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  INTRODUCTION

  At some point during the process of writing a book, you may realize that you need a book proposal. Maybe you’ve finished writing your memoir, travel guide, business book, cookbook, mystery, or historical novel and you’re seeking publication. You approach a publisher or an agent who says, “Please submit a complete book proposal.”

  Perhaps you’re just thinking about writing a children’s book, a how-to, or an inspirational book and you’ve recently joined a local writers’ group or attended a writers’ conference. Surely, during a workshop, a presentation, or even casual networking, the term book proposal will come up.

  You wonder, “What is this thing called a book proposal?” And some of you will resist finding out for as long as you can. You’ll go ahead and write your book to please yourself. When you start receiving rejection slips from publishing houses every time you submit the finished manuscript, you may realize that you should have written a book proposal. You eventually learn that, in some cases, this formality can make the difference between a publishing contract and that dreaded rejection letter.

  Not only is a book proposal required by most publishers of fiction, nonfiction, and children’s books today, you (the author) should consider it a mandatory part of the book writing/publishing process. Why? A complete book proposal can help you to make better decisions on behalf of your book project, and thus experience greater success.

  If you’ve resisted the task of writing a book proposal or if those you’ve submitted have been rejected, this book is for you. If you’ve just entered into the world of authorship and you’re faced with the prospect of writing a book proposal, keep reading.

  Propose Your Book is designed to take the mystery out of the book proposal. I know how overwhelming writing that first one can be. I was introduced to the book proposal over three decades ago and I didn’t take too kindly to the idea. After dodging the bullet for as long as I could, there came a time when it was inevitable. I had to bite that very same bullet and write my first book proposal. I’ve since written dozens of my own book proposals and I’ve coached many other authors through the process of writing theirs.

  Keep in mind that today’s book proposal is not the same document required by publishers in the 1980s and ’90s. Over the years, as the publishing industry has changed, the book proposal has taken on a new significance and form. The online courses I taught throughout the early 2000s, and the subsequent book I wrote featuring tips for writing a book proposal (2004), are no longer in alignment with industry standards.

  While there are hundreds more publishing options and opportunities for authors today, there is also an enormous increase in competition. What does this mean for you, the hopeful author? It means that you need all of the ammunition you can muster in order to succeed with your project. Educate yourself about the publishing industry and enter into it only after you are entirely and completely prepared.

  In order to succeed in the highly competitive publishing business, it’s imperative that you strive to keep up with the trends and requirements of the industry. Part of that requirement for most authors involves writing a book proposal.

  If you’re stressed just thinking about this daunting task, the information and suggestions in this book may provide the antidote you need. Herein, you’ll learn to successfully meet the challenges of writing the all-important and necessary book proposal with elevated understanding and purpose.


  Part One

  The Book Proposal Explained

  The first step in the process of writing a successful book proposal is to understand what it is and what it’s supposed to do. Don’t skip over or simply skim these four chapters. They are designed to teach you the basic premise of the book proposal and reveal all of the necessary elements. We’ll also suggest some impressive enhancements you can incorporate into your book proposal for both fiction and nonfiction.
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  What Is a Book Proposal and Why Do You Need One?

  Before I confuse you with the particulars of a book proposal, let me provide some important essentials. If you plan to transition from writer to published author, it is critical that you understand something about the publishing industry and how to successfully navigate within its parameters.

  While writing is a craft—a creative activity—publishing is a serious business. You may write from the heart, but a publisher will consider even a book of poetry from a business standpoint. A publisher is not interested in the fact that it made you feel good to write this book, that it took you ten years (or three months) to write it, that your great uncle was a writer, or even that you have an MFA degree. Well, he may be mildly interested at a human level, but the main thing he wants to know about your project is, will it make him some money?

  A publisher (and a literary agent) will view your book as a product. And so should you. As an author, you must consider yourself the CEO of your book from the very beginning. Why? The answer is two-fold:

  •   Publishing is a fiercely competitive business. In order to succeed as a published author, you must adopt a business stance. And the earlier in the process you can do this, the better.

  •   You know more about your project than anyone else and you care more about it. Who is more qualified to take charge and make decisions on behalf of your book?

  Being the CEO of your book means taking full charge of your project. Immerse yourself in a study of the publishing industry. To experience a level of success any other way is unlikely and unreasonable, and the proof is in the pudding. At last count, statistics showed that over seventy-eight percent of all books fail in the marketplace each year. Across the board, the reason is at least partially lack of author knowledge about the industry or a refusal to apply what he or she has learned.

  A book can fail for many reasons. Maybe it’s poorly written, has no measurable audience, or no one bothered to promote it. No matter the reason why a fiction or nonfiction book doesn’t perform well in the marketplace, the author is always at fault. Here are some common mistakes authors make:

  •   They don’t take the responsibility as CEO of their books seriously.

