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INTRODUCTION

––––––––

You are an unpublished writer with a long and impressive background in your field of expertise, and you’ve got an idea for a great nonfiction book. You research the market, write a proposal, and send it off to a publisher who has stated a need for this type of book. It seems like a perfect match. Three weeks later you receive a rejection letter: “Thanks for your interest in us. Unfortunately, your idea doesn’t meet our current needs.” You are puzzled.

Or, you look through the advertisements in Writer’s Digest magazine, and find several publishing houses “now seeking new and established authors.” Having waited for an opportunity for years, you print the manuscript that has been gathering "dust" in your computer folder and rush it to the post office. Don’t! If it sounds too easy, it is.

Or, you just landed your first book contract with a legitimate publisher. Instant fame, right? Wrong!

Prior to becoming a published author, I often wondered about those things that nobody talked about. Why did they turn down a book that seemed to be a perfect match? When frustration took over and I was willing to go to almost any length to become a published author, how could I avoid being taken advantage of by less than legitimate publishing houses? If I did manage to land a book contract with a legitimate publisher, how much money was I going to make?

As the author of a dozen nonfiction books published by legitimate royalty-paying publishers, I have learned about the publishing industry the hard way and have much inside information to offer others coming up through the ranks. Confessions of a Published Author: 47 Truths About What Can Go Right and Wrong When Selling Your Book to a Traditional Publisher, talks straight about the publishing experience, with focus on asking, “What if?” What if you don’t want to write your manuscript in the recommended format? What if you have no credentials or can’t state your qualifications for writing this book? What if you don't like the critique you're getting? What if you can wallpaper your office with rejection slips? What if you want more than the standard 10 percent royalties? A number of common issues are explored, such as what to include and what to leave out of your query letter; what matters and what doesn't, and what you must be careful with when signing the publishing agreement.

Writing a book is an inaccurate science at best, affected by personal biases and multiple perspectives that can strengthen or weaken the overall structure. The finished work will necessarily be critiqued. Hopefully it will be praised. It will also be criticized, no matter how much care you have taken to ensure clarity of language and accuracy of sources. Like any project, it is subject to the bottom line. No matter how well-written and intriguing a book is, it must prove cost-effective, or no publisher will pursue it. Too long? Slash a section here. Too general? Trim the periphery. In the end, it might not resemble your original vision. It's a risk you accept in return for the prospect of getting published.

If you're willing to give it a try, beware! The market is highly competitive, and selling your book to a traditional publisher requires persistence and toughness. Treacherous minefields lurk in the waters surrounding the publishing industry. Look for and steer clear of any publisher who asks you for money. Your contribution to the project is your knowledge and the time it takes you to research and write the book. Your entire monetary expense should amount to no more than the postage required for submitting your proposal. Subsidy publishers and vanity presses who publish books at the author's expense, although legitimate in a business sense, will quickly drain your wallet (a good marketing program can cost tens of thousands of dollars) and compromise your reputation as a serious scholar of whichever subject you have chosen to hang your hat of expertise on. 

Look for and steer clear of any publisher who offers you a blanket contract that asks for the right to all aspects of your professional life, or "all rights today in existence and hereafter invented throughout the universe." Don't sign the cosmic clause; don't sign away your future when you don't need to. Who knows, I might see you in the movies some day!

And don't sign away copyright ownership in your project. A publisher should ask only what they need to publish and market your book successfully. Typically, the author retains the copyright but licenses to the publisher exclusive rights to publish and sell the book throughout the world. Upon termination of the contract, when the book goes out-of-print or the publisher folds, all rights granted to the publisher should automatically revert to the author.

So, armed with this bit of knowledge, how do you approach a publisher? You start by organizing your thoughts. You examine the sources, explain how your project differs from similar books on the market, and display an air of confidence in your knowledge and ability to research, write, and complete a publishable manuscript. Suffice it to say that if writing isn’t your passion, you’re in for a very long haul.

​

GETTING STARTED

––––––––

1.

10 Tips For The Aspiring Author

The first truth about selling your book to a traditional publisher is that it's fully possible for an unknown author to get published, even though it may seem impossible, no matter how long it takes or how many rejection letters you get. With this in mind, here are ten quick tips that will bring your mind into focus. We will explore these in greater detail throughout this book.

1. Getting published by a legitimate publisher is a competitive process and will likely take a long time. It's not unusual to receive 40-50 rejections, or even several hundred, before succeeding, so don't get discouraged early in the game. I sometimes meet aspiring authors who admit to having submitted their manuscript to two or three publishers and, upon receiving rejections, have put their book away under the impression that it is unpublishable. This isn't how it works. Even the best writers get tons of rejections. If you give up after a few tries, chances are you will never succeed. Tenacity and belief in the value of your book will help.

2. Fierce competition and small profit margins make it extremely difficult for a new author to break into the publishing industry, and finding an agent willing to take on the untested/unproven author is just about as difficult as approaching a publisher directly. Most new writers experience years of rejection before seeing any success. There are also many less than legitimate publishers or vanity houses looking to exploit the unknowing, frustrated, and trusting aspiring author. Breaking in with nonfiction generally proves a bit easier than with fiction.

