuscripts, which means that authors have to be agented to even get in the door. Many smaller publishers will work with authors directly, and for some very small publishers, an agent might be superfluous, particularly if there’s no advance being offered.


Traditional publishers typically, but not always, pay an advance. In return, they keep the lion’s share of the profit from the sales of your book. The industry standard is for traditional publishers to keep 85 percent of paperback net sales and 75 percent of e-book net sales. Traditional publishers almost always have an in-house marketing and publicity department dedicated to their lists. The amount of money and energy they allocate to your book depends on how they decide to position and prioritize it (see “Traditional Publishing’s Courting Problem,” below), and your ability to influence any decision making about your own book is largely out of your control.


Your publisher owns the rights to publish your book for the lifetime of your contract. You hold the copyright, as is the case with all publishing. The likelihood of your ever getting a second book deal with the same publisher or another publisher is wholly dependent on your first book’s sales. If your book tanks, you may well become a pariah in the industry, an author no one will touch because of your poor track record. If your book does well, your publisher will be happy, and it won’t be too long before they come knocking, asking what you’re working on next. Traditional publishing in this sense is a lot like fashion: one day you’re in, and the next day you’re out.


HYBRID


Hybrid publishing is an emerging area that occupies the middle ground between traditional and self-publishing and therefore includes many different publishing models—basically anything that is not self-publishing or traditional publishing. “Hybrid publishing” is not a term all publishers or authors in this space use; other terms that describe this type of publishing include “author-assisted publishing,” “independent publishing,” “partnership publishing,” “copublishing,” and “entrepreneurial publishing.” But right now, because it’s a catchall, “hybrid publishing” is the umbrella term I’ll use throughout this book to refer to this middle ground.


The hybrid publishing space is somewhat controversial, in part because it’s new, and in part because there’s no universal agreement about what it is. Because hybrid models almost always involve the author paying for some or all services (and always in return for higher royalty rates), some assert that hybrid publishing is the same as vanity publishing. For people who like to think in black-and-white terms, the hybrid publishing space upends their sense of order. Without hybrid, there are just traditional publishing and self-publishing. Black and white. You get paid to publish or you pay to get published. The hybrid publishing space is not for black-and-white thinkers. There are a number of models, and in my experience what sets them apart from vanity presses is that they’re run like publishing companies. Many of them have a submissions process, control their own cover design and editorial process, and have publishers calling the shots and curating the lists. There are also traditional publishers that are cutting hybrid deals, in which authors pay for some services in exchange for higher royalties.


The payoff for the author in hybrid publishing comes from having more control. The author is investing in their own work, or perhaps raising money through crowdfunding to finance their work, and then keeping the lion’s share of their profits, rather than giving it all away. Authors retain creative ownership and are treated more like partners in the process, instead of being at the whim of their publishers.


The following are four kinds of hybrids that I’ve identified as of the writing of this book:


1. Traditional publishers that have been brokering hybrid publishing deals for years.


The precedent for hybrid models goes back years and years. A number of publishers have cut deals with authors for what might have been qualified as “distribution deals,” “hybrid publishing arrangements,” or “copublishing ventures.” All this means is that the author pays up front in some capacity. This might be for part or all of the print run or the cost of production. In exchange, the author usually negotiates a higher royalty rate, since they’ve invested in their own work. The only downside to this variation of hybrid publishing is that it’s not transparent. Most of the traditional publishers who do it don’t talk about it, because the concept of authors paying to publish is so heavily stigmatized. In fact, it’s still the case that authors who subsidize any part of their work are barred from submitting their work to some reviewers and to many contests. These authors do not qualify for membership in certain writers’ associations. (Thankfully, many review outlets, contests, and associations are changing their tune on this, but not enough of them and not fast enough.)


2. Partnership publishing models.


Models like these include my own publishing company, She Writes Press. Our authors absorb the financial risk of their publishing endeavor in exchange for high royalties. We offer traditional distribution (which we’ll explore in detail in Chapter 6) and all the benefits that brings.


Partnership publishing models like She Writes Press are exciting in that they offer authors access—to review sites, to a sales force selling their books into the marketplace, and to a partnership with a publisher that has a strong reputation with booksellers. The downside, however, is that there’s a real financial risk. Publishers mostly don’t earn out their investments on books they acquire, and partnership publishing is no different. You are assuming the financial risk for access and for the possibility of a high reward. However, it’s a competitive marketplace out there, and I always encourage authors to go into this option with their eyes wide open. It’s not a foregone conclusion that your investment will be recouped. Other presses like ours include Ink Shares, Booktrope, BQB Publishing, and Turning Stone Press.


