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When it comes right down to it,
“publishing” is the process of taking a manuscript and producing a book.  

It’s that simple. No matter what path you take, that’s all publishing is…

The process includes things like editing, designing, pricing, printing, distributing and 
marketing the book–every single time. No matter how the book is published.

However, there are different business models one can use to publish a book (tradi-
tional, self and hybrid), and each has its pros and cons. So, it’s important for authors 
to assess which model suits their needs best. (If you’re interested in learning more 
about the differences between these publishing models and their related pros and 
cons, we recommend reading “In Defense of Hybrid Publishing” on the Emerald 
Lake Books website.)

If you’ve decided to explore working with a publisher instead of self-publishing your 
book, you’ll want to ensure you have an agreement or contract in place that clearly 
outlines the details of your working relationship.

While this guide is not intended to provide legal advice, we did want to provide a 
primer to help authors become familiar with the various options to consider when 
choosing a publisher and the terms they’ll want to understand before signing a con-
tract. Too often, we’ve taken calls from prospective authors who had no idea what 
questions to ask or how to select the best publisher for their book.

That experience led us to write this guide so you can feel more confident as you 
explore your publishing options and narrow down your choice of publisher to the one 
that’s right for you. However, we do recommend that before you sign any contract, you 
have your lawyer or literary agent review it and discuss any problems or concerns they 
have with you.

We’ve included many questions in this guide that cover a wide range of circumstances. 
Most likely, you won’t want to ask them all and many of the answers may be found in 
the contract that’s offered. But it’s important to understand how various approaches 
and decisions are handled by the publisher you’re most interested in working with, to 
make sure they align with your plans and objectives.

https://emeraldlakebooks.com/in-defense-of-hybrid-publishing/
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Each publisher has different stipulations in terms of what they request or require of 
an author, as well as which services they offer. So, you’ll need to be aware of those 
factors before choosing the publisher you want to work with.

For example, you’ll find that some publishers assume all the financial risk of pro-
ducing a book (traditional publishers) and others charge a fee to publish your work 
(hybrid publishers). Some require all the rights to the work, while others only need 
you to grant them a license. In some instances, a publisher may require you to pur-
chase a minimum number of copies of your book, while the next publisher doesn’t.

The most important thing is you choose a publisher who is best suited to you and 
your needs. But how can you select a publisher with confidence?

Start by going through these questions and answering 
them with your own ideal response. Then, once you’ve done 
your own research and gathered as much information as you 
can from a potential publisher’s website or other sources, 
you can refer to these questions in conversations with the 
publisher to assess what works best for you and your book.

1. Is there a fee to publish my book?
With traditional publishers, you don’t have to pay a fee to have your book 
published. The publisher pays for all the expenses related to producing your 
book, including editing, designing, printing and distribution. But because of 
that, they also keep most of the proceeds from sales of the book. Since they 
want to make sure they can recoup the money they spent on producing the 
book, they will put a heavy emphasis on how you plan to market the book 
once it is published before deciding whether or not to accept your manuscript.

Hybrid publishers take a different approach. They typically charge an up-front 
fee for the services they provide and keep a smaller portion of the proceeds 
from book sales. Since they are being paid for their work in advance, they are 
willing to be more flexible in the selection of books they publish. This enables 
authors to have more creative control than they could with a traditional pub-
lisher, and there is less of an emphasis on the author’s marketing plans when 
choosing which books they’ll publish.

We’ve also created a 
companion workbook  
for this guide. It lists  
all these questions  
and provides space  
for the responses. 
You can find it here.

https://emeraldlakebooks.com/questionstoask
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There is a subset of hybrid publishers more accurately described as “vanity 
publishers.” Unfortunately, many of the books they release are of substan-
dard quality and are only published because the author is willing to pay the 
fee to see their manuscript in print, not because of the merit of the work or 
the market that’s available for them.

2. If you charge a fee, how much is it and what is included?
You’ll find that some publishers set their pricing as package pricing and offer 
different tiers of packages based on the services included, while others will 
provide an estimate based on the needs of your specific book.

The challenge with package pricing is that it’s only fair to everyone a small 
percentage of the time. An author with a book that’s 45,000 words long can 
end up paying the same price as the author with an 85,000-word book. Yet 
the effort involved in the editing and design of the book isn’t the same. Both 
editors and designers charge for their services by the length of the book. 
So the publisher has to ensure enough of a profit margin to be able to pay 
the expenses for both books. That means it’s likely that the author with the 
shorter book is paying more than they really need to and is probably subsi-
dizing part of the publishing costs of the person with a 125,000-word book.

No matter how the fee is set, make sure you’re clear about what the total 
cost is to you, what’s included in the price, what formats your book will be 
released in, and what additional costs you can expect to incur should you 
move forward with that publisher. The last thing you want is to get partway 
through the process only to find out that there are additional costs you weren’t 
prepared for in the beginning or that something you anticipated was included 
in the price is not.

3. If there’s no fee, do you pay an advance?
Long ago, it was common practice for traditional publishers to pay an advance 
to an author for the privilege of publishing their book. This advance was cal-
culated based on the publisher’s estimates of the first year’s sales revenue. 
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Typically, the author was given 10% of the projected amount, which, depend-
ing on the author, could total tens of thousands of dollars.

Nowadays, it is very rare for any publisher to pay an advance and, if they 
do, it’s more likely to be hundreds of dollars, not thousands. This is simply a 
reflection of how many books are available on the market and the significant 
decrease in total sales throughout the lifetime of a book.

4. Are there any additional fees after the book has been published?
Occasionally, you’ll find a publisher that charges an annual “listing fee.” It’s 
usually fairly small ($25 to $250) and is described as being a fee to keep your 
book in print.

Frankly, in many instances, it’s more work for a publisher to remove a book 
from distribution than it is for a book to remain in print. However, depend-
ing on the distributor they’re using, this fee may simply be a “pass-through” 
expense that the distributor is charging the publisher and then the publisher 
passes along to you.

You’ll want to be aware of the additional fees to anticipate after your book is 
published, and what those expenses are for.

5. Do you require a grant of rights or a license?
The requirements of a publishing contract vary from one publisher to the next. 
But it’s important to understand the difference between granting someone 
rights or granting them a license. 

When you grant someone rights to your work, you are giving those rights to 
another party to do as they wish with your work and giving up control yourself.

