How to Publish with Amazon: A Webinar with Neal Thompson

On April 19, 2016, Neal Thompson, the director of author and publishing relations at Amazon, led a webinar covering Amazon’s many programs and opportunities for authors and publishers involving print books, e-books, and audiobooks as well as sales tracking tools and promotional and marketing opportunities. Read on to learn about the benefits of self-publishing; services like KDP, CreateSpace, and ACX; real-time sales tracking; free promotional tools; and tips on how to improve your presence on Amazon.

Neal: We talked a little bit briefly, and I’ll try to go through this quickly so we can get to questions, but we talked about the changing of the digitization of books and how e-books are skyrocketing, sales are skyrocketing, and how that’s created all these opportunities for self-published writers, or for writers who are interested in self-publishing. 

The platform that Amazon created is called Kindle Direct Publishing. That’s a self-publishing platform for digital books. KDP.com, or I think it might be KDP.amazon.com. Gary, I think I sent you that printout that we might be able to share with everyone—
Gary and Sharon: Yes, we shared. We did. We sent it out.

Neal: Great. So all the useful links are on there. Kindle Direct Publishing, 100 percent free. I think one of the questions we already got earlier from one of the attendees was, How much does it cost to self-publish. And it’s, for digital, completely free. You do it yourself. There’s sort of an asterisk there. If you want to do it right, there are some best practices that I’ve heard about and other authors have experienced themselves: 
Hire an editor; don’t just get your aunt or your spouse to read your manuscript for you and provide some feedback. I’ve heard from a lot of self-published authors who hire multiple editors. They hire developmental editors to help them get the story right. They hire a line editor once they get down to the nitty-gritty of line editing. And they hire a copyeditor. Sometimes that’s one person, sometimes it’s three. But because self-publishing means you’re doing it yourself, you don’t have that team of editors that you would if you published with Random House or Soft Skull Press or whomever. So a lot of that extra burden is on the writer, on the author. 
Similarly, with creating your own cover. The KDP platform has a tool that allows you to create your own cover. They have some stock images that you can use and play with, and different fonts. It works fine, but I think it works best if you invest a little money and hire a designer who’s experienced in creating covers. Because so much shopping is done, especially for digital books, online, you really need that cover to pop in a tiny space on people’s screens—including screens that are now handheld, more than anything. We see a lot of people buying their books off their devices. So the cover needs to look great in all formats. 

Amazon also has this self-publishing platform for print books called CreateSpace. It’s on that handout. It’s also free, but there are some services that you can pay for at CreateSpace, again to get help with formatting or editing or even some marketing assistance.

I think a couple of the cool things about self-publishing are the royalty rate that you get for your book. For digital books, it’s 70 percent. Currently, for my books I get, like most authors, a 15 percent royalty rate for my hardcover sales and 10 to 12 percent for my paperbacks. 
For self-publishers, they get 70 percent. Now the price point is much lower, obviously, for the Kindle books. But if you’re selling more of them and you’re getting higher royalty, some authors are finding that they’re doing really well with self-publishing and are really excited about it. It’s an option. 
Another thing I wanted to talk about real quickly is the tools that Amazon offers to help authors get their stuff out there. I think it’s one thing—and a good thing—that we’ve helped create this ability for authors to self-publish, but it also means that it’s easy to self-publish. There’s a lot of books out there. Each author is now fighting for the reader’s time against the larger pool of competing authors. 
So the challenge for everyone, no matter how you’re published, is to figure out how to reach your readers. There’s some tried and true methods to do that. Book tours still work. Readings still work. Maintaining your own blog, maintaining your own e-mail newsletter, all of these things play into it. But Amazon has offered a few things that should be part of every writer’s toolbox, especially when you’re launching a book, but also over the long term. I’ll mention a couple of them real quick, and then we’ll get to some questions.
We have a giveaway program now—it’s on that sheet—where you can give away copies of your book, both digital and in print. Just a good way to run a contest, do a promotion online, get the word out, find some new readers, get some buzz going. I think a lot of writers have found that super helpful.