  •   They don’t write the right book for the right audience.

  •   They don’t hire a good book editor.

  •   They don’t view their book as a product.

  •   They neglect to promote their book—in fact, they often don’t even realize they need to.

  When authors study the industry and apply what they learn, they have a much better chance of succeeding.

  What Is Success?

  While we’re on the subject, let’s discuss the concept of success. What is your perception of success? What is your goal for your novel, memoir, children’s book, or informational book? Do you dream of retiring on the proceeds? Do you plan to use the book as a tool for expanding your accounting, marketing, catering, family counseling, graphic arts, or interior design business, for example? Or would you like to establish a career as an author? Maybe you simply have something to say and you crave an audience, or you are trying to prove something to someone through a book by showing them, “I am competent (talented, clever, smart)” —fill in the blank.

  I tell people that I write books, articles, blog posts, newsletters, etc., because I can’t not write. My motivation for writing is passion. I’m addicted to the process. I justify the time I spend writing by producing useful and entertaining products that I can sell. Thus, I make a living doing what I love. My goal has always been to establish and maintain a career as a writer, while offering readers something of value.

  People write for all sorts of reasons. What’s yours? Here’s an equally important question: What is the purpose of your proposed book? Are you writing in order to help people, to teach a concept or activity, to provide information, or is your book designed as pure entertainment? Some authors write books because they want to share something from their lives—a story of recovery or rehabilitation, details of a once-in-a-lifetime trip or experience, or a tribute to a remarkable family member, for example. Others want to make a difference through their writing. They hope to change lives and change minds.

  Avoid the Bulldozer Book

  I caution those of you with a desire to change others through your writing. Certainly, what we read can alter our way of thinking. The danger lies in the author’s expectations as well as his or her perceived readership. Address readers who are seeking greater riches, a fresh perspective on life, or help with anger management, for example, and you’ll sell copies of your related book. Try to force your ideas and values on those who don’t want to change, and you’ll miss the mark. The book might still fly—but you may have to alter your original marketing strategies to make it happen.

  Some years ago, I wrote a book on fathering and fatherhood. It was designed to motivate disinterested and disengaged fathers to step up to the parental plate. Of course, I couldn’t find a publisher. And if I’d self-published, I probably wouldn’t have sold many copies. Why? First of all, statistics show that men purchase only something like thirty or forty percent of the books sold in the United States, and I’d bet that few of those are self-help books on parenting. Certainly, fathers who don’t want to take responsibility for their children are not going to read a book like this one. What was I thinking?

  Before launching out to produce a book, clearly define your reason for writing it and the book’s purpose. And then consider human nature. You might want to help, but you won’t get very far if the targeted reader isn’t receptive. Even though you think people should stop smoking, eat more greens, think positive thoughts, or conserve water, some of them like things just the way they are. Your motive for writing the book might be pure and good. But, if you truly want to make a difference and make some money, you’ll need to look beyond your altruistic desires and perhaps design a book that’s more palatable to your target audience. It just makes good business sense.

  Once you have an inkling that your perceived book’s purpose may be flawed, don’t give up. Take another look at your idea. Turn it inside out, upside down, and sideways. If you are attached to the material and the concept, maybe you can preserve it in another form—one that is more likely to attract an eager audience. In the case of my book on fatherhood and fathering, I might reinvent it as a celebration of fatherhood and fathering featuring lovely stories from devoted dads and charming photos of fathers with their children and package it as a gift book. I’d envision wives, mothers, and even grown daughters and stepdaughters buying it for the dads in their lives. I might not reach my original audience, but the book would certainly serve to reinforce positive behavior, and perhaps influence the future fathers coming up in these families.

  If you hope to produce a successful nonfiction book, it’s critical that you review your reasons for writing it and the book’s purpose. Are they valid or frivolous? Are you being realistic or naive? Decide now, because these are some of the questions you’ll be asked by the literary agents and publishers you approach.

  Educate Yourself

  The next step in the process of producing a successful book has little to do with the actual planning or writing of it. This highly recommended phase is designed to educate and enlighten you—the hopeful author—with regard to publishing. Before entering this fiercely competitive field, you need to understand something about the publishing industry. And the best way to educate yourself is through the following:

  •   Read books by professionals in the industry. I recommend starting with Publish Your Book: Proven Strategies and Resources for the Enterprising Author by Patricia Fry (Allworth Press). There are other excellent books listed in the resource section of this book.

  •   Subscribe to appropriate publishing-related newsletters. Many of them are free. (See “Resources for Authors” in Part Seven of this book.)

  •   Join national organizations and local clubs related to writing, publishing, and book marketing as well as your book’s theme/genre. Then participate!

  •   Attend writers’ conferences. You’ll pick up a lot of information by attending workshops and networking with other authors.

