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The Publisher’s Plan

By Steve O’Keefe

The main reason authors don’t
understand what publishers do
1s that we fail to tell them. If
authors understood the publishing
process, there would be less whining,
fewer resources spent on low-return
activities such as direct mail, and
greater resources spent on high-return
activities such as publicity.

A big step in improving relations
with authors would be to provide a
“Publishing Plan”” document similar to
the one shown here. For each activity
in the publishing process, the author
should be told the name of the person
responsible, the direct phone number
or e-mail address for that person, and
a target date for completion.

Beyond that, publishers should
send authors proof of performance on
a regular basis. Editorial departments
are pretty good at this, sending page
proofs, cover art, and galleys. But
marketing departments are notoriously
poor communicators. How many
authors get sent the marketing plan or
sales information sheets for their
books? Do you send summaries of
sales conference results to authors? Do
you send copies of your catalog pages,
or co-op ads, or ads that run in trade
catalogs? Trade marketing activities
are almost 1nvisible to authors, which
is why they think you’re “doing noth-
ing”” to market their books.

If you presented an author’s book
at sales conferences, why not send
them a note about it? If your sales reps
presented the book to buyers, why not
send authors excerpts from the report?
If you are exhibiting the book at BEA,
ALA, or other trade shows, why don’t
you tell the author? Publishers spend
months preparing the sales channels
for a new book, but authors see little
or none of this, and fail to appreciate
the importance of priming the pump to
the successful launch of a book.

Even publicity departments, who
understand the importance of the clip-
ping process, fail to send endorse-
ments, reviews, listings, ads, or other

mentions of the author’s book. Over a
decade ago, when I worked in public-
ity for a small publisher, part of my
job was to photocopy every single ad,
endorsement, review, or other mention
of every book we published, and send
a copy to each author involved. It was
rainy-day work, tedious and time con-
suming, but it meant a great deal to the
authors, who frequently reported that
other publishers never sent them any
clippings.

A particular sore point for me is
that publishers typically purchase all
rights to a work, and then sit on eve-
rything except the print publication
rights. If they are buying foreign lan-
guage rights, then they ought to have a
plan to market them. Same goes for
electronic rights, screenplay rights,
etc. But if they’re marketing these
rights at all, authors seldom hear about
it until a sale hits the royalty state-
ment. Why don’t publishers tell
authors how they plan to market these
rights, and then send proof that they
followed the plan? Why can’t you say,
“We’ve taking your book to Frank-
furt,” and then show a catalog listing
for it, or send the author excerpts from
notes taken at meetings with rights
buyers?

I can only imagine publishers
rolling their eyes, thinking if they told
authors they were going to do all this
stuff, then authors might hold them to
it. Or authors might try to “interfere”
in the process, by contacting foreign
publishers or agents, for example, and
encouraging them to look at the book
at Frankfurt. And that is exactly why
relations are strained between publish-
ers and authors. Because publishers
don’t want to be accountable to
authors, and they don’t want authors
interfering with their work. It is easier
to keep authors in the dark than risk
their meddling.

And that’s why so many authors
are taking a financial hit to experiment
with self-publishing, electronic pub-
lishing, working with book packagers,

EDU

and working with micro-publishers.
They are sick of being left in the dark
about their own books, having their
suggestions ignored, and being iso-
lated from the marketing process.
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The Publishing Plan

Wouldn’t it be nice if publishers pro-
vided contact information for the peo-
ple responsible for each of these ac-
tivities, along with target dates for
completion? Wouldn’t it be nice if
they provided authors with proof of
performance?
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