24 Quick Tips for Effective Book Distribution

By Brian Jud
How does your book get to retailers – including bookstores? There are several critical factors that cannot be missed. Your choices of distribution channels and partners can be the critical difference in your success. Discover how you can avoid the top 24 mistakes most untrained authors make. 
1. Know your options. Plan your distribution network and know when to use a distributor, wholesaler or fulfillment company. A distributor serves the client/publisher and a wholesaler serves the market. A fulfillment company fills demand.

2. You may not need a supply channel. If your strategy is to sell only through your website, Amazon.com and/or to non-retail buyers you may not need a distributor.

3. Sell through or to. Sell through retailers and to end users and non-bookstore buyers.

4. Every book has competition. What about the other books nearby on the shelf? The other books on the best-seller list?  Create distribution that will eliminate competition. 

5. Ask yourself questions. Ask, “Who else could use the information in my book? Where do they purchase books?” A great question to get your thinking started is,” “What if we…”

6. Think beyond the bookstore. There are many opportunities for sales through other retailers and to non-retail buyers. 

7. Contact potential distribution partners early. Do not wait until your book is completed before contacting prospective distributors. Get their input on content and cover design early in the process.

8. Charges for distribution services should be transparent and predictable.  Transparent means hidden charges should be minimized. Predictable means that the contract should have a single percentage somewhere between 20-30% of net sales. 

9. Customize your proposal.  Your proposal should address five major areas: people, problem, promise, your plan to make it work and your platform.

10. Have a series. Companies in your distribution network are more interested in working with you if you can bring multiple titles to them. 

11. Consider returns. Returns for new titles could be 30% or more when selling through retailers.
12. Choose your distributor partners wisely. Not all distributors are equally capable of distributing your book. Investigate them carefully and compare their capabilities before deciding.

13. Do not quickly blame distribution partners if sales are down. Retailers do not sell books, they display books. The author does the promotion to bring people to the stores, and distributors fill the pipeline.

14. Consider seasonal fluctuations. Know when your content is of value to your target buyers. If your book sells through gift shops in the fourth-quarter-holiday-shopping period, do not be dismayed if it does not sell at other times.

15. Use “push” and “pull” marketing. Some marketing actions are directed at helping channel members keep the pipeline filled (push marketing), and others at bringing consumers to the retailer (pull marketing).

16. Distribute through your website. Have a shopping cart on your website and sell directly to consumers.

17. Distribute through other websites. There are many niche websites and retail outlets online through which you can market your books. 

18. Work with your distributor. Communicate regularly to find out what else you can do to help each other.

19. Segment your prospects. Organize your most-likely readers into groups according to where they could use or purchase your content. That could be in supermarkets, schools, gift shops or libraries. Each of thee buys in different ways and for different reasons.

20. Subdivide your segments. There are many different kinds of libraries and not all may need your content. For example, there are public, academic, religious, law, prison, hospital, etc libraries.

21. Prioritize your segments. Not every prospect is equally likely to buy your books. Rank them in the order in which you will contact them for sales.

22. Define the benefits of your content in each segment. Retailers seek to make a profit, libraries to help their patrons and the media to provide a good show for their viewers or listeners.

23. Distribution begins with your buyers. When considering the way you will distribute your books, first think about the people who will be buying them.

24. Think outside the US.  You may have sales opportunities in every country in the world. Sell in English-speaking countries or sell the translation rights to your content.
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