  When you know something about the publishing industry, you’ll understand what the agent or publisher is looking for when they review your book proposal and why. If you prepare a proposal from a writer’s perspective without considering the publisher’s position, you’re likely to miss the boat and lose out on the contract. If you forge ahead and self-publish without having developed a meaningful book proposal, you may flounder and fail in this fiercely competitive industry.

  Here’s a reality check: the process of writing a book does not prepare you for the serious business of publishing. Sure, you know people from your writers’ group who have published books. You read stories in the daily news about local authors. You see authors appearing with their books on every TV talk show. There are ordinary people everywhere who have published books on a wide variety of topics and in all genres. This is no time to adopt an “if they can do it, I can do it” attitude. What you may not know is that the authors who appear to have become extremely or even somewhat successful probably did not make a haphazard leap from writer to published author. They did what I suggest you do—they studied the publishing industry before getting involved. And then they approached publishers from a more professional perspective.

  Publishing is a business. Publishers are in business to make money. Across the board, they choose projects based on the book’s potential in the marketplace. Publishers accept books they think will sell—that large segments of readers will purchase. A publisher will look at your book from an entirely different angle than you do. That’s why I stress to authors, “Learn how a publisher thinks.” In order to be successful, authors must shed the emotional veil they wear during the writing process before entering into the business of publishing.

  Certainly, publishers sometimes give in to intuition when choosing a manuscript for their lists—they occasionally go with a hunch. Most often, however, they’re calculating in their decisions. The acquisitions procedure has become almost a science for many publishers. While authors tend to follow their hearts where their books are concerned, publishers generally make decisions based on knowledge, statistics, and experience. While the author comes from an emotional place, the publisher uses his head.

  It’s true that just about every publisher and every editorial staff has made mistakes. We’ve all read about hugely successful bestselling books being rejected by many publishers before hitting it big. And publishers have been known to invest in books that bombed. So the science of acquisitions isn’t fail-safe, but those publishers who stay afloat in these precarious, changing times do so mainly because of their business sense.

  If you are seriously seeking a publisher for your marvelous book, you’ll have a better chance of acceptance if you strive to understand the business and comply. One way to comply, of course, is to write a strong book proposal, because most publishers and agents today will request one for fiction, nonfiction, memoirs, and even children’s books. Not only that, you, as CEO of your book, will gain a much more secure foothold within the industry once you’ve gone through the process of writing a book proposal.

  Your Business Plan

  So what is this mysterious book proposal, exactly? Ever hear of a business plan? Potential business owners typically prepare one before buying a restaurant, opening a smoke shop, or starting a computer repair business, for example. When you launch a book, you are entering into a highly competitive business. At that point, your book is no longer your baby—a beautiful creative tome, a heartfelt memoir, or a solid self-help treasure. It is now a product that requires keen marketing strategy in order to make those coveted sales. It’s no easy task to shift from writer to businessperson, but developing a book proposal (or business plan) can help.

  Think about this: You wouldn’t open a hardware store, gift shop, or pet grooming service without creating a business plan. You’d want to know, for example, who are your customers, what services/products do they want/need, where do they reside/shop/hang out, and who are the major suppliers in this field? You’d want to know something about your competitors—what do they offer, what do they charge, who are their customers, and how do they attract them?

  If you’ve ever established a business, you may be familiar with a business plan. If not, this could be a new concept for you. Developing a business plan is sort of like investment planning or event planning. You have a goal in mind and you insert the information pertinent to reaching that goal. In this way, a business plan and a book proposal are similar, although a business plan has a slightly different style and focus than a book proposal. The business plan is more of a fact-finding and number-crunching exercise designed to prove or disprove the viability of a proposed business or product. The book proposal, while there’s a similar objective, has a more personal edge—it’s designed to make a case for your book as well as for you, the author.

  If the task of developing a book proposal seems a little intimidating, just stay focused on the fact that you’re the CEO of your book, and your entry into the world of publishing should be somewhat successful. If you reject this title and this concept, you could be in a world of hurt.

  We’ve already established that your book is a product. When you approach traditional publishers, you are asking them to invest in your product. Naturally, before making a decision, they want to see your business plan.

  There’s certain information a publisher needs in order to help him determine the potential for your book. He wants evidence verifying that this book is wanted/needed by a large segment of readers. He’s keenly interested in who they are, how many of them there are, where they are, and how they can be reached. He wants to know something about you as it relates to the topic/genre of your proposed book. Why would anyone buy a book on this topic or in this genre written by you? He wants proof that you understand and accept your responsibilities as the author of this book, especially when it comes to promoting it.

  The fact that you are reading this book and that you have made it this far indicates that you’re either quite savvy when it comes to the book proposal or you’re willing to learn. Because understanding and acceptance are of primary importance, you, dear author, are on the road to publishing success. Keep reading.

  What’s the Purpose of the Book Proposal?