I think every author should know about Author Central on Amazon. It’s this portal where, if you’ve published a book and it’s available for sale on Amazon, you get your own author page. You can use that page to upload your mug shot, you can upload your biography, you can link to a blog if you’ve got one and the feed automatically shows up on your author page. You can upload other images and videos and your book tour schedule, all kinds of stuff. So it gives you this home page on Amazon.com. 
And if it’s available you can even use a vanity URL. It’s a nice thing to have in your newsletter, on your website, wherever. Just send people directly to Amazon, where they can buy your book. 

I’m going to pause for a second. I feel like I’ve been talking a lot, and I think there are some specific questions that we want to get to. Gary, Sharon, if you’d like, we can touch on a couple of the ones that were sent in already. 
Sharon: From your list, from the ones that you have with you right now? Okay, go ahead. 

Neal: Okay, I’ll start with a couple of those, and then we can just see where it takes us. One of the questions sent in earlier I already touched on: “What’s the cost to publish with Amazon?” Zero, but I should point out a couple things. 

The answer is zero if you’re self-publishing your book with KDP. We have a couple of other publishing platforms, but they operate differently than the self-publishing platform. Many of you probably heard of Amazon Publishing, which is really just like a traditional publisher. Like a Random House, like a Harper Collins, which means your book has to be submitted by an agent. They’re not taking unsolicited manuscripts at the moment. If you’ve got an agent, Amazon Publishing is for you.

There are two kind of cool programs right now: one called Kindle World, and one Kindle Scout. 

Kindle World is fan fiction. It has all these different worlds you can choose from, and you can write a short story or a whole novel based on that world. There’s the Kurt Vonnegut world, the Gossip Girl world, the Veronica Mars world, and I think some authors are finding it’s just kind of fun. Try something, if you’re just looking to stretch your muscles a little bit and try something new. It’s kind of a fun outlet. The way it works is you split that 70 percent royalty with the world owner, the rights owner of that world. So still a pretty good royalty rate for books sold in that program. 

Kindle Scout is crowdsourced. You upload your manuscript. The group of readers that belong to the Kindle Scout group votes on a group; I think it’s monthly. I need to check my fact on that. And the winner—or sometimes multiple winners—gets a book contract, a small advance, but pretty good terms and some marketing support from Amazon. 
That was one of the questions. The next one . . . oh, “Amazon recently implemented a preorder function for Kindle books,” which by the way is really helpful and I think people who are self-publishing directly to Kindle have found that a great opportunity for them. But the question is, “Is there a comparable option for CreateSpace titles?” CreateSpace being the print self-publishing platform. 

And the answer is yes. If you publish with CreateSpace, you can have your book available on Amazon as a preorder. I think in general, preorders are a good thing if they’re available to you. It’s just a way to start getting some sales momentum going for your book on Amazon. And if that sales momentum starts early, like before publication, it starts to trigger those mysterious algorithms that even I don’t know about at Amazon, that help push your book up in the visibility rankings on the site. So if you start early enough and spread the word to family, friends, and others, and people start preordering your book, your book appears in more places and your sales rank goes up even before the book is officially on sale.
That was a good question and it is one that is available. There was another question. Gary, Sharon, interrupt me any time if you need to. I’ll do one more question and then maybe we can take a step back and see what else we want to talk about. One of the questions—it’s an interesting one, and I don’t pretend to know all the answers here—but it was about how to contact Amazon reviewers. And then there was a related question from a publicist who’s tried to contact Hall of Fame or Vine reviewers, or Amazon Top Ten reviewers. Both were asking: is there a way to reach out to them? 