3. Never sign a contract with anyone who asks you for money. Vanity presses typically advertise through flyers or direct mailings: "Authors! Do you have a complete manuscript? Are you tired of rejections? Publish with us and keep full control of your rights. Earn greater royalties than with a traditional publisher!" They appeal to your dream. They tell you they will offer you a contract if they find your book commercially viable. What they don't tell you yet, is that they will also ask you to carry the full burden of the expense. Legitimate publishers, by contrast, carry the full cost of publication and marketing, and pay you royalties on book sales, normally around 10 percent, and often a small advance.

4. So how do you find a legitimate royalty-paying publisher? Start by subscribing to Writer's Market. They list hundreds of publishers in the United States and Canada, and their particular interests and requirements. To be on the safe side, check Preditors & Editors [sic] website to ensure that the publisher you approach has not been red-flagged: http://pred-ed.com/.

5. What is or is not publishable and marketable, is often subjective and based on the editor's belief that he or she can make money on your project. Gathering intelligence on what publishers want can be a complex process with few rewards. A publisher who says they're looking for an author with a long background in law enforcement, for example, and who can write a book about the dangers of the knife in street combat, may turn you down without explaining why, even if you are an expert on the subject, saying only that “it doesn't meet our current needs.”

6. Whether or not your manuscript is of "good quality" is likewise subjective. A well-written manuscript without typos and grammatical errors is less likely to rouse interest, than a less well-written manuscript that the editor believes is marketable and can make them money. How do editors know whether a book is salable? They don't. That's why the works of famous authors, such as Louis L’Amour and Stephen King, have been rejected hundreds of times.

7. A publisher who rejects your book today may accept it six months later, not even remembering that they rejected it not long ago. If the editor who happens to be reading your manuscript has a cold and would rather be home in bed, he or she might send you a rejection slip. Had he read your manuscript when he felt well, he might have offered you a contract. How do you know how the editor feels today? You don't.

8. You don't need to take out copyright before your book is published. You automatically own the copyright the moment you put your words in writing. Anything you write (from greeting cards to friends to a whole book) is automatically protected under the copyright laws, whether or not you actually register it with the copyright office. The difference is that if your work is registered and somebody plagiarizes it, you can sue for punitive damages in addition to actual damages. If you do want to take out copyright before your book is published, you can start by visiting the United States Copyright Office for instructions: http://www.copyright.gov/. When you sign a contract with a publisher, they will register copyright on your behalf.

9. When presented with a book contract, insist that the copyright remains in your name. If the publisher goes out of business, you already hold the copyright and can publish the book elsewhere. If the publisher owns the copyright, by contrast, you might have a lengthy fight ahead to reclaim it.

10. Don't expect to get rich off your published book. Consider yourself fortunate if you can make 300-500 dollars per month over a ten or fifteen year period. The market is highly competitive, and the publisher is already tens of thousands of dollars in the hole by the time your book reaches the shelves. The small royalty you receive is not a rip-off. Remember that the publisher carries the full expense of publication and marketing. Consider instead the fact that you have a unique subject to share, or a unique angle on an old subject, and that your book might make a contribution to humanity, even if only in some small way.

With the foregoing in mind, let's talk about the road to landing a contract with a traditional publisher, how to make the best of the experience, and the hidden dangers to look for on your journey. Having an understanding of the publishing process will save you a lot of frustration when you encounter difficulties later, or at least prepare you for what to expect.

––––––––

2.

There Is Nothing New Under The Sun . . . Or Is There?

So how do you start on your way toward landing a contract with a reputable publisher? First, you must figure out what to write about. You might have an idea for a great story or nonfiction book, but when looking on Amazon, you find that it has been done before. This doesn't mean that you have to scrap your idea. There is nothing new under the sun, or so the saying goes. Just think about how many ways love has been expressed in song lyrics. The same is true with books. The subject might be old, but the specific way you express it, or the specific way you arrange your flowers, so to speak, is unique.

Even if a particular subject has been written about a hundred times before, there may still be a strong market for it. Many readers frequently buy several books about the same subject. I often mention this in my proposals to editors, and stress that other books will likely fuel rather than hinder sales. Ask instead how your piece differs from others. How can you add something of value from your unique perspective? A good way to learn about the market and category in which your book fits, is by looking at Amazon for books on similar subjects.

If you have read other books on writing, you will no doubt have heard that you should write what you know. This is only partially true. You can also research and learn as you write. I believe it's more important to be passionate about the subject, even if you don't know it well, than to write what you know. There is also much advice on how one should write a book, from outlining to planning the minute details of each chapter, to sitting down and letting the story write itself and sort out the details later. Ask yourself this: Why do you write?

Obviously, we would all like to write a bestseller that would solve all our current and future financial needs. But we also write because we have something to say; because there is a story inside that wants out. We hope to make money by writing. But even if we don't, we still write because we are artists. Writing is something that writing artists do. We differ not much from musicians, who play instruments and enjoy music, whether or not they make a penny on their art.

Since we are artists approaching our art in unique ways, we have much advice to offer on how a writer should succeed. Develop a detailed plan and write the types of books that move the market, you might say. Some genres like
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