  The majority of publishers request a book proposal as a first step in their potential relationship with an author, and they have certain criteria for authors to follow. While these criteria are generally the essence of a book proposal, different publishers may have different requirements within these standards. But there’s another reason for writing a book proposal. For you, the author.

  Why does the author need a book proposal? Before writing a nonfiction book, if you hope to be successful, you must determine whether this book is a good idea, whether you are the right person to write it, whether there is a substantial audience for the book, and what you can and are willing to do toward promoting the book. As the CEO of your book, writing a complete book proposal (or a business plan) is an important part of that responsibility.

  First, you must be sure your project has potential, and the earlier in the process you determine this, the better. Way too many authors enter writing mode and there they stay—even when attempting to transition into the world of publishing. Remember this: Publishing is not an extension of your writing. Publishing requires a whole different thought process, mindset, skills, tools, information, and knowledge than writing does. Devising a complete and well-thought-out book proposal will help you to begin the necessary shift from creative to business mode.

  If the author hopes to land a traditional publisher, he or she will most likely be required to prepare a book proposal for his nonfiction book, novel, or even children’s book. Your proposal gives your agent what he or she needs in order to represent your book idea to acquisitions editors at publishing houses.

  Before a publisher invests in a project, he or she wants to know that it is a viable product, and the information you provide in the book proposal will help him or her determine this. It is up to you, the author, to create a clear picture of your project for the agent, acquisitions editor, or publisher.

  Through the book proposal process, you may realize you need to modify your initial vision for your book. You may determine, for example, that there are an abundance of books similar to the one you want to write, but you discover that there are aspects of the topic that have not been adequately covered. A shift in focus just might be the ticket to landing a major publisher.

  I used to teach an online book proposal course. A few years ago, one of my students, during the execution of her book proposal, realized that she needed to change the direction of her scientific children’s book. Through research, she discovered that her original vision was not quite right for her publisher of choice. With this new focus in mind, she completed her proposal and emailed it to the publisher. Within the hour, she received a telephone call and a contract. Had she submitted her original pitch, she might have blown that opportunity. She took her responsibility as CEO of her book seriously and it paid off, big-time.

  The purpose of the book proposal is to pitch an idea the publisher can’t refuse and back it up with proof in a straightforward fashion. You want to pique his interest; encourage him to consider your project; make him love it as much as you do; and help him to see the value in it without hype, exaggeration, and deceitful measures. Here are a few examples of things you do not want to say to a publisher:

  •   “All of my friends and family love this book.” This statement is typical of a first-time author and absolutely meaningless to a publisher. In fact, it could be a red flag. It shows the publisher how shortsighted the author is and that he or she probably lacks an understanding of the whole marketing process. (Testimonials or endorsements from professionals in your field or genre might impress the publisher, however.)

  •   “If you don’t publish this book, there’s something wrong with you” or, even worse, “you’ll be sorry.” (Publishers do not take kindly to threats. I heard of one author who threatened to kill himself if the publisher didn’t issue him a contract.)

  •   “This book will make you a lot of money.” (Okay, this is definitely the message you want to relay to the publisher. But don’t make this statement unless you can back it up with honest-to-goodness proof or solid facts and statistics.)

  •   “This is the only book I will ever write.” (Publishers like to know that, if this book does well, you have others in the pipeline. They prefer working with authors they’ve found to be credible, who can produce, who know how to market, and who are easy to work with.)

  Just What Is Meant by Advance and Royalties?

  A book proposal may get you some money. Most large and many medium-size publishers offer an advance, from $100 to $10,000. First-time authors typically receive $500 to $1,000. Few small publishers are able to offer an advance. However, this should not keep you from approaching them. Some have proven, over the years, that they definitely have what it takes to launch a successful book.

  So what is an advance? It’s payment against future royalties. Publishers provide this payment to help offset the author’s costs and loss of income from other sources while he’s working on a book for them. Once the book is published, the publisher keeps the royalties from book sales until the advance amount is paid back. At that time, the author will begin to receive the agreed-upon percentage of book sales (royalties).

  There are more opportunities out there for authors than ever before. Not only are hybrid self-publishers cropping up everywhere; traditional publishers are offering many varied packages for authors. Some publishers make outright purchases. They might pay $500 to $5,000 for a book manuscript, which means there would be no royalties. Some publishers ask authors to invest with them in their book project. Generally royalty amounts are larger in these instances.

  What percentage of royalties can you expect? As you will learn, there are no standards in publishing. Every publisher is different and so are their terms. Royalty amounts might be as small as 1.5 percent to 50 percent. Some e-book contracts allow for royalties of 70 percent. But most often, for print books, you’ll be offered somewhere between 5 and 10 percent. Some publishers pay royalties on the retail price and others pay on the wholesale price. Then there are different percentages for book club and other unique sales.