The short answer is no. Amazon doesn’t share their information. But I did do a little digging and I’ve learned that—and maybe some of you know this—but there’s an option to comment on a reviewer’s review. And there’s an opportunity there to say, “Hey, I’m a publicist,” or “Hey, whatever. I’d like you to take a look at my book, which is similar to this one that you’re reviewing.” Maybe leave your e-mail address if you’re comfortable with that, or give them some other way to find you. I don’t know how successful it is, but it’s at least one way to at least get a comment to some of those reviewers and hope that they get back to you. 
Real quickly, I’m just going to read something that a top reviewer wrote in response to a similar question. “People can leave a comment with your review. Amazon has a feature where Amazon informs you that you have a comment. You can take it from there and either respond or ignore it. From time to time, people have left comments with my reviews, and I’m more than happy to respond via the comment format.” So that’s what one reviewer wrote about people commenting on his or her reviews and whether or not he or she responds. 

Last thing on that, about contacting reviewers. I mentioned reaching out to some other writers, particularly the self-published folks, and Joanna Penn, a British writer, has a really great blog called The Creative Penn (TheCreativePenn.com). She wrote a post in 2012 that digs a little deeper into this issue of getting Amazon book reviews and contacting reviewers and doing all you can to improve your presence on Amazon in terms of reviews.
So I’ll take a little break there and see if Sharon, you had any other questions trickling in?
Sharon: I do, but why don’t you go on to your next topic? Are you going to talk about ACX next? ’Cause I had some questions when you’re done, if that’s okay.

Neal: Okay. We’ve talked about self-publishing platforms, KDP and CreateSpace, and the benefits there—how easy it is, how affordable it is, how fast you can get your books out into the world. One quick comment, again on KDP and CreateSpace because it applies to what I’ll talk about next, is you have this global reach in a way you really don’t as a traditionally published author, in a way I don’t. My books are sold in the US but not around the world. With KDP and CreateSpace you have access to this global market of readers through Amazon.com because Amazon sells all over the world. Because you own the rights to your books, you can sell them anywhere you want. In my case, I have to hope that my agent or publisher sells my rights in the UK or in a foreign market, in which case I would need a translator. But with self-publishing you can do it all yourself. So those are additional benefits that I didn’t touch on, and those same benefits apply to your question, Sharon, to audiobook publishing.
ACX is this cool program that’s part of Audible, which is now an Amazon company. It’s basically self-publishing for audiobooks. ACX stands for Audiobook Creation Exchange. It’s sort of this marketplace. Again, the link is on that sheet we handed out. 
It’s a place where you can go and say, “Hey, I published my first novel through KDP and I’m looking for a narrator or a manager to help me create my audiobook.” You solicit narrators or producers who are part of that network on ACX. You work toward an agreement between the two of you. There are different ways that it can work. You can pay someone up front to do the book, and there’s a certain set royalty split with that method. Or you can—I’m going to stop there because I don’t have a sheet in front of me that details all of the breakdowns of the royalty splits. It’s easily accessible on that site, and if you want to drill down and learn more, you should go there before I start giving you inaccurate numbers.

But it’s a great program. I think that more readers are listening to books on audio because of mobile devices. I think there was a brief period a while ago where people wondered, “Were audiobooks dead?” But the market for audiobooks is superstrong, and I think a lot of authors, whether they’re traditionally or self-published, are finding that that’s another way to get their books out there, build an audience of readers. It’s sort of this other market ’cause you have to tap into every market that’s available to you: bookstores, online sales. And audiobooks are just another way to get your story out there and connect with more readers. 

Have you used it, Sharon? Is that why you asked me about it?

Sharon: No, I actually haven’t used it, but again, when we talked about Hannah, Hannah’s been giving me brochures for years that I’ve been sharing with the group. But I have some specific questions, if I can, that people have sent in. They’ve got some specific questions. For example: Is there a difference between ACX audiobooks and others in terms of quality, pricing? Whether you use ACX or you use an outside producer, that kind of thing.
Neal: Yeah, I think there’s going to be variables in quality no matter what. So it’s definitely something to be aware of. What’s nice about the ACX marketplace is that, let’s say you’re communicating with a potential narrator, you can listen to samples of that narrator’s work. You can contact them directly and ask specific questions. So you can sort of vet them up front. You can also—I don’t know for certain if there’s kind of a ranking/rating system within ACX, but there is at least that opportunity to check someone out before you go into business with them, and listen to other work that they’ve produced, whether they’re a producer or a narrator. 