3. Agent-assisted publishing models.


Many agents are starting their own publishing companies in order to publish the works of authors whose books they cannot sell. For the most part, these efforts are valiant. Agents feel strongly about the work they’re seeing and want to find an outlet where these authors can be published. They’re hybrid because the authors are being published under the agent’s imprint. What these models lack to date is any kind of effective distribution method. Where they excel, and what makes them like the other two models above, is in understanding publishing and putting out quality books that their authors can be proud of. One asset here as well may be on the foreign-market side. If your agent continues to represent you and has published your book, it’s likely they will make strong efforts to sell foreign editions of your work, so be sure to ask. Examples of agent-assisted publishing include Reputation Books (a division of Kimberley Cameron & Associates) and the Curtis Brown Group out of the UK.


4. Other assisted publishing models.


What makes assisted self-publishing models different from the partnership and agent-assisted models is that they may or may not be run by someone who knows about books. In these cases, you are paying someone to help you publish. You are not working with a team that is going to publish your work under their imprint. This model really qualifies more as self-publishing than as hybrid. However, I believe it’s important to include these models here, more as a caution to aspiring authors than anything else. Just because you are working with a company does not mean that it is a good hybrid company with services that will help your book succeed. The market for book publishing has exploded, and as a result a number of companies have cropped up to deal with the pain points unique to authors—namely, that getting a book from manuscript to publication is a complicated process. Many of these companies have given the word “vanity” some propulsion because they’re not vetting and they don’t care about editorial quality. That’s on the author, which is why I believe this is somewhat dangerous territory in which you need to be careful. This is basically expensive self-publishing, and some of these companies outright take advantage of authors. The company with the most notoriety in this space is Author Solutions (home of iUniverse, Balboa, WestBow Press, and Archway, to name a few). Not all assisted publishing models are bad, but some of them have a reputation for exploiting authors, so you want to be careful. Do your homework.


SELF-PUBLISHING


There are two ways to self-publish: assisted self-publishing and DIY self-publishing. With the former, you hire someone to guide you through the self-publishing process, while with the latter, you truly do it all yourself.


There is a lot at stake when you’re self-publishing, and for that reason there are few instances in which I’d recommend going fully DIY. In fact, the only circumstance in which it’s a good idea to go fully DIY is if you have serious editorial skills and design savvy and are certain you can navigate these territories on your own. Over the years, I’ve worked with a number of authors who’ve done DIY publishing, and the results have been mostly poor, almost always because of design—bad covers and badly executed interiors. The sad thing is that these authors generally have no idea that their books don’t look good. People in the book world know a self-published book when they see one, and your exclusive goal as a self-published author is to ensure that your book does not look self-published, which is why I recommend working with someone who knows what they’re doing. It’s worth paying a consultant to guide you through the publishing process and worth hiring a person or a team who can offer you all the pieces—a copyedit, a proofread, cover design, interior design, e-pub conversion, and file setup and upload. This is not to say that a single consultant will have all these skill sets, but rather that they have a stable of people who work with them who can execute the many steps necessary to publish a book. Assisted self-publishing is basically turning over the editorial and production of your project to an expert who’s done what you’re wanting to do many times before.


If you want to learn how to self-publish truly on your own, you are going to undergo some growing pains that are a natural part of earning expertise, and as long as you are in it for the knowledge and the learning experience, DIY might be a perfect fit for you. But do yourself a huge favor and ask for professional opinions. Find a mentor you can bounce ideas off, and don’t be obstinate or prideful if someone gives you negative feedback about either editorial or design. Get more feedback, and make the necessary course corrections. Your reputation hinges on it.


Shifting Your Publishing Perspective


Established traditional publishers who’ve been doing their thing for the better part of a century have not been quick to adapt to the changing marketplace. They’ve instead behaved a bit like children who stick their fingers in their ears and cover their eyes, hoping to wish a problem away by pretending it isn’t there. The problem traditional publishers face is that their way of doing things doesn’t make sense. They’re still spending huge amounts of money for projects that have little hope of ever earning out the giant bidding price. There are fewer houses buying projects, but because they’re operating the way they always have, they’re stuck in a cycle where they show their faith in a project or an author by offering big advances. There’s pressure to do so, too, from agents and from the houses themselves. It’s a crazy system in which all parties involved—agents, authors, editors, and publishers—put their faith in a given book’s success based on the dollar amount offered for it. This mentality is a holdover from a bygone era when there were many fewer books in the marketplace and when big-name authors could sell the kind of volume that would justify six-figure advances.


