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FOREWORD

Most of us, when we decide to write our first book, expect a best seller or at least one that will attract thousands upon thousands of readers on merit alone. You might envision yourself being greeted by enormous crowds at book signings throughout the country and being interviewed by this nation’s top TV show hosts. You dream of launching the book and, within a few months, when sales are in the millions, stepping out of the limelight and going to work writing your next book.

What you’ll soon discover is that, in order to sell even a few copies of your book, you’ll have to pay at least as much attention to promoting it as you did to writing it. If you want sales to continue beyond those initial ones to family, friends, and folks who read the nice article about you in the local newspaper, you will have to keep up your promotional efforts. If you want to reach potential buyers in a wide range of arenas, you may have to market outside of your comfort zone. Any author will tell you that successful marketing takes creativity and an enterprising outlook. And this is true whether you land a traditional royalty publisher, you self-publish (establish your own publishing company), or you decide to go with one of the many hybrid pay-to-publish (vanity) services.

I have over thirty-five years experience marketing my own self-published and traditionally published books. I consult with clients on issues of book promotion. I teach an online book promotion course. And I write a monthly newsletter that focuses on book promotion for the member area of the SPAWN website. Consequently, I continue to engage in an enormous amount of research related to book promotion. In addition, through my affiliation with SPAWN (Small Publishers, Artists and Writers Network) and my participation in numerous writers’ conferences, I’ve come to know many authors, and some of them have shared their marketing tips with me. This book is a compilation of mostly low- and no-cost book promotion ideas.

The best way to use this book is to read it from cover to cover—get a clear sense of what the process of book promotion entails and the multitude of options at your disposal. Then go back and choose those activities that resonate with you—that make sense in light of your energy, time element, skills, talents, strengths, interests, comfort level, and the topic/genre of your book.

Create an ABC list of book promotion activities. Choose those that you can most effectively weave into your own book promotion program. And then start stretching.

Maybe your A list consists of building a website, creating a blog, and promoting your book online through social media sites and through a few news release services. Once you’ve pursued these activities for a while, add some from your B list. Now, perhaps you’re ready to start submitting articles/stories to magazines and newsletters, soliciting book reviews, and approaching the library market and a variety of specialty markets related to your book’s genre/theme. This may also be a good time to amp up your blog and social media presence through the various available programs and options.

Once you have a good flow going with these activities, get really adventurous and move on to your C list. This might include giving live presentations, having a book trailer made, and doing podcasts.

By trial and error, you’ll learn what works and what doesn’t. If you do well at book festivals, sign up for more of them. Maybe you’re selling a lot of books when you give live presentations. Consider applying for these opportunities all throughout the states. If you’re becoming known as an expert in your field, begin a consulting service and add credibility to your repertoire by launching a newsletter related to your topic or genre.

Keep this book handy. You’ll need it now and for the long term, for successful book promotion is not a one-time event. It is ongoing for as long as you want your book to sell.
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 Book Promotion Basics

The glorious moment has arrived. You’ve just completed your first (or twenty-first) book. It doesn’t matter how many books have gone before this one, they’re each your masterwork—a thrilling accomplishment.

Creating a book is not unlike creating life. The author conceives the idea, grows it inside of him/herself, and, after many months of labor, gives birth. If you doubt your emotional connection to your book, think about how difficult it was to send your “child” off to the publisher or printer. If you’re like many authors, you experienced a strange sense of loss as you relinquished temporary control of your project. And you couldn’t wait to hold the finished book in your hands.

Before welcoming your completed book home—in fact, even before writing it—you need to think about its future. The point of producing a book is presumably so that it will be read. At the very least, you hope to recoup your expenses. And you would not be human if you didn’t dream of it bringing you fame and fortune. This won’t happen, however, without your concentrated effort. It’s up to you to promote your book. And the time to plan your marketing strategy is even prior to writing your first chapter.

Before starting that book, answer these questions:

•  Why do I want to write this book? What is my primary reason for writing it?

•  What is the point/purpose of the book?