But I think it’s definitely something to keep in mind before you plunge in with anyone. My only experience with audiobooks has been with my publishers, who’ve done the publishing for me and, in two instances, have given me the opportunity to at least talk to and get to know the narrators. I don’t think they would have given me the opportunity to say, “No, I don’t like that person,” but it was nice to at least have a chance to talk to them by phone, to check out some of their work and see if the voice felt right to me. So I think it’s definitely incumbent on the author to make sure that they feel like they’re getting a narrator that’s a good fit for their book, that the voice is just right, that the tone is just right. And also agree to terms up front, whether you’re doing it separately through another party or a different company or negotiating with somebody within ACX.
Sharon: Great.

Gary: A question about that, Neal. Do you find there are a lot of people that are trying to do it themselves, the narrating?

Neal: That’s a really good question, and I think you touched on it, Sharon, and didn’t quite go there. I think people are trying it and that it’s really hit or miss. I feel like it’s really a skill, or an art, or a combination of the two. You might think it’s easy enough to read your own book and have it come across the way you’d like it, but professional narrators are professional for a reason. They’ve trained to do that. I think it’s risky to do it yourself. 

It might depend on the kind of book. If it’s something that doesn’t require a certain level of professionalism, and it’s cheaper or more fun or more personal to do it yourself, that might be okay. But I would be careful about plunging into that, doing it yourself.

Gary: I would think that would be as important as not doing your own book cover, actually.

Sharon: That would be like editing your own work.

Neal: Yup, that’s a good comparison, definitely.

Sharon: Bear with me a second; questions are coming in. One of them: “Is there a market for audio nonfiction books?” Versus fiction. Do you know if there’s any difference in demand or sales or anything between fiction and nonfiction for audio?
Neal: It’s a good question. I don’t know. I shouldn’t be definitive. I think fiction is more popular, but I do know that there is a market for nonfiction audiobooks. I don’t know about the sales differential, but I would say it’s equivalent to book sales, where even though fiction might be a little more popular, it’s not so popular that nonfiction is in the bottom 5 percent. I think people who like to read, like to have the option to “read” via audiobook, if they’re voracious readers, they’re interested in both fiction and nonfiction. So I think the market is there. 

I would just also say it’s possible that if you explored some on ACX they might have some more detailed information on the sales breakdown between fiction and nonfiction and other genres. 

Sharon: Okay. And one more ACX. How could one become a narrator? Is that possible? This person’s a professional storyteller and would like to be listed, I guess. Is that on the site also?
Neal: It’s on the site. You should go sign up. I’m not familiar with all the steps, but it is a marketplace for writers and for narrators and for producers. So if you’re a narrator and you’ve done that kind of work before, and have some samples—I think they probably ask you to upload some audio samples just so people can hear your voice, hear your work. It’s definitely available to you as a narrator.
Gary: Now, the word “producer” is a mysterious word for a lot of people. What would a producer do in this situation?
Neal: I’m going to be honest here. I don’t know all the ins and outs. I just know that there’s, on ACX, a distinction between a straight-up narrator, where you, the author, go and all you’re looking for is a voice. You send that narrator your manuscript and they record it, and that’s your audiobook. 

But then there’s this other level of cooperation between you (the author) and a “producer.” I’m pretty sure that’s the term they use on ACX. Producer, where they manage a little bit more of the project with you. There’s probably a fee or a royalty differential there that covers the extra value that a producer would ostensibly bring to the project. 

Gary: So they would put in the music, and the bookend type things that would make it sound good and professional? Would that be one of the things that they would be in charge of?
Neal: Right. They would almost act like the publisher in that instance. And that would include finding the narrator. Maybe they are the narrator themselves, or they find the narrator for you. But they kind of manage the overall project. 

Sharon: I don’t have it in front of me, but I think there was another question about music that I sent you earlier. Do you have that question?

