
XWhat Are Self-Publishing
Companies Really Selling?

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ACCORDING TO R.R. BOWKER, the company responsible for
publishing Books in Print as well as the assignment of ISBNs
in the United States, the number of self-published titles in
2009 topped 764,000. By contrast, the number of titles
published through traditional companies fell to 289,729. 

In that year, Lulu.com produced 10,386 titles while two
divisions of the AuthorSolutions group—XLibris and Author-
House—brought out 19,606 titles between them, and
Amazon’s CreateSpace published another 21,819 titles.
Another company, BiblioBazaar, put out an astounding
272,930 titles, all works in the public domain. (In other
words, no living authors need apply to BiblioBazaar.)

As jaw dropping as these numbers may appear, there’s
nothing in them that tells you what the authors of the books
at CreateSpace or XLibris sold. In fact, the average sale for a
book published by a self-publishing company is 89 copies.
This might seem like another jaw-dropping number but what
you probably don’t know is that most titles published by
traditional companies sell less than 200 copies.

The lesson I’m trying to teach you by flinging these statis-



tics in your direction is that it’s always a good idea to dig
beneath the surface when presented with any numbers in
book publishing. The questions to ask yourself when dealing
with a self-publishing company are: what are the odds you
will recoup the money you spend on publishing services
through book sales, and how important is that to you?

Self-publishing companies function something like tradi-
tional publishers in that they are one-stop shops for every-
thing a book needs from editing to text design to distribution
and printing. You tell them what you want, and they provide
it for a fee. For folks who feel overwhelmed by the idea of
independently publishing their own work, a self-publishing
company feels safe. And that’s fine. What works for person A
is not necessarily the right choice for person B. My job here is
to make sure you know exactly what a self-publishing
company is offering to do for you so you know what you’re
getting when you part with your money.

The following list of author services was compiled from
the packages commonly offered by the bigger self-publishing
companies. Accompanying each item is a brief description of
what the marketing term really means, and what the service
actually entails.

• DISCOUNTED AUTHOR SUPPORT SERVICES

The whole purpose of a self-publishing company is author
support services. These services can include: assignment of
an ISBN number, editing, interior and cover design, typeset-
ting, author corrections, distribution, marketing, sales, and
the payment of royalties.

When you see an item in a publishing package with this
sort of description, you need to specifically ask the company
how they define support services, and in what depth these
support services are provided. 

For example, in traditional or independent publishing
circles, distribution, sales and marketing means the hiring of
a wholesaler that will deliver your books to customers, keep
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track of the sales, and actively gets the word out about your
book. In a self-publishing company, these same terms may
mean nothing more than inclusion on the company’s website.
You may be the entity responsible for fulfilling customer
orders, and doing the marketing for your book. 

If a company claims that this part of their publishing
package includes editing, make sure it’s more than running
your manuscript through a spell check. 

The phrase “author support services” is an amorphous
term used to cover a multitude of meanings. If you start nego-
tiations with a self-publishing company that uses this termi-
nology, my advice is to be very clear about what you know
your book needs, and be certain to get a printed copy of what
a company promises to provide. 

And if they use the word discounted in this phrase, be
sure to ask what their services are discounted from.

• EDITORIAL REVIEW

Before reading further, let me ask you what you think an
editorial review is. 

In most cases, authors think of an editorial review as a
hands-on, in-the-trenches look at a raw manuscript by a
professional editor who has read the material. A review,
under these circumstances, would include advise on how to
organize a book for more cohesion or pinpointing plot or char-
acter development weaknesses in a work of fiction or sugges-
tions for additions.

A review of this kind takes time—anywhere from four to
eight hours to read a manuscript with the same amount of
time dedicated to writing a review. A professional book editor
charges anywhere from $250 to $1,000 for such work with an
average of $500. So how in the world could a self-publishing
company give this service away for free?

They don’t. Remember that a self-publishing company has
a vested interest in enticing you to become one of their
authors, and their profit lies in the sale of services and books
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to authors. Do you really think they would ever tell an author
something negative about her or his manuscript? 

Nope, me neither. 
When this service is listed in a publishing package, it

most often means someone at the company sends you a form
email or letter to say your book is suitable for publication. If
you’re truly interested in producing a quality book, that’s not
news you can use. 