If you’re writing this book because you want to become famous, earn a lot of money, show off, prove something to someone else or yourself, you may be writing it for all of the wrong reasons. If, on the other hand, you love to write, you know you have something of value to share with a segment of people, your book will fill a definite need, and/or you want to use the book to position yourself as an expert in your field, your reasons might be valid.

When considering the purpose of your book, if you determine that you’re writing it in order to change minds, make an unpopular point, or to tell the world your rather ordinary story, the validity of this book is questionable. If your purpose is to educate or inform a particular audience on a topic of interest to them or entertain readers through good writing, perhaps you’re on the right track. Make sure that your reason and purpose are genuine and not frivolous.

Even when yours is a valid book with a true and significant target audience, you must understand that there’s more to selling books than having them placed on the shelves in mega bookstores. In fact, it’s almost impossible for a self-published author (one who has established his/her own publishing company) or a pay-to-publish author to convince major booksellers to carry their books nationwide. Managers of chain bookstores will generally special order copies of your book for customers who request it, as long as you’ve taken the steps necessary to be included in the main bookseller databases. And some of these stores will carry books by local authors. In order to have your book stocked in bookstores nationwide, you’ll need one of two things—the support of a major traditional royalty publisher or an aggressive marketing plan that’s bringing hundreds of customers into those stores asking for your book.

If your book has been published and is being distributed by a recognized traditional publisher, the chain bookstores will most likely take it on. But if sales don’t meet their expectations, your book will be rotated out of stock and sent back to the publisher along with truckloads of other stagnating books.

The point is that your book won’t sell itself. Its success depends on your ability and willingness to promote it, and this is true whether you have landed a traditional royalty publisher, you’ve self-published (established your own publishing company), or you have gone with a pay-to-publish (vanity) service. As I said, even before you put pen to paper, it’s important to think realistically about marketing. And having a New York publisher doesn’t change this fact.

It’s hard work to promote a book. If you’re still reeling from years of banging your head against the computer while writing this book and months of dealing with cover designers, editors, illustrators, printers, the bar code folks, the copyright office, etc., you ain’t seen nothing yet. Published authors will tell you that producing the book is easy compared to marketing it. Publishing guides typically warn budding authors to prepare themselves for the work they’ll encounter after their book is published. And yes, marketing is the responsibility of the author.

Remember that success doesn’t usually come without some expenditure and sacrifice. Like country singing star Willie Nelson says, when asked what it was like to become an overnight success, “Being an overnight success feels pretty good considering I put in twenty years of hard work to get here.”

Even before starting your book, decide whether or not you’re cut out for the work ahead. As you know, writing is a relatively quiet activity—one that even an introvert can pursue successfully. But publishing and marketing are active businesses that take imagination, assertiveness, courage, persistence, and lots of energy. Not everyone is suited to do both the writing and aggressive (or even assertive) marketing. Are you?

Further, with the advent of the Internet and the obvious race to create new technology at a faster and faster pace, it is important that you learn about the marketing tools available through social media and through your own website. The technological learning curve can be difficult for someone who is not all that familiar with the digital movement. But it is oh so important if you want to participate on a level playing field.

Consider the following: time is a major factor in book promotion. The ideal would be to devote all of your waking hours to marketing your book. If you can’t give the book your undivided attention, at least commit to a promotional schedule. Vow to make three contacts related to book promotion per day or spend one or two days per week pursuing marketing efforts.

And this should not be considered a temporary schedule. Don’t assume that one book tour will launch your book or that one review is all you need to keep your book selling. It’s likely that when you stop promoting your book, sales will dwindle and then stop.

Do you have something worthwhile to market? This is an extremely difficult question to answer. Even experienced publishers wrestle with this question, as is evidenced by some of the books they turn down that later become bestsellers and some of the losers they take on.

Why does a book fail to sell? Sometimes the timing is off—the subject has been overworked or its time has not yet come. Maybe the author hasn’t hit upon the right slant for his book or the right market or marketing technique. That’s why it is imperative that you research the market for your book even before you start writing it. And a book proposal can help you do this.