Neal: Oh, yeah. Let me call it up. It was a good question, but I don’t know if I know the answer. It was about BMI.

Sharon: Exactly. And I haven’t dealt with that either.
Neal: It was funny, when I saw that, I thought, “Oh, this is someone who lives in LA, who’s familiar with BMI.” Yeah, the question is, “Can you discuss embedding music in e-books and audiobooks? How do you do it? What does it cost? How is the BMI charge calculated?” I think that’s a great question about the BMI. I don’t know.

To answer part of the question, we talked about KDP. There are other options within KDP for comic books, self-publishing comic books, self-publishing your kids’ book, and an option too for enhanced e-books. Those would be the e-books where you can insert audio or video. All I can offer in response to that is go to the main KDP site; along the right side there are links to the other types of publishing that I just mentioned. Textbooks is one of them, although it’s not exclusively for textbooks. It’s for any kind of enhanced-type e-book where you would want to have improved visuals and embedded video and embedded music. I wonder if you got to that link, it might have some guidance there on the music and BMI issue. 

I’m curious now. When we’re done with this I want to look it up because that’s a really good question. 

Sharon: Okay. We’ll leave it this way: If you find some additional information, if you can e-mail me and I’ll try to get it out to people. 
Neal: Yup, and I would say let’s do that for a lot of the issues I can’t address. If I’m able to find some information afterwards, I’ll send it to you, Sharon, and then you can share it with the rest.
Sharon: Excellent. Do you want to go to another subject, or do you want me to go back to some questions? I’ve got quite a few, but we have plenty of time, so what would you like to do next?

Neal: I think I’ve covered most of the topics I wanted to launch with. I have some notes to myself here, and I might as well just go through them quickly here. We talked about the network that’s out there of other self-published writers who are the ninjas, as I called them. And a few names, and some of you guys might know these names already and know of others, but Hugh Howey is the big one that comes up a lot. A huge bestseller with self-publishing on Amazon. He maintains his own blog where he shares some really strong opinions about what’s working and what’s not, in the area of self-publishing. 

Gary: What kind of books does he have?

Neal: He is sci-fi. Sci-fi fantasy, I should say. He’s got some nonfiction too that he’s written more recently. Shorter books, a little sort of motivational-like advice books. But phenomenal best seller. His big book is Wool, his big breakout book. He’s just a fascinating guy who’s really figured out how a lot of this works and built up his network of readers, and then as I said, in turn, has gone out and then shared what he’s learned with other writers. His blog is great and useful. 
I mentioned Joanna Penn. 

Sharon: What about J. A. Konrath?

Neal: He’s another one. Exactly. J. A. Konrath. He has a great blog. Those are the self-published folks. There’s another blogger/expert/publishing person called Jane Friedman. In fact, I was just in LA a couple weeks ago at the AWP conference, the Association of Writers and Writing Programs, and saw Jane there. She and I were on a panel together. Her blog is fantastic. What I like about her blog is that it covers not just self-publishing, it covers all of it. What’s happening in all aspects of publishing. She offers paid services like seminars and workshops and that kind of thing, but offers tons and tons of great material for free on her blog.

Sharon: I will second that. She’s got terrific information. I use her as a source all the time.

Neal: Great. Good to have that second. I just think she’s great and really devoted to this stuff. And just supersmart. And current. I think so much of this is changing by the day, it seems like. To stay on top of this ever-changing world of publishing and self-publishing She’s really got—to us a cliché, sorry I’m with writers here, but—she’s got her finger on the pulse. 

I get a freebie with that one? Thanks, guys. 
Sharon: What else is on your list of notes? 

Neal: That’s it, yeah. Why don’t we get to more questions?
Sharon: All right. So they’re really all over the place. Some are general but some are more specific so if you’ll bear with me. What kind of books perform well on Kindle Direct, which I’m presuming she means e-books. Which genres, what kind of sales do the more successful books generate? Do you have any kind of numbers or genre categories, anything like that, to give us some idea? 