A handful of authors today still have the Midas touch, such a brand and a loyal readership that anything they write justifies the huge advances they get, but houses still throw six-figure advances at the next big thing—based on hype, on an agent’s sway in the matter, and on auctions that escalate a book’s value rapidly by using scarcity tactics and pitting publishers against one another.


In my first book, What’s Your Book?, I concluded with a subsection called “The Future of Publishing.” More than three years have passed, and my feelings about publishing are largely unchanged. I still believe it’s a privilege to be published on a traditional press, but I also believe it’s an option to pursue with a critical eye. My cofounder of She Writes Press, Kamy Wicoff, has described those for whom traditional publishing actually works as the 1 percent. These are the authors who get the big advances, the red-carpet treatment, and the kind of attention every author dreams of to make their books a real success. Their publishing houses will set them up to succeed by spending marketing dollars and creating a sizable plan that opens doors and creates opportunities. But for the other 99 percent, traditional publishers are offering a mixed bag. Yes, they’re paying you to publish, or they’re fronting the publishing bill without an advance, but too often they end their investment there and do little by way of marketing and publicity or engage in what’s known as the spaghetti approach to marketing—throwing a bunch of noodles at the wall and hoping something sticks.


Book publishing is a complicated and fascinating industry, and it behooves authors of every stripe to understand it. Mostly I believe this because in so doing you set yourself free to explore your options and to truly embrace that traditional publishing is not the only way. If you’re reading this book, you are probably not the 1 percent, and I don’t say that to disparage or discourage you—quite the opposite, in fact. I want the 99 percent to fully embrace their publishing options, and to have the confidence even to reject a traditional deal if one that doesn’t meet their needs comes their way. Among the 150-plus authors that have signed with She Writes Press as of the writing of this book, three turned down traditional publishing deals, and a number of them simply “opted out,” deciding that the traditional route was going to be too time-consuming and too soul-sucking.


We have been on the edge of a new frontier in publishing for about the last decade, and there’s no sign of the muddy waters clearing. The thing that matters most when it comes to publishing your work is that you’re proud of what you’re putting out into the world. The journey to get there will be wholly your own. You may shift your perspective because you feel open to possibilities and excited about the new publishing climate; you may be forced to shift your perspective because multiple rejections have left you disappointed. The path you take to get to a new way of thinking—whether it’s been full of agency and wonder or a giant kick in the ass—is less important than how you feel once you arrive. Even if you feel somewhat resentful of the idea that you have to pay to publish your own work or deflated because the industry has not validated your writing the way you thought it would, you get to decide whether to be your own champion. When you green-light your work and do it with pride, the sky is the limit. If you do it with a sense that you’re choosing the second-best option and approach the prospect of alternative publishing with a chip on your shoulder, I’m telling you now, you shouldn’t even bother.


The Real Value of Publishing


Many authors I work with hold a view based on the golden age of publishing—the 1930s through ’50s—when authors like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and Gertrude Stein had wonderful relationships with editors and houses who cultivated their talent for the long haul. This was long before the Internet and the concept of author as a brand. It was before Oprah and TED talks and before an author platform played a role in who got published or not.


I blog for the Huffington Post, and in response to something I wrote about the value of getting published, a reader wrote a comment saying he didn’t believe that books now hold the kind of cultural value they once did. He wrote:


“Books and literature no longer play [sic] an important place in our culture. Millions of people will never read a book for pleasure. The days when writers like Norman Mailer and Gore Vidal were guests on The Johnny Carson Show and were considered public intellectuals who were solicited for their opinions on current events [are] long gone.”


I objected to this viewpoint because there’s evidence to the contrary. Today’s intellectuals may look a little different than the intellectuals of yesteryear. Today, instead of Mailer and Vidal, we have gurus like Eckhart Tolle and Brené Brown, who are household names for the words they’ve put into books. Consider books like Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking and Outliers: The Story of Success and Gulp: Adventures on the Alimentary Canal. The authors of these books—Susan Cain, Malcolm Gladwell, and Mary Roach, respectively—are intellectuals spreading their wisdom to the masses through the books they write, and through speaking gigs, TED talks, webinars, and the pure generation of content (in the form of articles and new books).