As we’ve established, marketing a book takes time, commitment, energy, and creativity. Following are additional ideas to help you launch your successful promotional program. If you select the right activities for you and your book and you proceed in an organized, methodical, diligent, and persistent manner, you will most likely succeed in your promotional efforts.
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Things You Must Do Before Your Book Is a Book

Writing is only part of the process of preparing a book for publication. You must also pave the road for that book in order to eventually reach your proposed readership. Following are steps you can take to more adequately groom yourself and your book for a successful publishing experience.

Study the Publishing Industry

There are two basic steps to successful publishing. Number one is study the publishing industry. I advise authors to come out of their writing rooms often to see what’s going on aboveground. What you learn about the publishing industry can, in many instances, affect the planned direction of your book. I know one author who had high aspirations of being interviewed on Oprah’s show once her memoir was published. The fact that she followed my advice and spent time each week studying the publishing industry may have contributed to her potential future success. She was shocked to read in one of her publishing newsletters that Oprah was no longer reviewing memoirs. Because this author was so attached to the idea of an interview with Oprah, this caused her to rethink her book. (This occurred before Oprah announced that she was retiring.) At the time, the star was still reviewing novels and some self-help books. So this author changed the whole scope of her project to conform to the type of books Oprah was reviewing.

This is just one of many reasons why it is important to study the publishing industry before getting involved. What do you need to know about publishing? Basically, you need to know how the industry operates, what your options are, the possible consequences of your choices, and your responsibilities as a published author. You should understand how books are produced, distribution methods, and the whole world of book marketing both on- and offline.

Think of it this way, you wouldn’t start any other type of business without knowing something about the way the industry works, the products, the suppliers, the distributors, the competition, and the customers. Whether you want to believe it or not, publishing is a serious business; and it is in a period of constant flux. So it is even more important than ever to keep your finger on the pulse of this industry.

How does one study the publishing industry?

•  Read books by experts. I recommend my own books, as well as those by Penny Sansevieri, Steve Weber, Brian Jud, Dan Poynter, and Mark Levine.

•  Read newsletters and magazines specific to authors and publishers. See my recommendations under “Resources” at my website: www.matilijapress.com/forwriters/resources.html.

•  Join organizations such as SPAWN (Small Publishers, Artists and Writers Network), IBPA (Independent Book Publishers Association), and SPAN (Small Publishers Association of North America) and read the materials they provide.

•  Attend conferences and sit in on workshops conducted by publishing professionals.

•  Listen in on webinars, teleseminars, and podcasts presented by industry experts.

•  Consult with one or more publishing professionals.

•  Launch a study of Internet marketing techniques, software, and other options so you’ll be prepared to participate in the competitive bookselling marketplace.

The second step to a successful publishing experience is to write a book proposal.

Write a Book Proposal

Some of you have already discovered that writing is a craft—it is a heart thing—and publishing, in stark contrast, is a business. Publishing is not an extension of your writing.

What is the first thing a potential entrepreneur really should do before opening his/her store, factory, or other business? Write a business plan. And that’s what I (and other publishing  professionals) recommend that you do—write a business plan for your book (a book proposal).

Wait—I realize that some of you have already completed a book and you’re ready to start the promotional process or kick it up a notch. If, however, your book isn’t doing well in the marketplace and you don’t know  why, consider writing an after-publication book proposal. Learn  how  by reading  my one-of-a-kind e-book:  The Author’s Repair Kit (Matilija Press). What most struggling authors discover is that they are promoting to the wrong audience.

Whether you’ve finished writing your book or not, I recommend that you continue reading this section. A well-researched, well-organized book proposal will tell you whether you have a book at all, who your target audience is, and where they are. You’ll discover if there is a market for your book, and you’ll learn volumes about how to cultivate or develop some of your skills and how to use them in the marketing process.

You may not know this yet, but the right answer to the question, “Who is my target audience” is not “everyone.” Through the process of writing a book proposal, you’ll pinpoint your target audience. And you’ll discover exactly where to find them and how to best approach them.