Neal: We don’t have sales numbers. Amazon doesn’t share those. I think they’re hopefully getting closer to providing better guidance around that without getting too specific or proprietary. Some of the big ones I can talk about. There’s some that might be obvious because they’re the kinds of things that I think do better at a lower price point. So the kinds of books that would do better in paperback, mass-market paperback and that would be romance, is the top seller in KDP. Romance does really well. I think mystery and thrillers should be doing better. It does okay, but I think there’s a lot of room for improvement there. YA does well. Nonfiction is getting there but it’s not quite there yet.

Sharon: So nonfiction is doing better. 

Neal: Yeah, and sci-fi/fantasy does well. I mentioned Hugh Howey; he’s a great example of sci-fi/fantasy doing really well. And I think a way, if the person who asked that question is looking for a little bit more detail and I’m not helping enough, I would say go to Amazon. Play around on Amazon in different—put your explorer hat on a little bit and dig into different parts of the bookstore. You start to see some patterns. So, for example, you can look at the e-book bestseller list and get a sense of, among the top one hundred, which ones are doing best. You can start to piece together trends, without needing the specific sales data from Amazon. 
Another way to do it is go to—there’s a program we didn’t talk about yet, a promotional program within KDP called KDP Select. That is a program where you enroll your book exclusively for sale on Amazon, meaning you’re not selling it elsewhere. In doing so you get these additional promotional benefits that aren’t available to everyone else. So on the one hand, you’re selling exclusively to Amazon; on the other hand, you get the ability to give your book away for free five days out of every ninety-day period. It’s just a way to promote the book and generate some buzz. You can use Kindle countdown deals, where the price goes up over a set period of time, and you’re communicating with your readers on social media or your newsletter, telling them, “Buy it today, ’cause tomorrow it’ll go up a little bit, and the next day it’ll go up more.”
And then there’s this other program called Kindle Unlimited. And that was sort of a roundabout way of saying if you look at Kindle Unlimited, you can also dig in a little bit and get a sense of what’s doing really well there because you can filter it by popularity. What books are getting borrowed or downloaded the most in Kindle Unlimited, in Kindle Select? And then on the main Amazon home page you can figure out which e-books are doing really well in which genres.
Sharon: The exclusivity is for ninety-day periods, correct?
Neal: Right. It’s renewable every ninety days, and then you can opt in, opt out. I think it’s one of those programs where different writers are having different experiences. A lot of them like the ability to have these extra promotional tools at their fingertips on Amazon. I think for a lot of writers, backlist is, it’s a useful program for backlist, you know, a book that’s been out for awhile, as long as you have the rights to it. It’s not moving, it’s not doing anything. And then you enroll it in KDP Select and try a couple things and see if you can breathe some life into this older book. 

Actually, while we’re on that—I want to get to more questions, but it’s too good of a segue to pass up. Pricing is such a big issue, one that everyone is still learning more about, including us at Amazon. But the signs are there that if a self-published author has control of their own pricing, or a publisher is willing to pay attention to and manage the pricing of a book, you can really extend the sales life of a book. I’ll use myself as an example. My last book, which is a biography of Robert Ripley, came out in 2013, and like a lot of traditional print books it came out of the gate just fine and sold well for the first couple of months. And then it sort of slowed down. A year after hardcover publication, the paperback came out. That did fine, and then it slowed down. So the challenge is always how do you keep it going? How do you maintain sales? 
Well, two things happened with that, with my book. An e-book that I didn’t even know about. The book was published by Crown, which is part of Random House, and what Random House did was lower the e-book price two different times in the past six months, to $1.99. The first time they did that the book shot up to number ninety-nine on Amazon, on all of Amazon. The book was two and a half years old by that point. It was probably languishing in the nether reaches of sales on Amazon, and by lowering the price—which means it was then featured on this special page of Amazon that features books that are at that price—it shot up to the top one hundred for a week or so, and then it trailed off as you would imagine. But then Random House did that again, six months later, and the book got another nice boost.