Typically, all that is needed though is a license to your work, which gives a 
publisher contractual permission to publish and distribute your book without 
potentially infringing on your copyright.
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6. Is this grant exclusive or non-exclusive?
When you grant rights or a license to your work, the contract will always 
stipulate whether the grant is exclusive or nonexclusive. If it’s exclusive, this 
specific grant can only be made to a single publisher. If non-exclusive, you 
can grant the right to more than one publisher.

Obviously, for this to be a mutually beneficial arrangement, a publisher will 
prefer exclusive grants, but you can make them very specific (identifying 
format, language, applicable territory, etc.) if needed. This allows you to make 
other equally specific, but non-conflicting, grants to other publishers if you 
choose to do so.

From a publisher’s standpoint, the more specific the grant is, the less attrac-
tive the manuscript becomes. This is because a more granular grant is limit-
ing, which reduces the sales potential. No one wants to put a lot of time and 
effort into something they won’t see much of a return on.

7. Is the grant for specific territories or worldwide?
Depending on your plans for your book, it is customary to grant worldwide 
rights so the book can be distributed internationally. However, it is possible 
to stipulate in your contract that the publishing agreement is solely for spe-
cific territories.

8. Is it for the English language only or all languages?
If your contract stipulates that the arrangement is for the English language 
versions of your book only, the publisher will only be responsible for publish-
ing and distributing your book in English, even though it may be distributed 
throughout the world.

If you plan on having foreign translations or other derivative works of your 
book, you can specify that the license you are granting is exclusive for a par-
ticular format, territory or language. By being more specific, it leaves other 
variations open for you to work on with other publishers.
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That does not mean you have to go that route though. You could always 
grant your publisher an exclusive license, which gives them the flexibility of 
pursuing foreign translations on your behalf if the opportunity presents itself. 
Oftentimes, the publisher will stand a better chance of producing foreign 
translations than you will on your own.

9. Who owns the copyright to my book?
According to the copyright.gov website, “Your work is under copyright pro-
tection the moment it is created and fixed in a tangible form that is percepti-
ble either directly or with the aid of a machine or device.”

Essentially, this means that as soon as you’ve written your work, it’s protected. 
You are the only one who is allowed to reproduce the work, prepare derivative 
works, distribute copies, and perform or display the work publicly  (section 
106, title 17, U.S. Code). These rights are exclusively yours until such a time 
as you transfer the rights to someone else or you grant a license to someone 
so they can legally do things no one else, other than yourself and any other 
grant-holder, is allowed to do with your work.

It is common to note your copyright on what’s referred to as the “copyright 
page” of your book. However, that has not been legally required for many 
years. Whether that notice is inserted or not has no effect on the book’s copy-
right status.

10. Who is responsible for registering the copyright?
The problem with copyright is there’s a difference between the work being 
protected and being able to enforce your copyright. To sue someone in federal 
court for copyright infringement, your copyright would need to be filed for and 
approved with the appropriate authorities before you can file your lawsuit. In 
the U.S., this would be the U.S. Copyright Office.

Depending on the terms of your publishing contract, if you are retaining your 
copyright (not transferring rights), either you or the publisher can register the 
copyright in your name. It is more common for the publisher to do it since 
they have greater familiarity with the process, but the main thing is simply 

http://copyright.gov
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to be aware of who is going to file the appropriate paperwork if having your 
copyright registered is important to you.

However, if you are transferring the rights to someone else (not granting a 
license), the new copyright owner is the one who should file the copyright reg-
istration.

Even though registering a copyright is optional, many authors who share their 
intellectual property in their books prefer to make sure the copyright is regis-
tered just in case it’s necessary to take legal action to protect their material 
against suspected infringement.

11. If I sign a contract with you, will I be working directly with you or 
will my project be handed off to someone else?
When you’re looking for a publisher and considering who to entrust with your 
manuscript, and possibly even your reputation, it seems reasonable to factor 
in the connection you felt with the person you’ve been talking with.

Unfortunately, it’s fairly common that once the contract is signed, a project 
manager is assigned to your book. This person takes over as your point of 
contact, and you may never hear again from the acquisitions editor or sales-
person you spoke with at the beginning.

If you’ve developed a great connection during your initial phone calls with 
the publisher, you’ll want to be prepared for what comes next. Asking this 
question now, before you sign a contract, will help avoid any disappointment 
if your signature marks the end of your time together.

12. If I sign a contract with you, will my book definitely be published?
This may seem like a silly question to ask, but it’s not. Remember, some pub-
lishers count on book sales to recoup the cost of producing your book.

If the market demand has shifted by the time the book is ready to be released, 
a traditional publisher may reserve the right not to release your book after all 
or to delay its release until the anticipated demand increases again.
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13. What happens if I change my mind after I sign the contract?
We all know that “life happens.” So, let’s face it... Sometimes we can start a 
journey we’re just not able to finish. Life events spring up without warning, 
and our time and attention may need to be spent elsewhere.

On the other hand, once the contract is signed, your publisher will begin 
working on your manuscript and incurring expenses related to it in good faith. 
So, a canceled or postponed project may have a negative business impact for 
them, especially if it’s canceled before they’ve had a chance to sell any copies.

Asking your potential publisher what happens in a worst-case scenario 
enables you to select a publisher whose policies you’re comfortable with in 
the event you need to postpone or cancel the project before your book is 
actually published.

14. How long does the publishing contract last?
Most publishing contracts are for a specified period of time, renewable in 
shorter-term increments. Commonly, the initial term is three years, automati-
cally renewing annually after that.

Your book remains in print for the duration of the contract, making it available 
for purchase.

Once the contract expires, your book will be taken out of print and will no 
longer be available in the normal distribution channels. So, you’ll want to 
understand how this impacts you, your book and your plans for it, as well as 
what you can do to keep the contract going and your book in print.

15. What happens if I want to terminate my contract early?
Given the work that has gone into publishing your book, it’s rare to be able 
to cancel the contract during the initial term of the contract (usually three 
years) unless the author can cite the publisher for breach of contract. When 
a breach of contract exists, the publisher is typically given a period of time to 
resolve the issue. Failure to do so then grants the author the right to termi-
nate the contract.
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If no breach of contract exists, then the author usually can terminate the 
agreement simply by sending written intent not to renew before the next con-
tract renewal date.