A book proposal typically includes a synopsis or overview (if you can’t succinctly describe your proposed book, it may not be a valid project); a market analysis to determine whether your book is needed and how it compares with those currently offered; your promotional platform, ideas, connections, and skills; and a detailed chapter outline (which, by the way, will make writing the book a slam dunk).

It’s tricky to second-guess the public. Even large publishing company executives have trouble predicting the market. Through a book proposal, however, you can more accurately assess the potential market for your particular book and your promotional aptitude before your book is a book. What you learn from the process of writing a book proposal could mean the difference between your publishing success and certain failure.

Let these resources help you to write a book proposal:

Write the Perfect Book Proposal by Jeff and Deborah Herman

How to Write a Successful Book Proposal by Patricia Fry

  

  

Loree Griffin Burns shares her love and knowledge of science with children through two published books—Tracking Trash: Flotsam, Jetsam, and the Science of Ocean Movement and The Hive Detectives: Chronicle of a Honey Bee Catastrophe (Houghton Mifflin).

I had the pleasure of working with Burns on her first book proposal. She recalls that, through the process, she learned that she hadn’t accurately defined the book, yet. “I had to decide, was the book about a man and his work related to ocean currents or the ocean and how it moves?” As she further refined her proposal, the answer became obvious: “My book wasn’t about the oceanographer, Dr. Ebbesmeyer, and his findings, but about the incredible amount of debris that floats in our oceans.”

According to Burns, “I often equate writing a nonfiction book with doing a jigsaw puzzle. Writing the proposal is a lot like piecing together the four outer edges. It gives me structure, identifies boundaries, provides crucial clues as to how I should arrange the pieces inside. Once I have the edges in line, I can begin the exciting work of creating a picture out of the many, many pieces of the puzzle I have collected.”

Burns adds, “I’d strongly suggest to anyone with a book idea that they develop a book proposal. Doing so requires a writer to clearly define their book idea and also to identify the structure through which they will execute it. For me, this is an extremely important part of the creative process.”

 

Compile an Extensive Mailing/E-mailing List

I know, I know, you prefer seeing your book exhibited at mega book-stores nationwide in the center aisle. We all do. But don’t get so caught up in your lofty dreams that you neglect the obvious sales—those to friends, family, acquaintances, and colleagues.

When should you start creating a mailing/e-mailing list? The moment you decide to write a book. If, however, your book has already been published, start now! It’s never too late. Compile a mailing list and an e-mailing list from your personal address books, Rolodex, club rosters, and Christmas card list. Request a printout of former classmates from your high school class reunion committee. Add neighbors,  former  neighbors,  coworkers, business associates, your insurance agent, hairdresser, children’s teachers, and the owner of the gym where you work out.

Collect business cards wherever you go. Keep a running list of those who helped with the research for or the compilation of this book as well as those who have purchased any of your other books or used your services over the years. You’ll find out, through this process, how important it is to keep good records.

Spend evenings pouring over the Yellow Pages locally and online. List professionals who might be interested in the topic of your book, such as psychologists, small business owners, beauticians, massage therapists, realtors, accountants, and so forth. Expand your mailing/e-mailing list by adding the names of anyone you talk to in person or online with regard to your book project.

An author’s mailing list is never finished. Keep adding to yours because you will use it over and over.

When I complete one of my local history books, I generally send announcements to my personal mailing and e-mail lists, as well as to local school administrators, educators, museum directors, librarians, the director of the chamber of commerce, city hall personnel, and the people who shared their stories with me, for example.

While marketing The Mainland Luau: How to Capture the Flavor of Hawaii in Your Own Backyard, my mailing list included caterers, hog farmers, the owners of meat processing companies, barbecue manufacturers, groups,  and  individuals  who  promote barbecue contests, people who collect Hawaiiana, and civic association leaders, because they sometimes present luaus as fund-raisers.

(Learn how to do mass e-mailings in chapter three.)