  As you can see, in publishing it is a mix of apples and oranges, with a few grapes and strawberries added. So what you learn about one publisher might not apply to the next. Just like authors, parents, teachers, cabdrivers, gymnasts, and children, publishers are individuals with personal tastes. And they each have unique requirements.

  Give ’Em What They Want

  You will discover as you proceed through this book that all book proposals are not cut from the same cloth. The content of your book proposal will depend on the genre, topic, and style of your book, as well as your personality. Different publishers, even those within the same genre, will often request different information from their potential authors. Facts or perspectives that may be highly important to one publisher might not matter much to another. That’s why most professionals recommend that you create a complete book proposal covering all of the elements for your nonfiction or fiction book. This way you’re prepared to present the exact information each publisher or agent requires. Some publishers are super picky about the format of your proposal. Others don’t even mention it in their submission guidelines. Some want to see a formal presentation, others request something more casual.

  You’ve no doubt heard that there are many more manuscripts and proposals being rejected by traditional publishing companies than accepted. Actually, it’s always been that way, but your chances of getting traditionally published today are even slimmer than ever before. Popular statistics show that only three in 10,000 submissions are accepted.

  It’s tough! Dreams are shattered every day. But understand that not all of those other 9,997 submissions were anywhere near worthy of publication. Sure, some were excellent and even better. But a large number of them were submitted by uninformed authors who didn’t bother to educate themselves about the publishing industry, and thus did not follow the publisher’s guidelines. Some don’t even know that submission guidelines exist. Others may take a look at them, but decide not to follow them.

  Impatience is often a handicap for authors. Some are in such a rush to get published that they send publishers (sometimes the wrong publisher) whatever they happen to have on hand. It might be a published article they plan to develop into a book, a convoluted description of a proposed book, page after page of rave reviews from friends and family, or the entire first draft of their manuscript, rather than what the publisher has asked for. Often the author doesn’t even take the time to find out what the publisher wants. And this is a huge mistake.

  I’ve met would-be authors who complain that all they receive from publishers are rejection slips and they wonder why. I’ll ask, “Have you prepared a book proposal?”

  The author may respond, “What’s a book proposal?” or “No, I decided not to bother with that. It’s obviously too much work and I just don’t have the time.”

  I might ask, “Are you following each publisher’s submission guidelines?”

  The author typically says, “Huh?” or she crinkles up her nose and asks, “What’s that?” Yet others tell me, “Naw, I couldn’t see the point.”

  Are submission guidelines really that important? Only if you hope to land a publisher for your book. Not writing a book proposal, even though you want to land a publisher, is like showing up for a tennis match without a racket or stepping up to the plate without a bat (or a fork).

  Please Appease the Publisher

  The point is, publishers are busy people. Some of them receive thousands of queries, proposals, and/or manuscripts each year. Those who receive fewer per year—say 100 to 800—are still dealing with eight to over sixty submissions per month. And publishers only publish a tiny percentage of the manuscripts they receive. One statistic says a typical publisher accepts three percent of queries or proposals received.

  I’m not telling you this to discourage you. I want you to be aware of the competition you’re facing, so you’ll take the steps necessary to get noticed. While there are around 300 traditional royalty publishers in the United States today, there are also many thousands of people writing and attempting to publish their books. Some of them are establishing their own companies, thus raising the total number of publishing companies into the thousands. Add to this the increase in “self-publishing” companies (a variant of the vanity press). There are many publishing opportunities and options out there, but still large numbers of authors join you in their burning desire to have their books published traditionally.

  If you hope to land a publisher for your book, it’s critical that you provide the information he requires in the way he wants to receive it. Do your best to help the publisher choose your project from among all of the other excellent proposals stacked on his desktop. (Read more about locating, choosing, and working with agents and publishers in Part Six.)

  Understand and Comply with Submission Guidelines

  Submission guidelines are not some evil concept designed to scare you out of your wits. Each publisher and agent knows what elements and information they need in order to make the right choices for their companies. It’s a time-saver for them when authors follow their guidelines. Those authors who do not often find themselves on the receiving end of many rejection slips.

  Not all submission guidelines are the same. In fact, they are often unique to each publisher and agent. In your Internet travels, you might find a few that seem similar. But don’t let that fool you. There are also many wildly creative submission guidelines. While some publishers are lax about the way material comes to them—they might accept an excellent manuscript that shows up on their doorstep—others won’t even untie a bow around a submission package if their guidelines say, “No bows and whistles.”

  Here’s the drill; before submitting anything to an agent or publisher, please consider the following:

  •   Locate each publisher’s or agent’s submission guidelines. (Tips for finding them below.)

  •   Study the guidelines for your publishers/agents of choice.

  •   Follow each set of guidelines explicitly. (If you’re not sure how to decipher or respond to a portion of the guidelines, ask the publisher or agent or contact a professional.)