While no one wants to think about terminating a contract they haven’t even 
signed yet, it’s prudent to make sure you know how to do so if the need arises.

When these things are spelled out clearly in your contract before they’re ever 
needed, it makes things easier for everyone involved.

16. How long does it typically take you to publish a book?
You’ll find some publishers only release books a couple of times a year, while 
others will release new titles whenever those books are ready for publication.

For your own planning purposes, you’ll want to find out how much time you 
have between signing the contract and the anticipated release of your book. 
You’ll need that time to plan your marketing strategy if you haven’t already 
started working on it. This will include finding endorsers, preparing for your 
launch, securing reviewers, and starting the process of generating public-
ity. It also includes creating or updating your website, email list and social 
media channels.

While developing your marketing plan, you’ll want to consider any holidays, 
conferences or other opportunities you can associate the release of your 
book with to create more publicity and sales opportunities.

17. Do you ever reject manuscripts that are submitted to you?  
If so, why?
There can be very legitimate reasons for a publisher to reject a perfectly good 
book. It can be polished and well-written, but there isn’t a current market for 
it. Or it could be related to a marketable topic, but the publisher doesn’t handle 
that specific genre. 

Having your book rejected can be hard to take, but don’t let it get you down! 
Being rejected means you’re taking action. You just haven’t found the right 
publisher yet.
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The truth is, though, sometimes manuscripts are rejected because they’re 
just not ready to be published. They need to be more fully developed first. Yet 
some authors will seek a publisher at this stage regardless because they’re 
looking for incentive, guidance or support to finish the work that’s left to 
be done.

Other times, author attitudes can be grounds for rejecting a manuscript. 
Some authors don’t believe there’s room for improvement in their book or are 
overly protective of their writing style, so they are unwilling to work with their 
publisher on recommended changes.

Unfortunately, there are vanity publishers out there whose sole aim is to make 
money, and not necessarily from book sales. They’ll shower you with com-
plements about your book and tell you how excited they are to work with 
you on it, and then publish your book without any significant quality checks. 
Since they make their money on the up-front fees, print mark-ups, and sheer 
volume of publishing projects, if you have the funds, they’ll publish your work. 
But they won’t partner with you to create a high-quality, well-edited book 
you’re proud to call your own.

Asking this question gives you a better understanding of the type of publisher 
you’re dealing with, the quality standards they apply, and how they commu-
nicate rejection to prospective authors. Some publishers simply send a form 
letter, while others will give you more constructive feedback and encourage-
ment.

18. I’ve already purchased an ISBN for my book. Can I use it?
In the U.S., an International Standard Book Number (ISBN) is purchased 
by publishers through Bowker’s Identifier Services. Each format of a book 
requires its own ISBN, except for the Kindle version. (Amazon assigns an 
ASIN instead for Kindle eBooks.) The ISBN is a series of numbers that rep-
resents a registration code identifying the publisher, title and format of a spe-
cific edition of a book.

The only time authors should purchase ISBNs for their book is when they 
plan to self-publish. This effectively makes them the publisher of their work. 
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According to Bowker, ISBNs are not transferable. That means your identifier 
is owned by you, as the publisher who purchased it, and it cannot be used by 
any other publisher.

Some self-publishers may be tempted to use the free ISBNs offered by 
Amazon and other distributors. We highly recommend never applying free 
ISBNs to your book since your distributor (the owner of the ISBN) will be 
listed as the publisher, not you. This can have a significant negative impact 
on sales by limiting your book’s marketing appeal to competing retailers.

In rare instances, you may find service providers who are willing to help you 
self-publish and use the ISBN you purchased. Rather than publishing your 
book using their distribution channels, they’ll help you set up your own. If you 
go that route, you’ll want to make sure you have an ISBN for each format of 
the book (except the Kindle edition) and that you control the accounts set up 
for publishing and distributing the book.

However, if you choose not to self-publish, your publisher will need to use 
their own ISBNs and will likely use their own distribution accounts.

19. Will I have access to my editor to discuss the changes they recom-
mend? Who has the final say on those changes?
A good edit can significantly improve a manuscript to make it more compel-
ling and readable. At the same time, that may involve changing or rearranging 
your words in ways you didn’t anticipate.

The working relationship between an editor and author is important, espe-
cially if a more detailed edit of your manuscript is required. Trust needs to 
be established, and that’s hard to do if you simply receive written notes from 
your editor.

“Mother hen syndrome” is real. It’s natural to feel protective of the manuscript 
you’ve worked so long and hard to create. So, unless you fully believe that an 
editor’s recommendations are intended solely to help you, it can be hard to 
receive the feedback that there’s room for improvement.
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Being able to meet with your editor, establish a rapport, and discuss their 
edits helps to ensure a smooth process and an outcome you feel comfort-
able with.

Depending on your publisher’s company structure, you may not have access 
to your editor. For some authors, though, this is not a sticking point because 
they trust their publisher to refine and polish their work, and are happy to have 
someone else complete the work.

You’ll simply want to be aware of the publisher’s editing methods, so you can 
match it with what suits you and your needs best.

20. My book has already been edited. Is it really necessary for another 
editor to review it?
Most publishers have editors they prefer to work with. This enables them to 
maintain consistency of editing style across the various books in their cata-
logue.

Besides, sometimes publishers have internal editing standards they apply 
when traditional guides don’t supply specific guidance or when the publisher 
prefers to follow common usage.

For example, years ago, the Chicago Manual of Style used to advise against 
the use of a gender-neutral singular pronoun (“they” or “their” to refer to an 
individual regardless of gender, as in “They were reading a new book and 
couldn’t put it down”).

However, some publishers preferred to avoid the clunky use of “he or she” 
when the gender was unknown, so their internal style guidelines specified the 
standard to be applied to the books in their catalogue.

Either way, when it comes to editing, it typically takes multiple sets of eyes 
and many rounds of editing to produce an error-free version of a book. So, 
don’t be fooled into thinking that one or two rounds of editing are enough.
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21. Will my writing still sound like me when the editor is done?
A good editor will always make an effort to become familiar with an author’s 
“voice” or writing style and preserve it as best as possible. However, some 
publishers may strip out some of the author’s voice in favor of making the 
book more marketable.

When a book is being used to build a business or to reflect the knowledge 
of an expert, it’s important to strike a healthy balance between marketability 
and maintaining the author’s voice.