FORMAT TEMPLATES

For those of you who have never used graphic design soft-
ware, think of a template as a gelatin mold. No matter what
kind of gelatin you pour into it, the result looks the same.

Software programs such as Microsoft Word use templates
to aid users in the creation of brochures or business forms
such as invoices or letterheads. As such, they are a great help.
But a format template for a book goes further because it elim-
inates the need for individually designing a cover or interior.

Behind the scenes, using a template saves a great deal of
time and money for a company. There’s no need to retain the
services of a designer, no need to consider the needs of the
individual book. And once a template is set up, it can be used
ad infinitum with no additional expense to the company.

If you want your book to look a certain way, a format
template is not the way to go.

COMPETITIVE PRICING ANALYSIS

This phrase is one of my favorites because it sounds so
professional, as if you need special expertise to do this sort of
work. But as discussed in the chapter on marketing, you can
do this easily yourself with a trip online to Amazon.com to see
what other books cost that are in the same niche as yours. 

In practice, self-publishing companies base their retail
prices on the cost of printing your book plus their profit, and
not much more. To understand this calculus for yourself,
please turn to Chapter XX on publishing math. Then drop by
Amazon.com to check out the prices of books similar to yours.
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There, you’ve done your own competitive pricing analysis.

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION PERSONALIZATION

I always scratch my head in wonderment when I see this
phrase because there’s no way to personalize copyright infor-
mation because it’s the same for everyone who publishes a
book in the United States. 

In a nutshell, as soon as you write something, it is yours.
You own the copyright. In fact, you and your heirs own the
copyright to everything you write because it extends for 75
years after your death. A quick bit of research on www.copy-
right.gov will give you every bit of information you need on
this subject.

PREPARATION OF FINAL PROOF

I have mixed feelings about this item when it appears in
a publishing package. On the one hand, every author who
pays to have her or his book published has the absolute right
to see a final proof copy of the entire book—including cover—
before it is sent to a printer. So this item should be part of
every publishing package as a matter of course.

So I’m reassured when I see this listing.
On the other hand, listing this item individually strikes

me as a bit of marketing hype, a way to bulk out a package so
it seems more than it is.

My advice—if you don’t see this item specifically listed,
ask to be sure it is part of what you buy. If seeing and
approving a final proof of a book that you’re paying for is not
included in a publishing package, look for another company
with which to do business.

ONE ROUND OF AUTHOR PROOF CORRECTIONS

Of all the sticky wickets strewn about the path to
publishing, this is one of the stickiest. First let me explain
exactly what this means.

In traditional publishing, authors usually see their books
twice while they’re in progress so that they can make correc-
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tions. The first time occurs while the book is still in manu-
script form after it’s been copyedited. At this point, any
substantial changes should be made to the book.

The second time for corrections occurs after a book has
been typeset at a moment conventionally referred to as “first
pages.” A set of first pages are given to the author as well as
a proofreader so that both can catch last minute spelling
mistakes as well as check the work of the typesetter. In other
words, this is a moment for catching the last, small mistakes
before they are set in print.

Since the author is not paying for this service in tradi-
tional publishing, there is no limit on the number of correc-
tions she or he can make. This is not the case when you
purchase a package of services from a self-publishing
company.

In this scenario, author corrections are limited to the first
pages stage of the publishing process, and the way they are
handled differs widely from company to company. Some
companies stipulate a set number of author corrections in
their publishing packages. When that number is reached,
authors are charged per correction. And the definition of
“author correction” varies as well. A misspelling or an absent
comma is usually considered an author correction. But if you
want to  rewrite a paragraph, this may be outside the accept-
able norm for an author correction, and you’ll be charged for
the change. Mistakes made by the computer doing the
template formatting on your book may be counted as “author
corrections” if you ask to have them fixed. In other words, you
can end up paying for mistakes that someone else introduced
into your work.

My advice in this area is as follows: when negotiating an
agreement with a self-publishing company, find out what
constitutes an author correction. Ask if there is a limit as to
how many you can make. What if there is an error made
during the typesetting phase? Will you be charged for that?
You’d be surprised how quickly the cost of making corrections
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to a manuscript adds up so be sure you know what this part
of a self-publishing company’s services entails.