  (You can email me at anytime: PLFry620@yahoo.com)

  Here’s a sampling of what you’ll find when you start exploring submission guidelines:

  •   Many publishers and agents request a full-blown book proposal, often with some very specific requirements.

  •   Other publishers’ guidelines are sparse and leave inexperienced authors with a lot of questions. (Keep reading; this book will answer many of them.)

  •   Still others have explicit instructions for authors to follow. They want only certain parts of a proposal submitted in a specific way.

  •   Some publishers post their current project needs on their submissions pages. They may be seeking a good young adult adventure series, torrid romance stories, recovery memoirs, etc. And they may advertise at their site that they no longer accept Western adventures or children’s picture books.

  •   Some guidelines are designed to advise authors as to basic story construction. You can learn a lot from these publishers.

  •   A few publishers provide an online questionnaire in place of the typical submission guidelines.

  •   I found one publisher who requires that authors create an account with them in order to submit their manuscripts. There’s no money involved. I believe the publisher just wants you to show that you’re committed.

  Note: If you have printed out a particular publisher’s guidelines in advance, before submitting your proposal, always check to make sure the guidelines are still valid. While some publishers rarely update their websites, making it awkward for authors who strive to appear professional in their approach, other publishers frequently post changes. You want to use the most current guidelines available.

  It’s important that you open your mind and attempt to see your project from the publisher’s point of view—which can be miles and miles apart from that of the typical author. The more in alignment you become with the publisher’s way of thinking, the more apt you are to present a proposal he can’t resist.

  I’m often asked: what’s the best way to send the proposal? Again, let the guidelines lead the way. Most will state whether the publisher wants to receive the submission via email or through the post office, whether to send it as an attachment or in the body of an email, whether to use staples or paper clips, etc.

  Always keep a copy of anything you submit to a publisher or agent. Never send originals. Most publishers today admit that they discard those submissions they are not interested in, and this goes for manuscripts as well as proposal packages.

  How to Locate Submission Guidelines

  Publishers commonly post their guidelines at their websites. Often, you’ll find a link in the bar across the top of the home page or along one side that leads to the guidelines. Sometimes the link is at the bottom of the home page.

  You might find the direct link under “submission guidelines,” “author’s guidelines,” “writer’s guidelines,” “guidelines,” “for authors,” “submit,” or “manuscript submissions.” Sometimes you have to use your imagination to discover the right link to click. And occasionally the link is not obvious at all. It’s hidden within a pull-down menu, for example. If you can’t find the guidelines at first glance, click on “contact us” or “about us.” There have been times when I located the link only after clicking a link to another page at the site. For example, I might click on “publishing” or “books” and find a link to the guidelines on that page. The point being, you must be creative and tenacious when it comes to locating those sometimes-elusive guidelines.

  If you still can’t find the guidelines, do a regular Internet search using the company name and the words “submission guidelines.” As a last resort, email or call the publishing house.

  How do you locate the publisher’s contact information? Seems elementary, I know, but you would be surprised at how often I get questions like this. Some people just don’t know how to conduct research. Okay, here you go: locate the publisher’s website and click “contact us,” or “write to us,” or “we want to hear from you . . .” If you don’t find an email address, phone number, or street (or PO box) address, turn again to the Internet.

  There are many online directories, including those for publishers. Type in “directory of publishers” or “publisher directory.” Search the directory for a particular publisher. It’s possible you’ll find the address there. Or use a print directory such as Writer’s Market or Literary Market Place (available in the reference section of your library and online for a fee).

  There are some publishers without submission guidelines, but it’s rare. In this case, you should send a query letter describing your fiction or nonfiction book. The publisher, if interested, will likely provide any further instructions in a return email or letter.

  While the book proposal requirements are still pretty much as they have been for the last five years or so, the query letter has morphed into something quite different. This letter used to be an introduction to a book project. It included a brief synopsis and a little about the author in a scant one to one-and-a-half pages. Now, some publishers are asking for query letters of five or six pages and more—a sort of mini–book proposal. The only things missing from this “letter” are the sample chapters and chapter summaries. (Read more about the query letter in Part Six.)


  [image: image]

  The Psychology of a Book Proposal from the Publisher’s POV

  Most authors believe that publishers are interested most of all in a book that’s well written. They want to see a good story or a well-organized nonfiction book. Well, yeah, but this is not their chief concern. The publisher is primarily interested in his bottom line.

  Publishers, like plumbers, insurance agents, mechanics, and retail store owners, are in business to make money. Your job as an author is to submit a well-researched, well-organized, well-written book proposal demonstrating the profit potential for your book. It helps if you can also convince the publisher that you understand your responsibilities as marketing agent for this book. The way to get the publisher’s or agent’s attention is by submitting a promising project represented in the most logical and professional manner.