22. I’ve already had a cover designed for my book. Can I use it?
Typically, publishers prefer to use their own designers. But sometimes authors 
already have design concepts in mind or they had someone create a cover for 
them before deciding to pursue a publishing contract instead.

Many publishers will have specific design standards that they apply to books 
in their catalogues. But sometimes, you’ll find one who’s willing to use a 
design you already have, either in part or in whole, as long as it conforms to 
their standards.

Just know that your cover is a crucial element in marketing your book. Despite 
the adage, “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” people do. So, make sure you look 
long and hard at the cover you end up with and try to objectively compare it to 
the other covers it will share shelf-space with. You want it to adhere to similar 
standards, while still standing out from the competition.

23. Will I have input on my cover design? Who has the final say on my 
cover?
Many times, authors have a specific idea for their cover, and often publishers 
will welcome hearing your thoughts. After all, you’ve spent way more time 
with your book than they have… But as mentioned above, a publisher must 
also be concerned with how the cover contrasts and compares to others in 
the same category, and how well it works as a marketing tool.
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That means that, while a publisher may want to hear your ideas, they’ll want 
the freedom to create designs they believe will help you sell as many books 
as possible.

24. I have quoted song lyrics or other authors in my book. Who is re-
sponsible for getting permission to use them?
If you want to use other people’s content in your book, whether it’s lyrics, 
images or quotations, you’ll need to demonstrate that you have the appro-
priate license or permission to use them. Just as you wouldn’t want anyone 
infringing on your copyright, you must avoid infringing on other creators’ 
rights as well, or you risk facing the consequences.

Some copyright owners will require a fee to grant you a license to use the 
material, which can range from a few bucks to thousands of dollars. Others 
will simply approve or deny your request. Either way, if you’re going to use the 
material, you want to make sure you have the appropriate documentation 
granting you that license or permission before you move ahead with using 
the content.

Depending on the publisher, they may pursue getting the appropriate licenses 
for you or you may have to do it yourself. In some instances, it may make 
more sense to do it yourself simply because, if the license is denied, you’ll 
want to figure out if changes are needed to your manuscript since you can’t 
use that material.

25. I have used images other than my own in my book or on my cover. 
Who is responsible for getting permission to use them?
The answer here is the same as above. If you’re going to use an image created 
by someone else (and this means any art or photograph downloaded from 
the internet or even created by a family member), you’ll want to make sure you 
have the appropriate license or documentation in place to establish that right.

Many image licenses stipulate the approved uses of the license as well, which 
may not include commercial use. So, you’ll want to make sure you clearly 
understand what is and is not covered by any license you do secure.
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Stock image websites will have the license terms available on their site, and 
you should confirm those terms before purchasing one of their images. 
However, before going to the expense of purchasing rights to an image, it 
is common practice to include a low-resolution version of the image in your 
book for “comp” purposes. It may be that your publisher disagrees with your 
choice and would prefer another image be used—or none at all. Just remem-
ber, if that image is to be used in the published book, the license needs to be 
purchased to obtain the high-resolution image for print.

Another type of image some authors try to use are memes. While memes 
can be very tempting to share, they are especially difficult to incorporate into 
a book because it’s practically impossible to ascertain who actually owns the 
copyright to the image. So, getting a license granting permission to use it can 
be very challenging.

26. Who writes the back cover copy for my book?
Oftentimes, the publisher will write this copy, as they have extensive expe-
rience with creating copy that sells. However, since you know your book 
best, some publishers may ask you to draft a copy they can then tweak and 
improve upon.

The best back cover copy is created when the writer of the copy is intimately 
familiar with the book and understands the principles of writing marketing 
copy. The desired result after someone reads the copy is that they immedi-
ately need to buy the book. So, there has to be a strong hook that catapults 
them to take action.

If copywriting is not your forte and the publisher is leaving the responsibil-
ity to you, there are third-party resources you can hire to perform this task. 
They typically interview you for the key pieces of information they require 
and follow a formula for writing the back cover copy, plugging in the details 
you’ve provided.
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27. Who selects the categories and keywords for my book?
While it is always helpful for your publisher to know which authors and titles 
your book is similar to, it’s best for the publisher to select the categories and 
keywords for your book. They often have tools and resources available to 
choose the best ones for your book.

However, that doesn’t mean that you can’t make recommendations and ask 
questions regarding the choices they make.

28. Will you help me find endorsers for my book?
Most publishers view an endorsement as part of the content of your book 
and will leave that up to you to secure. After all, the rationale is that you will 
have the network and relevant industry contacts necessary to provide the 
most valuable endorsements.

29. Will I get to review and approve a final copy of my book before it is 
released?
It is common for publishers to send authors a “galley” or “proof” copy of their 
book before it’s finalized for release. This may look very similar to the final 
printed book or it may simply be a bound interior with the cover as a separate 
set of pages.

Either way, it’s important to review these pages as carefully as possible 
because this is likely the last opportunity you’ll have to catch any errors or 
corrections that need to be made before the book goes to print.

30. Will my book be available for pre-order before its release?
The answer to this question will vary from publisher to publisher. However, 
you need to know the answer so you can plan accordingly.

Having a pre-order period will effectively delay the release date of your book, 
but that delay may make other opportunities possible that there wouldn’t 
otherwise be enough time for. For example, some editorial reviewers want 
a printed copy of the book three to four months before it’s published to have 



17 
© 2020 Emerald Lake Books

T H E  G U I D E
61 QUESTIONS

enough time to assign a reviewer, read the book, write the review, and publish 
it before the book is available for people to buy.

In addition, having a pre-order period may help in securing a bestseller ranking 
if you have an effective sales strategy that considers the unique factors that 
impact your book’s sales rank.

31. Will you help me find reviewers for my book?
Consumer reviews serve as social proof of your book’s worth. Without a sig-
nificant number of them to tip the search algorithms in your book’s favor and 
convince new buyers to take a chance on you, sales of your book may be 
limited to people who already know, like and trust you. To expand beyond your 
existing network, finding people who are willing to read and post an honest 
review of your book is crucial.

As with endorsers, most publishers require that the author do what they can 
to secure reviews for their book. However, publishers do also have access 
to sites like NetGalley and Edelweiss+ that match pre-release or recently 
released books with interested industry professionals and reviewers. So, 
you’ll want to be clear on who is doing what to ensure that your book stands 
the best chance of receiving a significant number of quality reviews from 
interested readers.