Purchase Mailing Lists

You can purchase mailing lists reflecting practically any classification imaginable, from religious bookstore owners to computer programmers, from senior citizens to seniors in high school. There are lists that target consumers who live in a particular region, who earn a certain income, who purchase specific products, and who have a particular hobby or interest, for example. It used to be that these lists typically came in the form of ready-to-use mailing labels. Many of them are now sent via e-mail and, in fact, may contain only e-mail addresses. There are some companies that will download e-mail addresses to your computer. Make sure you know what you’re getting. The costs vary widely from company to company, so I suggest that you shop around.

Following are few websites where you can purchase mailing lists:

www.usadata.com

www.leadsplease.com

www.goleads.com

www.infousa.com

http://lists.nextmark.com

www.1000lists.com

Locate additional mailing list companies and directories by doing a Google search using keywords: “mailing lists” or “mailing list directory,” or refine your search by trying “mailing list + horse owners,” “mailing list + boaters,” “mailing list + ecologists.”

Tip: Test a list from an unknown company before purchasing others. Some mailing lists aren’t maintained as well as others, and many of the addresses may be outdated.

Make Your Book More Salable

Several years ago, a gentleman came to me asking for help marketing his self-published  book. He complained that bookstores wouldn’t carry it, and he wondered why. As soon as I saw the book, I knew the reason. He neglected to follow any sort of self-publishing guidelines. In fact, he hadn’t even bothered to find out what they are.

He did not have an ISBN (International Standard Book Number)—a system used to identify the book and the publisher. He didn’t have a barcode. Most retail stores, even then, didn’t stock books without barcodes. He didn’t know the importance of getting listed in Books in Print (the database that booksellers, librarians, and others use to order books), but his book probably wouldn’t have qualified anyway without an ISBN. And it would not be accepted at Amazon.com.

Another common mistake first-time publishers make is choosing an inappropriate binding for the outlets they want to pursue. Book-sellers and librarians usually follow certain  criteria  for selecting books, and that may exclude books without spines, such as saddle-stitched books or those bound using plastic or wire spirals.

If you want to sell many or even a few copies of your book, it’s imperative that you conform  to certain industry  standards. Study books  on  self-publishing  such  as Dan  Poynters’  Self-Publishing Manual and my book, Publish Your Book: Proven Strategies and Resources for Enterprising Authors.

Create a Powerful First Impression

You’ve heard the clichés, “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” and “Beauty is only skin deep.” But these wise words don’t exactly apply to a book. People do judge a book by its cover, so you must have one that will attract your audience. While it certainly is important that your message or story be well written, interesting, informative, and/or entertaining, you’ll be hard-pressed to get anyone to open your book if it is unattractive.

This is not just a theory, folks. Booksellers know this to be fact. And I’m one of many who have observed the level of consumer interest in books at large book festivals. Potential customers gravitate toward books that are appealing and those that stand out from the rest while books with drab, muddy covers are repeatedly ignored.

There are a couple of areas where money should be spent when it comes to producing a book. And an important one is on the book cover. Hire a good cover designer. How do you find one? Visit book designers’ / graphic artists’ sites and look at their work. Get recommendations from other authors who have experienced success with their books. Here are a couple of directories of book cover designers:

www.guru.com

www.onlinedesignerdirectory.com

Build Promotion into Your Book

One excellent reason for writing a book proposal before you write (or at least before you complete) your fiction or nonfiction book is to give yourself the opportunity to build promotional hooks into your book. What do I mean by this? Your book has a target audience. It may also have one or two peripheral audiences. But you can widen your audience base by including certain elements.

For example, let’s say that you’re writing a book for women who read romance novels. This is a strong audience base. But you might create a larger audience if you give one of your characters a motorcycle, a horse, a pilot’s license, a brain injury, or diabetes. Not only would you, perhaps, attract additional readers, but you’ll also open up your promotional opportunities. If you portray the diabetic character in a positive way, the American Diabetes Association might be interested in helping you promote your book. If one of your significant characters is a woman pilot, you can also promote to aviators worldwide. If she flies stunt planes, this opens up additional possibilities for promoting your book.
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