  This is a good place to mention that it does no good and, in fact, is harmful to authors to make false promises and conjure up bogus facts, statistics, and figures in an attempt to sway a publisher. Most publishers have been in the business long enough to know a good project from a bad one and to sense whether an author is being truthful or not. A publisher is quick to recognize red flags in the author’s approach and the materials he or she submits. With so many excellent packages and professional authors to choose from, it is easy to reject those that raise any questions, whatsoever.

  Why Does the Publisher Want to Know That?

  In chapters 3 and 4, we’ll cover each aspect of the book proposal. Here, I’d like to give you a brief lesson on the why’s and what-for’s of the proposal. It’s important that you gain clarity on the following seven points. The main concern for the publisher, and it should also be for you, is whether or not this book is a viable product. The book proposal will help the publisher (and you) to answer this question. Here’s the rundown revealing the psychology of the book proposal from the agent’s, publisher’s, or acquisitions editor’s point of view.

  These points are listed in no particular order. The fact is that different publishers may apply greater importance to one or two of these points over the others. What is critical to one may not be to another. The main take-away in this section for you should be to start thinking like a publisher so you’re more apt to appeal to his or her sensitivities. The publisher wants to know:

  1. Can the author write? Your query letter, cover letter, and synopsis are designed to tell the publisher whether or not you have a good story (for fiction), or a good concept (for nonfiction), and if you can actually write this type of book. Can you tell a cohesive story? Can you logically organize a how-to or informational book? Is your use of grammar up to snuff? Is the overall presentation appealing and cogent?

  Publishers and agents receive numbers of projects and some of them are darn good. Those that are poorly written, disorganized, sloppily presented, incomplete, or not in compliance with what the publisher accepts are quickly discarded. Those that are professionally executed, are on a topic or in a genre the house publishes, and conform to the proposal requirements will have a much greater chance of making their way to the top of the heap for consideration.

  When you can put yourself in the publisher’s shoes and begin to think like him, you’ll realize the importance of presentation. I’m not talking about (and publishers generally do not appreciate) bells and whistles, polka dots, and paisley. They crave a straightforward, well-written, complete package presented in an orderly fashion.

  If you are not accustomed to the world of business and have never worked on projects that require a system and a clean, organized presentation, get some help with your proposal. If you don’t know a professional author, consult a friend or relative who’s been in business or who has worked within the corporate world.

  If your writing is lacking, take steps to remedy this. When I evaluate a less-than-perfect proposal or manuscript, I recommend one of three things, depending on the level of imperfection I observe in the writer’s work. If it is fairly well written with just a few editorial sins—repetitive, too wordy, continually off topic, weak transitions, etc.—I may suggest the author hire a good book editor before submitting the proposal.

  If the story has numerous flaws and inconsistencies and the writing is poor, I might suggest that the author take a writing course and/or take time out to study more about writing in this particular genre.

  If the writing is atrocious, I will gently recommend that the author join a writers’ critique group, participate for a year or more, share his or her work often, and listen and learn.

  If you’re not sure if your book is good or whether you can write well enough to land a publisher, get some honest feedback before approaching one. Publishers are not in the business of teaching. Most do not have sympathy for the new writer who hasn’t taken time to learn something about his craft.

  I’ve met people who can write lovely prose—who can make a story sing, but who can’t write directions or instructions worth a lick. I’ve known professional business writers who cannot grasp the concept of storytelling. So even those who can write well in one area or genre could be quite clumsy in another.

  If you want a chance with your publisher of choice, you must play by his rules. Hone your writing skills before approaching him. And you’d better make sure your presentation and the product you’re offering are top notch.

  2. Is there a market for this book? As I said before, publishers are in business to make money. As he looks over your proposal, he is viewing it from an economic perspective. He wants to know, is this book wanted and/or needed by a large segment of society? Are these people apt to read it? If it’s fiction, is it a popular genre? If it’s nonfiction, does it have information readers want? If the publisher typically produces books in this genre or on this topic, he already knows something about the readership. But he will look to you—the author—for additional convincing.

  He wants you to show him through statistics, for example, that there is an audience for this book. The more you know about your audience and their needs, and the more closely you can meet their needs through your book, the greater the chance this publisher will be interested in your promising project. Back up your argument with facts. Publishers turn off to an author’s hype and unsubstantiated claims about their proposed books. And they’ll turn down proposals containing exaggerations and unwarranted, unproven embellishments.

  Publishers appreciate forward-thinking authors with creative ideas for exploring new topics, new angles for old topics, and for imaginative additions to their books designed to attract a larger audience. Find ways to legitimately show the publisher the money and you’re more likely to get a contract.

  This is one of the most important parts of your book proposal, as far as most publishers are concerned, and it should be important to you, too. That’s why you need to know:

  •   Who is your audience? Never, never say everyone. Don’t even think it. Your book has a target audience and it is up to you to identify it. Does your book contain information or is it in a genre that is wanted/needed by numbers of readers? If your book has no relevance to anyone except you and maybe a few family members, how in the heck will you market the thing?