32. What formats will my book be published in?
There are essentially six different formats a book is commonly produced in, 
even though many more variations are possible. Those six formats are paper-
back, hardcover, large print, Kindle eBook, ePub eBook, and audiobook.

Most books are published as a paperback and in the two eBook types. 
However, the more formats you have available, the more accessible your 
book becomes to potential readers because you increase its discoverability 
and accommodate more people’s reading preferences.

Since hardcovers can be expensive to print, the list price is typically higher, 
making it harder to justify using that format except in gift editions and special 
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circumstances. Yet for some publishers, hardcovers are a standard format to 
produce because they can place high-volume orders of multiple books that 
significantly reduce the printing costs, generating more money for them due 
to the higher list price.

For some reason, having a large print format isn’t all that common, yet the 
expense involved in creating a large print edition is similar to the paperback 
version and, since fewer books are released in large print, it’s a plus for you. 
When you provide your book as a large print, that format will have less com-
petition than it will in its other formats. And large print books aren’t just for the 
visually impaired! Many Baby Boomers enjoy them because of the reduced 
eye strain, and it’s not uncommon for them to be used when adults are learn-
ing to read. So, the market is wider than you might think.

The final format mentioned above is audiobooks. While some books are well-
suited to being made into audiobooks, it requires a completely separate pro-
duction process (securing a skilled narrator, recording the narration, editing 
the recording, engineering the audio, etc.). Unless you already have a proven 
track record for selling books to a loyal following, it’s common to hold off on 
the audiobook until there’s a proven demand for its content. But once again, 
this is a market where there’s less competition and a loyal fanbase of audio-
books listeners. As with large print editions, publishing your book as an audio-
book will increase both its accessibility and discoverability, helping to boost 
your overall visibility and sales.

33. Who sets the price for the book?
This may seem like a simple question, but the math behind setting a practical 
and sustainable list price for your book is more complex than you might think. 
(If you want to take a deep dive into it, read “How is a list price set for a book?” 
on the Emerald Lake Books website.)

For print books, factors like printing and shipping costs need to be considered 
in setting the list price. For eBooks, it’s a bit different. Instead, the file size is 
the major factor in calculating the delivery charge for the book.

https://emeraldlakebooks.com/how-is-a-list-price-set-for-a-book/
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This kind of information isn’t something an author typically has access to, but 
it’s crucial in setting the final price. Therefore, the publisher needs to be the 
one with the final say in setting the list price to ensure that each book sold can 
cover the expense of producing and delivering the book, providing a whole-
sale discount, and still leaving something left over to produce royalty revenue.

That doesn’t mean you can’t share your thoughts or question why it’s set at 
a specific price. But be willing to trust that there is a justification for the price 
the publisher sets. They’re in the business of selling books and understand 
the delicate balance between buyer expectations for pricing and the profit 
margins they’re working with.

34. Do you take a royalty share?
When a traditional publisher takes on the expense of preparing a book for 
publication, the expectation is that they will keep a larger portion of the pro-
ceeds from book sales. Oftentimes, this can be as much as 90% of the royal-
ties, leaving only 10% for the author.

However, when you pay a fee to a hybrid publisher to design and produce 
your book, you will typically receive a larger portion of the book sales. The 
exact amount will vary from one publisher to the next, but a 50/50 split is 
fairly common.

If a hybrid publisher is going to receive a royalty share, ask them how they 
plan to support the book after its publication. They’ll be paid up-front for pub-
lishing your book. So, splitting royalties only makes sense if they’re providing 
on-going support of some kind (advertising your book, periodically updating 
your book listings, sending you information about opportunities suitable for 
you like podcasts, award competitions, book fairs, author signings, etc.).

35. How frequently will royalties be paid to me?
You’ll want to clearly understand how and when you’ll be paid your royalties. 
Some publishers pay every month, others quarterly, and still others annually.
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There may also be a minimum threshold you have to meet for your money to 
be sent to you. If the minimum is not met, it is typically rolled over until your 
royalties reach that threshold or when a pre-arranged time comes.

For example, the royalties may be rolled over from one payment period to 
the next, but at the close of the year, the publisher may send out a royalty 
payment regardless of whether the minimum threshold was met or not. This 
allows them to “close the [financial] books” and start the new year with a 
clean slate.

36. Will you provide me with tax documentation for my royalties?
Before the first check is sent your way, you’ll want to make sure you’ve pro-
vided your publisher with the appropriate tax documentation. In the U.S., that 
would mean filing a W-9 with them. At tax time, they will then send you a 1099-
Misc detailing the royalty earnings you’ll need to report on your tax return.

Some publishers will hold your first royalty check until they have the com-
pleted W-9 on file. Make sure you get it to them promptly.

37. Am I required to purchase a minimum number of author copies?
When your book is published, some publishers require that you purchase a 
minimum number of copies as part of your book launch. This can be any-
where from a small quantity that makes sense to have on hand to thousands 
of copies, which can add hundreds, even thousands, of dollars to any other 
expenses you may incur while publishing your book. So, you’ll want to know if 
you are obligated to purchase a minimum quantity.

In some instances, hybrid publishers may give you several copies to have on 
hand as part of what you’ve already paid for. The quantity is typically fairly 
small, ranging from a single copy to 50 copies.
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38. How much will it cost me to purchase author copies?
This is very important information to have for planning purposes. If you’re 
obligated to purchase a minimum number of copies, the costs can accumu-
late quickly.

While authors are rarely expected to pay list price for their books, the actual 
price they’ll pay may be calculated differently. Some publishers will give you a 
discount off the list price of the book. Others charge a mark-up of the actual 
print costs. Depending on the amount of the discount or the mark-up, usually, 
the latter option is better.

For example, if your book’s list price is $20 and you’re given a 20% discount, 
you’d pay $16 for each of your author copies. However, that same book may 
only cost $4 to print. At a 20% mark-up, you’d pay $4.80 for the book.

So, it’s important to understand how author copies are priced.

39. Will my book be available as “print on demand” or will it be printed 
in advance?
There are two primary methods for printing books. One is called “print on 
demand” (or “POD”) and the other is often referred to as “offset printing” or a 
“bulk print run.”

For POD printing, a book is only printed once someone places an order and 
pays for it. For example, many of the titles on Amazon are set up for POD 
printing. So when someone buys a book there, a single copy is printed and 
mailed to the buyer soon after their order is complete. The printing fees are 
paid for out of the proceeds from the sale of the book.