Authors’ words are still valued, and authors today make appearances on morning television shows, though those shows have got nothing on what a single endorsement from Oprah can still do, even in the years since her show went off the air. But it’s not just national media that makes authors relevant today. Any writer with a message who’s consistently engaging in conversation with their readers is contributing cultural value through their writing, and I’d argue that these kinds of gurus abound. Some of them have modest but loyal followings, and plenty of these “small-time” gurus are publishing their own work because they have to. These authors may have a loyal following of two thousand to five thousand people (nothing to sneeze at), but to the publishing industry, that’s a pile of beans when the likes of Kris Carr and Gretchen Rubin, with their crazy-robust databases, and, even further up the celebrity ladder, Lea Michele, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Cameron Diaz, have all written books in the past couple of years. Yet my point is this: you do not have to be one of these supercelebs to be or become a go-to person who’s solicited for your opinions. But you do have to have a book.


Because traditional publishing is contracting, mostly publishing only books whose authors bring an established brand, many writers are having to find alternative ways of being heard. This is where the rubber meets the road, and where alternative publishing starts to look very attractive. I’ve met countless bright, articulate leaders in their fields who cannot get traditional publishing deals. I’ve written extensively about how frustrating it is to see another Duck Dynasty book, or books authored by the likes of Kris Jenner and Bethenny Frankel, while authors doing groundbreaking work on small scales can’t get publishing deals to save their lives. The same is true—even more so—for novelists and memoirists. In fact, one of the reasons I started She Writes Press was because of the quality of work I was rejecting during my tenure at Seal Press, the indie darling I referenced in the introduction. By the time the Seal acquisitions committee got to the point where author platform mattered more than the actual quality of the book, I had already all but given up.


The traditional publishing industry is no longer doing what it was founded to do: curate worthy books. In its heyday, traditional publishing was responsible for setting the tempo of our cultural conversation. Today many of us are dismayed by the direction the cultural conversation is going in. We are experiencing a cultural dumbing-down, and the traditional houses are contributing to it, rather than combating it—all in the name of the bottom line. Thankfully, the Big Five publishing houses (Penguin Random House, Macmillan, HarperCollins, Hachette and Simon & Schuster) are still publishing culturally and intellectually worthy books, but not consistently, and not across the board. That’s why authors must take the reins, and why it’s incredibly important that we as a culture embrace alternative forms of publishing. The publishing industry’s no is not what it once was. You cannot begin to build the platform publishers want you to have without a book, but you won’t get a book deal without the fan base. This is a frustrating catch-22 would-be authors face, for which green-lighting your own work is the only antidote.


Traditional Publishing’s Courting Problem


When an acquiring editor at a publishing house decides they want to buy a book, they must court the author—selling their press and their own services to the prospective author they want to onboard. It’s a lot of work for the editor who’s doing the courting and quite flattering to the author who’s being courted. In the selling, the editor (and sometimes the publisher and marketing team, too) is pulling out all the stops. During this time, editors are not always 100 percent honest about what will and will not happen once an author signs their contract. I know this because I found myself in this position countless times, drawing up marketing plans, making promises, taking authors out to fancy dinners. It’s not that editors outright lie to the authors they’re courting as much as that they aren’t transparent about the efforts expected of the author, or how much money will actually be allocated to the author’s publicity budget, or about the fact that the editor and publicity team have a whole host of other authors on the list and they’re all vying for the attention of an in-house publicist or two.


Agents reinforce this lack of transparency by holding high expectations and fussing over their authors. More than a few agents during my years as an acquiring editor told me that their clients needed “more love.” In other words, they needed me to stroke the authors’ egos and tell them how amazing I thought their book was. I get it, believe me. What author wouldn’t want their editor calling them up and telling them how amazing their book is? The problem for me was that I wanted to do this only if I authentically felt that way, and I often did not. Too many authors, as a result of the fussing and the courting, wanted to sit back and have work done for them—both on the editorial front and on the marketing front—and when the author stopped being an equal partner in the business venture, I felt at my wits’ end. But hadn’t we set up this dynamic?
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