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Are Books A Bad Bet? Why Small
Publishers Think They're A Winner

My Say Contributor i

The book publishing industry has suffered more its share of hits in the past few
years. But savvy entrepreneurs are taking advantage of quickly changing
technology to start their own small publishing houses that are turning a profit.

This crop of newcomers — ranging from one-person shops to larger operations
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with dozens of employees — say they can offer authors what tradition publishing
can’t: more control over the process, a bigger cut of the royalties, and the ability to
get to market much more quickly.

But wait, why get into an industry that’s at death’s door? First of all, it’s healthier
than you think. Nielson BookScan tallied a 3.3% increase in print books in 2016.
Fiction was off slightly, but nonfiction sales soared nearly 7%.

“The gloom and doom has worn off in the book publishing world,” says Carl
Pritzkat, vice president of business development at Publishers Weekly. “Publishers
overall are doing okay. More importantly, small publishers are doing extremely
well.”

Recent advances by companies like IngramSpark, an online platform that offers
print-on-demand technology, mean that the books often look just as polished as
those from major houses like HarperCollins, Penguin Random House, or Simon &
Schuster.

“Today a bookstore can order a print-on-demand book the same way they do from
any of the big publishers,” says Pritzkat. “There’s absolutely no difference for
them.”

And they take care of distribution, perhaps the hardest piece of the puzzle for
small publishers. A title is ordered by a bookstore or library is usually printed and
shipped within 48 hours.

Robin Cutler, director of IngramSpark, says the platform launched about four
years ago and has since published the work of tens of thousands of writers.

“Year over year we’ve seen double-digit growth,” says Cutler. “That’s in terms of
revenue we bring in, the number of authors we publish, and the number of units
we ship.”

Cutler says the cost makes it possible for just about anyone to run their own
publishing house. They provide a cover design and a finished manuscript and
IngramSpark’s software transforms it into a book for $49.

Small presses set their own release dates, so they can take advantage of topics that
are hot right now. (Major houses often schedule books a year or two ahead.) They
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earn a bigger cut of the royalties, and get a monthly payment based on sales they
can track online. (Bigger houses usually pay once or twice a year.)

Who’s taking advantage of the new technology? Some are entrepreneurs with a
great business idea. Book in a Box works with people “who want help translating
their ideas into a book.” Maybe they’re an executive in a high-profile corporation,
or an expert in their field, or a sought-after public speaker. They have a great idea
for a book, but don’t have time to write one.

For $25,000, Book in a Box will take care of that little detail. Along with the actual
writing, it handles all the duties that traditional publishers take on, from design to
distribution to marketing. It’s published about 500 books since it launched 2½
years ago.

“We aren’t cheap,” Max says, “but you get the highest level service possible.”

Some companies are adding book publishing to the portfolio of service they offer.
Take Hayley Radford, cofounder of a London-based book public relations and
marketing firm called Authoright. In 2014, the company established its own
publishing imprint called Clink Street.

Technology is making it easier for small publishing companies to compete,” says
Radford.  “It encouraged a new level of self-determination and control which
previously independents did not have in the industry.”

She’s talking about advances at IngramSpark and competitors like Amazon’s
Kindle Direct Publishing. IngramSpark is beta testing an upgrade that will allow
authors to upload a text file of their book instead of having to create PDF files.
Kindle Direct Publishing, which started out primarily as an e-book platform, has
added features to make it easier to record audiobooks and publish and distribute
print editions.

Radford says the growth of social media is another reason small publishers are
flourishing.

“They allow us as a publisher to connect with readers online, to promote books in
a very targeted way, to build up engagement levels, and track the results,” says
Radford.
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Bestselling authors like C.J. Lyons are also starting to think of themselves as
entrepreneurs. Increasingly, they are serving as their own publisher.

“I love the idea that every author is CEO of their own global media empire,” says
Lyons, whose new book Angels Weep comes out in June.

Lyons still sometimes works with mainstream publishers, but often takes
advantage of self-publishing.

“With self-publishing, I can put out four books a year,” she says. “That keeps my
readers happy. And if I keep my readers happy, it keeps my bottom line happy.”
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