When the order for a bulk print run is placed, hundreds or even thousands of 
copies of the book are printed all at the same time. The inventory is stored in 
a warehouse and, when someone places an order, the book is retrieved from 
the warehouse to be shipped to the buyer. In this instance, someone (either 
the author or the publisher) has to foot the bill for printing, warehousing and 
fulfilling that inventory.
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It’s easiest on the wallet when books are printed POD, however, for some 
types of books, the higher print quality of offset printing may be desirable. 
Also, the cost to print each book decreases when you place larger orders. 
That means the cost per book to print 1,000 copies will be significantly lower 
than the cost for a single copy.

Knowing whether your book will be available as POD or a bulk inventory (or a 
combination of both) is important for understanding the potential expenses 
related to printing your book, and who is responsible for paying them.

40. If I want to place a bulk order for books, will I have to do that 
through you?
Most publishers will require that you place any bulk orders through them. 
There are a few reasons for that, but the main one is that the publisher has 
the print-ready files needed by the printer. And since those print-ready files 
contain their ISBN information, which ties all quality and production issues 
back to the publisher, they won’t want to let someone else be in charge of 
ensuring the appropriate printing standards are met.

In addition, it’s likely the publisher will know which print specifications (paper, 
cover, laminate, etc.) are best suited for your book, as well as which printers 
are capable of meeting those specifications. They will also likely have a rela-
tionship with printers that enables them to get a better price.

41.  I want to sell my book on my website. Will you fulfill the orders?
There are many stages involved in getting a book into a reader’s hands.

Once the book is published (print-ready files are ready to go or copies are 
printed and sitting in a warehouse somewhere), the next phase is distribution. 
This is where the book appears in retailers’ ordering systems so they can pur-
chase copies of the book, and they are made aware of it’s availability in some 
way, whether through an in-person visit from the author or a salesperson, 
or through written communication in the form of an email blast, magazine 
placement, or delivered sell sheet.
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When the distributor receives an order, then someone needs to mail the 
books to that retailer, and that’s referred to as “fulfillment.”

Some publishers offer fulfillment services as a separate add-on. Others do 
not. If they do, any orders placed on your website would be sent directly to the 
publisher who would then ship the book to the buyer themselves or instruct 
someone else to do it.

More commonly, though, fulfillment services are offered by distributors, not 
publishers. But the fees involved are steep enough that it only makes sense 
if you anticipate a high volume of sales on your site. If you’re only going to be 
receiving a handful of orders each month, you’d be better off hiring an assis-
tant, fulfilling the orders yourself from a small inventory you keep on hand, or 
using a tool like Aer.io that submits the order to IngramSpark for fulfillment.

42. Who is responsible for marketing my book?
No matter how your book is published, the majority of the marketing is going 
to fall to you. It’s important to understand that from the start.

As a matter of fact, when you submit a book proposal to a literary agent for 
submission to a traditional publisher, they want to see your marketing plan in 
detail. Since they make their money from book sales, not from a service fee, 
they want to know you have a solid plan in place and the platform and expe-
rience needed to follow through on it.

Typically, a hybrid publisher will be less concerned with that because they 
often have launch and marketing packages they can sell to you in addition 
to their publishing fees. Some of those packages will include done-for-you 
services, and others will consist of marketing materials and coaching to help 
you learn how to effectively market your book on your own.
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43. What marketing materials will you provide me with when my book 
is released?
Once again, this is something that will vary from publisher to publisher. You’ll 
need to know what they’ll be providing to you so you can account for creating 
anything that’s missing that you want to use.

Common marketing materials for promoting a book include bookmarks, 
postcards and a sell sheet (a one-page flyer that includes book-related infor-
mation useful to retailers, schools and libraries).

Less common materials could include a book trailer video, book-related 
merchandise, posters, dropcards (one-time use codes used to give away 
eBooks), etc.

Depending on how you plan to market your book, different materials will 
have more value to your process than others. For example, if your focus is 
on selling your book online, physical marketing materials like postcards might 
not be very useful to you.

It’s important to know what you’ll have for marketing materials and what you 
still need to market your book in the way you’re most comfortable.

44. Will you issue a press release when my book is released?
There isn’t a right or wrong answer to this question, but it’s useful to know 
for marketing purposes whether or not the publisher is going to issue a press 
release to announce your new book. If they are, it gives you another piece of 
marketing content you can share in social media, print and include in media 
packets and have at conferences, etc.

Whether the publisher is issuing a release or not, though, has no bearing on 
whether you should or not. If the publisher does issue one, it’s going to focus 
on them and the book and be sent to book-related media.

As the author, you’ll want to write a press release that provides more of a 
human-interest angle or trending topic position that can be pitched to local 
and national media to create visibility for you as the author.
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45. Will you advertise my book anywhere? If so, when, where and for 
how long?
Once again, every publisher handles things differently. They may display your 
book at conferences they attend, take out an ad in Publishers Weekly or some 
other literary or trade journal, send something out to their mailing list, run an 
Amazon or Facebook ad campaign, share your book in social media, etc.—or 
they may do nothing.

But you need to know what advertising they will do, so you don’t implement 
competing efforts. You wouldn’t want to be in a position where you were both 
taking out an ad in the same periodical or you were both running overlap-
ping Facebook or Amazon ads, effectively driving up each other’s’ advertis-
ing costs.

46. Will you advise me on how to build my business with my book?
Very few publishers will advise you on how to build your business with your 
book. That’s not their primary business. Books are.

However, there are some publishers out there (like Emerald Lake Books) who 
will. So, if this is something that’s of value to you, look for those who are 
willing to offer you some coaching or guidance on how best to use your book 
to be successful.

47. Will you advise me on how to build my mailing list?
Given that building an active and engaged mailing list is a key component of 
having a successful business, the answer to this question is the same as the 
one above.

Most publishers want to see that you already have a mailing list, especially 
since it’s their assurance that you’ll be able to sell your book. So, they’re less 
likely to want to give you advice on how to do something they ultimately want 
to see you already know how to do.

However, some publishers are willing to guide or coach you through this 
process either as part of their normal services or for an additional fee.
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48. Will you suggest tools and services that will help me reach my 
goals?
Many publishers do have additional services you might be interested in, such 
as book launch support, marketing services, a publicity program, etc. If you’ve 
had a good experience with them thus far, it’s all the more reason to continue 
to work with them through these additional offerings.

