Be Prepared! A Good Motto for Publishers, too.

By Brian Jud

An architect can look at the height of a building and give you an accurate estimate of the depth of its foundation; the taller the building the deeper the foundation. It supports the building, keeping it from toppling during stormy weather. It is equally important for you to create a good foundation for your marketing efforts to help; you exploit future opportunities and withstand the likely negativity caused by lower-than-expected sales, returns and rejection.

Marketing a book to non-bookstore buyers is as simple as PIE. First you build your foundation by Preparing yourself to sell. Then you Implement your plan. Finally you Evaluate your results to measure your relative success and make necessary corrections. 

Most people skip the Preparation phase and dive right into Implementation. They assume that any action is better than delay, thus confusing action with accomplishment. That philosophy spells disaster in special-sales marketing as quickly as it does in traditional bookstore marketing. 

Marketing to corporate buyers requires that you sell directly to experienced purchasing people (unless you use a MAP as described in the March 2010 issue of the Independent). These buyers interact with competent, professional salespeople every day. You must come across as committed and prepared in order to complete a sale, and that begins with knowing what you will do and say before you come face-to-face with someone who can buy your books in large, non-returnable quantities. 

You may think that you cannot compete with these experienced sales people. I have been “on the other side of the desk” in corporate marketing positions and I know that a person with passion and solid preparation will persuade more effectively than will a polished presentation from a listless, uncommitted source. Your conviction that your proposal is a wise and considered alternative will more than make up for your lack of formal sales training.

Preparation is not difficult since there are a few basic areas in which you should be primed. First of all, know why a prospective customer would be interested in buying the information in your book. This was covered in the (Date) issue of The Independent. In addition, know what you have to do to make a sale, know what you are selling (including how it stacks up against competition) and have a good definition of your target buyers. 

Know the process

If retailers don’t sell your books, they return them; corporate buyers do not. Therefore, buyers want to make sure they are making the right decision before committing company funds. Consequently, a typical sale might follow a lengthy sequence of events once you have a qualified list of prospective customers: 

Determining buying criteria: Each sale is unique. Learn the needs of each buyer how your book can help them.

Create your proposal. Buyers want to “see it in writing.” You become a consultant instead of a publisher, solving their problems by detailing the ways in which they will benefit by purchasing your books.  

Make your presentation. You may have to present your proposal to the decision maker, and later to various decision influencers, depending on the size of the sale. 

Negotiate. Rarely will a company accept your initial proposition as is. Be prepared for some give-and-take before you close the sale.  

Confirm the sale. You are not making sales, but making customers. The second sale is much easier than the first, and generating this recurring revenue may be as simple as making sure the first sale proceeds successfully. 

If you are prepared to perform each of these steps in its proper sequence, your chances of landing the order improve significantly. This is the second in a series of articles to be published in The Independent, walking you through this process. 

Know what you are selling.

When people ask you what you are selling, your initial answer is probably, “I sell books, of course.” But what they are really asking is, “How can your content benefit me in some way?” As a generalization, business buyers are not looking for books to sell, but for ways to increase sales, introduce new products, make customers more loyal, or to motivate or reward employees. If the information in your book can help them do one of those things you are more likely to make a sale. In non-bookstore marketing you will become more profitable when you stop selling your books and sell how the content of your book helps the recipient. And that may be different for each buyer. Learn the purchasing criteria for each major buyer, and sell to those needs. 

There is another way product knowledge can shorten the selling process: know your costs at a variety of order quantities. This may sound simple, but how will you respond if the buyer says, “How much will it cost me to buy X0,000 books, with my logo on the cover, delivered in six weeks?” Don’t give an evasive “ballpark” figure, because inevitably you will be wrong. Instead, be prepared with an accurate answer and you may be able to close the order on the spot. 

Meet with your printer to arm yourself with the printing costs, approximate shipping costs and delivery times at various quantities. Or, visit a site such as www.bookprintingrevolution.com to get printing costs at different quantities. 

Know your competition.

One question likely to be asked by distributors, retailers and corporate buyers is, “How is your information different from competitive titles?” The hidden query is, “Why should I buy your book when I am already selling another one on the same topic?” Be armed with concrete reasons and examples. I was always asked how the content of my job-search books differed from Richard Bolles’ perennial leader in the career category, What Color is Your Parachute?”

A quick search on Amazon.com or visits to local bookstores can give you valuable information. What is in your book that is not in others? What information is missing in yours that is in others, and why did you not address those issues? Be familiar with the titles with which you compete and you will come across more competently.  

Know your target buyers.

Readers. Who are the people who would benefit most from your content? As an example, unemployed people need job-search assistance, but there are many free sources of that information. Knowledge of that fact and an investigation into those sources might lead you to sell to a list of prospective customers such as libraries, corporations, colleges and state governments. 

Influencers. These are people who can assert power or authority over the decision maker. For example, I knew that the parents of graduating college students were more interested in their offspring getting jobs than were the grads themselves. I conducted a direct-mail campaign aimed at the parents and sold thousands of my job-search books. 

Connectors. These are people who serve as your advocate simply by telling others about your book. This objective, third-party endorsement can be a powerful persuader. The media is one example, as are celebrities and people who are notables or leaders in the field of your subject matter.

Business buyers. In general, retailers reach general consumers, selling one book at a time. Buyers in the non-retail sector can purchase in large, non-returnable quantities. In what general categories might you sell (corporations, associations, schools)? Who are the decision makers in each (product managers, program chairs, teachers)? 

Ultimately, this information feeds into your marketing plan, which in turn feeds into your business plan. This can be a time consuming process, but well worth the effort in the end. If you come across as unprepared, seeming to say, “You don’t want to buy any books, do you?” you will be rejected. And you may only get one shot at persuading a major buyer. Be prepared for each potentially large selling opportunity and you will see your sales, revenue and profits increase. It’s as simple s PIE. 
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