FULL COLOR COVER

This is marketing hype. The digital printers used by self-
publishing companies to manufacture book covers print in
color. There are no black-and-white-only digital cover
printers. This is automatically part of every publishing
package because of the technology involved.

ISBN ALLOCATION AND ADMINISTRATION

This is another bit of marketing hype. In order for a self-
publishing company to track inventory within the book
publishing industry, they need to put an ISBN on your book.

Because of their volume, self-publishing companies
purchase ISBNs in blocks of a thousand. This means they are
paying $1.75 per ISBN.

When you purchase a block of ISBNs (which is covered in
depth on page XX), you receive a digital file listing all of your
numbers. Allocating an ISBN is as simple as assigning your
next available number to the next book.

Always remember that ISBNs are assigned to publishing
companies, not authors. They function as a book’s social secu-
rity number, and the profit from sales follows the ISBN trail.
In other words, the holder of the ISBN controls the money
flow, and the division of profits.

ISBN BARCODE CREATION

Another bit of marketing hype. ISBN barcodes can be
purchased along with ISBN numbers. No publishing
company has to create them, and several printers include this
service for free to their customers.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING

The Library of Congress provides a free book cataloging
service to most book publishers. This cataloging information,
which appears on the copyright page of a book, is used by
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librarians to find just the right spot on their shelves for a
book. This is particularly important for non-fiction books.

The LOC also retains a copy of every book they catalog.
Sounds like a good deal, doesn’t it?

It is. But let me give you a few more details.
Librarians appreciate and they do use the LOC cataloging

information. But if a library wishes to purchase a book, the
appearance or non-appearance of LOC information will not
impact that decision. The premise in publishing circles, one
promoted by self-publishing companies, is that the presence
of LOC cataloging information enhances your book’s sales
potential but in fact, there is no evidence that this is true.

For more information on cataloging, please seen the Cata-
loging-in-Publication entry in the glossary on page XX.

QUARTERLY SALES REPORTS/QUARTERLY ROYALTY

REPORTS

I’ve never been sure why these two items (often listed
separately) appear in so many publishing packages. Industry-
wide, book publishing works on a quarterly basis. 

For example, when I receive sales payments from my
distributor for copies of this book, I am paid 90 days (a
quarter) after their sale. In other words, I am paid in April for
books sold in January, in May for books sold in February, and
in June for books sold in March, etc. Why? Because of returns.
Booksellers (including online booksellers) have 90 days in
which to return any unsold books they have ordered to a
publisher for full credit. This means that savvy publishers
never count up their book sales until 90 days have passed.

Add to that the time and expense of producing sales and
royalty reports, and you can see how it makes good sense for
a publisher to do this only four times a year instead of twelve.

BULK DISCOUNT FOR ORDERS OVER 50 COPIES

Most digital printers give their clients a small break in
the costs of bulk printing, and 50 copies is usually the lowest
quantity for this. Depending on the printer, there could be
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another price break at 100 copies and another at 250. 
In general, self-publishing companies charge their clients

a high percentage of a book’s retail price for copies, usually
somewhere in the neighborhood of 75 to 90 percent. If the
self-publishing company is akin to Blurb. com, for example,
doing business this way makes sense because Blurb does not
charge clients a fee to upload their book’s files. In addition,
they provide free software to make your own books if you do
not own any yourself.

In other words, a company like Blurb could not exist if it
did not make money on its printing. 

But be aware that there is a clear distinction between a
printing services company such as Blurb and author services
companies such as iUniverse or Author House. Companies set
up in this manner can and do earn their daily bread by
charging for editorial services, graphic design, marketing, etc.
They make their profit by charging higher-than-necessary
prices to an author for copies of his or her book. Under this
scenario, it becomes difficult for an author to recoup the
expenses of publishing through hand-selling copies of his or
her book.

This is a long way of telling you that the break you get
when you order 50 copies of your book from a self-publishing
company isn’t that much of a break. For more on this, please
see the chapter on publishing math on page XX.

FIVE FREE COPIES

How much does it cost to print five copies of a book with
120 to 200 pages that has a color cover and a black & white
interior? Less than $20. Even with shipping costs, the total
value of this benefit will probably be less than $25.

You should know that most traditional publishers provide
a minimum of 20 free copies—often more than that—to their
authors. Believe me, when you see this benefit listed in a
package from a self-publishing company, there’s nothing free
about these five copies.