However, they are often less likely to have recommendations for tools or ser-
vices outside their own company. This may be because they don’t want to 
show favoritism to any one organization or because they don’t want you to 
blame them if a recommendation turns out poorly for you.

But that’s not true for every publisher. Remember, everyone’s goal is for you 
to sell as many books as possible. So, some publishers will recognize that 
ensuring you have the tools and services you need to be successful is in their 
best interest and will help you along your way.

49. What support will you give me after my book is released?
For some publishers, when your book is released, they see their obligation to 
you as being complete or they assume a more passive role in the relationship, 
answering questions, but not offering suggestions. Many first-time authors 
need more support than that, though.

This support might be purely educational (like offering webinars and courses 
covering topics beneficial to you) or it might be recommendations for specific 
conferences, podcasts, author signings, media opportunities or book awards 
suitable for you and your book.

Either way, when you understand what support to anticipate, it will help you 
identify the gaps you’ll need to fill in your own knowledge and education, so 
you can plan accordingly and be better prepared.
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50. What happens if your publishing company goes out of business?  
Can I do what I want with my book then?
No author ever wants to think about the possibility of their publisher going 
out of business. Yet it happens more often than you think and for several dif-
ferent reasons, including business failure, an owner’s failing health, corporate 
restructuring, unrealistic expectations, and outright theft and fraud.

Sometimes, they shut their doors overnight, never to be heard from again, 
and other times, they give a few months’ advanced notice and work with 
you to ensure the rights to your work revert to you as quickly as possible. 
Although, if they’re going out of business for nefarious reasons, they’re less 
likely to fill you in on what they’re doing.

But either way, you’ll want to make sure the contract clearly outlines what 
to anticipate if the publisher breaks their contract. When breach of contract 
information is provided, it means you’ll be able to regain your rights sooner 
than if you have to wait for the life of the contract to expire.

51. Who owns the source files for my book?
In most instances, your finished book is going to be designed in a program 
called Adobe InDesign, the industry standard. Alternatively, it may be designed 
in Microsoft Word or another program instead.

When referring to “source files,” we do not mean the original manuscript you 
submitted to the publisher or the PDF that the publisher sends you for review. 
The source files are the finished files that contain the completely edited and 
designed book, including both the cover and the interior. From these source 
files, print-ready PDFs are made, which are then sent to the printer to produce 
your book. (For more information, see “Identifying Your Source Files.”)

While the content in these files is owned by you, the files themselves are 
owned by the publisher. They contain the publisher’s ISBN information, logo 
and contact information. In an effort to avoid misrepresentation, publish-
ers typically will not share these source files with anyone during the life of 
your contract.

https://emeraldlakebooks.com/identifying-source-files/
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If the book rights revert to you, some publishers will permit you to purchase 
the source files for a fee, but will only give them to you after they have stripped 
out any publisher information the files contain as well as their design work, 
and only once the book is no longer in print through their ISBNs. The industry 
standard, though, is that most publishers archive or destroy the source files 
of out-of-print books, never transferring outside of the company.

52. What are the major complaints about your company, and what have 
you done to address them?
Before signing with any publisher, you want to do your due diligence and 
research them. We recommend Googling “[publisher name] + complaints,”  
“[publisher name] + reviews” and even “[publisher name] + scam.”

We are certainly hoping that whatever you find when you conduct these 
searches is positive. But that’s not always the case.

Asking the publisher this question directly enables you to assess how attuned 
they are to their own company’s image. In other words, do they volunteer the 
information readily available online?

If there are complaints or bad reviews, asking this question gives you the 
chance to see how forthcoming they are, seek some clarification, learn how 
they resolved the problem, and assess whether or not this risk matters to you.

53. What question didn’t I ask you that I should have?
While this question is commonly used for job interviews, we’ve found it to be 
useful in any style of interview, whether talking with a prospective author or 
when interviewing a guest on our ELB Live video show.

It gives the person you’re speaking with the opportunity to volunteer any addi-
tional details that may be unique to their company or process and that makes 
them stand out from other publishers. So, even though it’s an open-ended 
question, it can reveal useful information you hadn’t thought to ask yet.

http://tarasadvice.com
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While the questions above cover a wide variety of details that pertain to 
publishing your book, there may be additional questions you want to ask, 
depending on your specific needs.

54. Will you find someone to write a foreword for my book?
Not every book requires a foreword. Since a foreword often serves as a means 
of vouching for the author and what they have to share, it typically includes 
some form of a personal story or context that demonstrates why readers 
should trust what the author has to say.

Because of that, it’s rare for someone who doesn’t already know you to be 
willing to write a foreword for you. So, having the publisher pursue securing 
one isn’t likely to be effective. They can coach you through how to approach 
someone to write it, but the “ask” is best coming from you.

55. Do you offer ghostwriting or author coaching services?
You may be far along enough in your writing not to need a ghostwriter or 
author coach. However, these services can be very useful for some authors.

A ghostwriter is someone who will work with you to develop your book and 
then write most (or all) of it for you based on interviews and collaborations 
with you.

An author coach is less hands-on, but provides the guidance, feedback and 
accountability you need to stay on track with your writing goals.

If either of those services interests you, you’ll want to find out if the pub-
lisher you are considering offers those services. It’s not a deal-breaker if they 
don’t because there are many good independent ghostwriters and coaches 
around. But it reduces the risk of choosing poorly when your publisher can 
either provide the service or recommend someone to you.
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56. Do you offer indexing services?
Not every book requires an index (the listing at the back of the book that 
tells you which pages cover certain topics or keywords). As a matter of fact, 
the only books you should even consider creating an index for are nonfiction 
books with over 100 pages that will serve as a reference resource for readers. 
If it’s over 100 pages, but isn’t a likely reference resource, then you can skip 
the index.

If an index is necessary, you’ll want to know if your prospective publisher will 
create one for you or not.

Many smaller publishers don’t offer indexing services because it is a time-con-
suming and tedious process that either needs to be done well or not at all. 
However, this isn’t an activity that can easily be handled by an independent 
resource either (not impossible, just not easy), simply because the book pag-
ination needs to be final for the index to be accurately compiled.