  •   How many people does your audience comprise? In other words, what percentage of people own pets, travel abroad, cook vegetarian, or read historical novels, for example?

  Answer these questions sufficiently in your proposal and you’re more apt to pique the interest of an appropriate publisher. When you sit down to write the book, write for this very audience.

  Too often, an author writes for him- or herself. Some of my clients and students admit that they wrote a book they wanted to write with no regard for their ultimate readers. They believed that if they liked this style of book or the subject matter, others would, too. Absolutely no research or study went into their product before they sat down to write.

  After the fact, when they realized they’d written within a narrow niche, some of them scrambled to change the focus of their books or they attempted to identify their books under a more popular genre. A few even attempted to do so without rewriting. What? Calling science fiction a romance novel does not make it so, and this is deceitful.

  If you decide you’ve made a mistake in writing your book, and want to switch to another genre, do so legitimately. Study the genre and then do a rewrite. Write what you want, if you wish—humor, mysteries, animal stories, how-to books—but do so always with your audience in mind. This is an important part of an author’s responsibility: to keep readers in mind throughout the entire writing, editing, and proofing process.

  Okay, so now you know that you must correctly identify your audience for a potential publisher and estimate their numbers with some accuracy. Why? So he knows whether or not this book will fit into his list, and so that he can estimate the sales potential. (We’ll discuss how to locate statistics in chapter 4.)

  3. How will you locate and engage your audience? Before sending off your book proposal, make sure you’ve included everything the publisher needs to know in order to make a good decision. If you don’t, you’re only sabotaging yourself and your chances at publishing success.

  Here’s the deal: you can tell the publisher who your potential readers are. But he’ll also want to know how you will go from point A to point B—where are these readers and how will you engage them? Where do they hang out? Where do they buy their books? What prompts them to buy books? Is it from Amazon’s recommendations? From reviews at their favorite blog sites? You need to know your audience and their book-buying habits.

  A publisher will feel a greater sense of confidence with your project if you can provide him with a roadmap to potential readers. Prove to him that you have pinpointed avenues to at least 10,000 readers and he’ll start seeing dollar signs before his eyes. Do you know what those dollar signs can lead to? You got it—a publishing contract and maybe an advance.

  I realize I’ve mentioned the publisher’s bottom line and his interest in money and high book sales several times so far. That’s because I know how hard it is for some of you to comprehend this concept. I’ve been asked to edit or evaluate book proposals for some of my students and workshop attendees. Even after I spent hours preaching and nagging on this issue, it’s obvious that some of these authors still failed to comprehend. They handle the marketing section of their proposal as an afterthought and focus mainly on the wonderful story they’ve written. Don’t make this mistake.

  If you still can’t wrap your mind around the concept of commerce—if you’re still in la-la land where the idea of marketing your book is concerned—get help. Take a business course, join a forum on book marketing, and read books on book promotion. I recommend Promote Your Book: Over 250 Proven, Low-Cost Tips and Techniques for the Enterprising Author, by Patricia Fry (Allworth Press).

  4. Why are you the right person to write this book? Do you have expertise in the topic? Is your slant on the topic or story unique or especially clever? You must convince the publisher or an agent not only that this book is a good idea, but also that you are the best person to write it. If you plan to publish the book yourself, you still need to address this question. Are you the best person to write this book? Why?

  Why is this important? Think about it; let’s say that you want to buy a book on showing a particular breed of dog. Does it matter to you who wrote such a book? Of course it does. Wouldn’t you put more faith in an author who has judged dog shows for twenty years than someone who has simply attended a few shows and just acquired her first dog? However, you might enjoy reading this author’s humorous account of her first dog show.

  Publishers may pay more attention to nonfiction books by authorities and experts on the subject. But they’re also interested in fascinating, timely books by authors who may have experienced the event or lived the story.

  How does a first-time writer break in? There are ways to gain credibility in your field or genre. For example, you can become known as an author of fiction or children’s stories by writing stories in your book’s genre and submitting them to magazines, ezines, and popular blog sites and websites—lots and lots of them. Establish a blog and post frequently. I have written five books in my Klepto Cat Mystery series in less than two years, and they are selling quite well as Kindle books. So my pitch to a publisher of cozy mysteries would definitely include these facts, along with some sales figures to sweeten the pot.

  While attempting to convince the publisher that you’re the right person to write your book, brag a little (or a lot). List your affiliations and influences related to the book you’re pitching. Debbie Puente was offered a publishing contract for her book on custard desserts partly because she worked for a kitchen store chain at the time. Before writing the book, Puente received confirmation from the chain store buyer that she would stock Puente’s book in all United States stores. This was a major factor in Puente landing a publishing contract.
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