While it is technically possible to create your own index in Word, indexing is a 
specialized skill. So, it’s best to have a professional create it for you if one is 
needed. Especially since a bad index will produce a frustrated reader, which 
is worse than having no index at all.

57. Do you offer illustration services?
Sometimes books require more extensive design services, including the cre-
ation of illustrations, graphs and charts to support the related content. If that 
sounds like your book and you don’t already have a resource to create these 
images for you, your publisher may be able to assist. (In fact, they may prefer 
creating those resources themselves.) Be aware, though, that this is another 
instance where the creator owns the copyright to the image they produce. So, 
if you’re hoping to include these elements in a presentation promoting your 
business, make sure you have the rights to do so.

Once again, this is simply a matter of understanding the capabilities of the 
publisher you’re considering, and how well they fit the needs of the book 
you’re currently working on.
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58. Do you offer publicity services?
Depending on your goals for your book, you may want to work with a publi-
cist who can provide media training and secure appearances for you. These 
appearances can include radio, television and print media, both regional and 
national, as well as podcast and blog interviews. Some publishers offer these 
services as an add-on to the work they’re already doing with you, while others 
do not.

The answer to this question shouldn’t be a deal-breaker though because there 
are plenty of independent book publicists you can work with. It just means 
you become solely responsible for finding a reputable publicist.

59. Do you offer website services?
When a new book is released, for many authors, their websites will require 
updates that range from a complete redesign and rebranding to just a 
few minor tweaks. Some authors may even want a fresh new website to 
get started.

If either of these sounds like you, consider asking your prospective publisher 
if they offer website services. Many won’t, but some will. And if they do, it 
makes it easier to use your book’s branding and features in the design of your 
new website since they’ll already have the digital assets they need. That way, 
you won’t have to play middleman between your publisher and web designer 
to get the images and other branding specifications the designer needs.

Just make sure that you understand what exactly the website service entails 
and who owns the site when it’s done. Some publishers will create a website 
for you using their proprietary platform, which means that your site can only 
exist with them and you may even be forced to rely upon them for subse-
quent updates.

Ideally, you want a website that you own and can maintain yourself or work 
on with the designer and web host of your choice.
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60. Do you offer other design services?
Some authors use their books to launch a new business or career, and this 
may require other design services for things like business cards, logos, mar-
keting brochures and more.

If your book is forming the basis of this new venture, you’ll want to maintain 
the look and feel from the book to the other materials. So, if you’re going to 
need additional design services, find out if your publisher can do these things 
for you or if you’ll need to find another resource.

61. Do you accept previously published books?
Some self-published authors may want to work with a traditional or hybrid 
publisher to improve the results they are getting. Or if you’re one of those 
unfortunate authors whose former publisher has closed up shop or let your 
book go out of print, you may be looking for someone new to help you. What-
ever the reason, there are times when a previously published book may need 
a second chance at life with a new publisher.

Many publishers will specify in their submission guidelines whether or not 
they accept previously published works and, even if they say they don’t, they 
still might in the right situation. But whether they do or not, you’ll want to be 
up-front about the circumstances regarding your book.

If your book was previously published by another publisher, you’ll want to 
show proof of the reversion of rights to you and do what you can to gain 
access to your previous publisher’s source files. If you’re able to provide those 
files, your new publisher is less likely to have to start from scratch in design-
ing and producing the next edition of your book. However, if your book is still 
under contract, there may be very little a new publisher can do to help you.

But if you’ve regained your rights (or self-published, so always had them), do 
your best to demonstrate why your book should interest them. Share the sales 
history, reviews and accolades it’s received, and how much interest there still 
is in the material. This is a little different than simply submitting your book to 
a publisher for consideration because you’ll also be trying to convince them 
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that there’s still life left in it. The best way to do that is to demonstrate your 
successes thus far and tie that into what you have planned for the future.

A s with any information you find regarding contracts, you’ll want to check 
with your literary agent or intellectual property lawyer to see what works for 
 your specific situation and location. But being armed with this list of questions 

to ask potential publishers will ensure that you have a clear picture of what you’re 
getting into and who you trust most to work with you and your future book.

Once you’ve narrowed down your list of prospective publishers to work with, be sure 
to do your due diligence. Google them. Look for reviews and complaints. If possible, 
reach out to a couple of the publisher’s existing authors to ask about their experience 
and whether they are satisfied with it.

Armed with all the information you’ve gathered, you’ll be able to feel confident in your 
choice of publishers as you move forward with them.

We hope you’ve found these suggested questions and their explanations informative. 
If you’ve found them helpful or have questions you’d like us to include in the next edition 
of this guide, let us know by emailing us at questions@emeraldlakebooks.com. And 
if you haven’t already downloaded the companion workbook for this guide, you can 
access your free copy here.

Emerald Lake Books enthusiastically supports and follows the IBPA’s Hybrid Pub-
lisher Criteria, which states that all hybrid publishers are expected to:

• Define a mission and vision for its publishing program.

• Vet submissions.

• Publish under its own imprint(s) and ISBNs.

• Publish to industry standards

• Ensure editorial, design, and production quality.

• Pursue and manage a range of publishing rights.

• Provide distribution services.

• Demonstrate respectable sales.

• Pay authors a higher-than-standard royalty.

mailto:questions%40emeraldlakebooks.com?subject=A%20suggestion%20for%20%2261%20Questions%22
https://emeraldlakebooks.com/questionstoask
https://www.ibpa-online.org/page/hybridpublisher
https://www.ibpa-online.org/page/hybridpublisher
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You can learn more about what that means to you, as an author, by visiting the 
IBPA’s website.

We’d love to be considered among your publishing options. Emerald Lake Books 
specializes in working with positive people who have an engaging, exciting or enter-
taining message to share with the world.

We are a trusted hybrid publisher with a solid track record of happy authors who are 
well-positioned to achieve their goals. Our unique blend of business coaching and 
publishing helps our authors succeed, whether it’s their first book or their fiftieth!

This guide is a reflection of our commitment to making sure the authors we work 
with know what to expect from the publishing process. It’s just one of the many ways 
we coach and educate our authors as we work together.

If you would like to explore publishing with Emerald Lake Books and learn who we’re 
a good fit for, we invite you to visit our site and check us out. Or, if you have questions 
you want to discuss first, feel free to email us at info@emeraldlakebooks.com.

In the meantime, Happy Writing!
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