So my point in all that is in self-publishing, you have control over pricing. And with some of these programs that we talked about, like KDP Select, you have the ability to do different things and try different things. I think that’s kind of interesting and exciting, because traditionally you would just go that same route. Hardcover, paperback, and then long term you just hope for the best. Right? But now you’ve got some of these tools available to you that weren’t available before.

Sharon: Right. Can I go back to questions?

Neal: Please do.

Sharon: Okay. I’d like to talk about reviews a little bit. I’ve got several different questions. For example, one—if you could talk about paid reviews? Good, bad, allowed, not allowed? And then I have a different follow-up question.

Neal: Okay. There are a lot of companies out there that are responding to what I think is this need that we talked about earlier: for authors to find new ways to get their books out there. I think at times it might feel tempting to pay someone to provide reviews. I don’t recommend it, but I also—you know, you do what works best for you and what you’re most comfortable with. I think there are other ways to get reviews without having to pay for them.

We haven’t talked about Goodreads yet. Another Amazon company now, great collection of readers. I forget how many now, but in the tens of millions of readers there who are hungry for books. It’s a great place to get your book reviewed if you set up your author page there and enroll your books there, and use that platform to do some giveaways. It’s one way to get reviews for free. The idea is that it sometimes creates some increased exposure for your book and will generate sales on Amazon because that’s how many Goodreads books are sold, is through the Amazon platform, and then you’ll get reviews there. 

So I think that’s one idea to tuck away on your list of things to do when you’re seeking reviews.
As far as whether paid reviews are allowed on Amazon: I think Amazon has been trying to tighten up some of the rules around who’s allowed to create a customer review and who’s not, and that has created some controversy, to be honest. I’ve heard stories, and I think one of the questions we got earlier was related to someone who tried to review that person’s book and couldn’t. They were blocked by Amazon for some reason. 

Sharon: Right. That was my follow-up question, yes.
Neal: So I think there’s a lot going on, and I think some of it has to do with Amazon trying to respond to scams out there. Just sort of mass reviews by some company who didn’t read the book but is just trying to generate sales for some book. So there’s really sort of this power struggle going on. The review system is vulnerable to being taken advantage of. I think some of the responses from Amazon have inadvertently caused some challenges for authors who are trying to get their books reviewed, in some cases by people who might be connected but not necessarily in a conflicted way. So I do know Amazon is trying to figure that out and working to improve how they’ve responded to some of what’s going on. 
Sharon: So if a Goodreads friend contacts an author and says, “I’ve tried to post a review to Amazon and it wouldn’t let me,” and they’re not related, I mean this is totally legit, who should try to communicate with Amazon? Should it be the author? Should it be the person on Goodreads whose Amazon review was rejected? What is the remedy or suggested steps to try to communicate?

Neal: I don’t know if there’s a proven go-to step yet. I would say, to your point, both. Both author and reviewer should try and contact Amazon. I think we have a really good customer service system, but it’s not perfect. I have heard from people who are trying to get an answer to something and just can’t quite get the answer that they want. You know, just because there’s so many customers out there, it’s impossible for customer service people to respond personally to every single inquiry. 
But I would say, try it. The author should say, “Hey, I heard from someone who’s trying to review my book and they were blocked. I don’t know that person. We’re only . . . whatever, maybe we’re Facebook friends.” That shouldn’t prevent that person from—
Sharon: Exactly, right. Okay, we have a batch of questions from people who want to talk about children’s books on both platforms, Kindle and CreateSpace. If you could talk a little bit about how to do it, because it’s obviously different. It’s not text-based. There’s illustrations, and how does it all work for setting up on both. How well do children’s picture books do on Kindle? Could you talk about that a little?
Neal: I can. In fact, I was at a conference last summer which was the 21st Century Children’s Nonfiction Conference in New York. So it was nonfiction, but really what we ended up talking about, more broadly, was kids’ digital books in general. Amazon does have a tool for kids’ books that’s called the Kindle Kids’ Book Creator tool—I might have one word off there, but you’ll find it on the main KDP page. Again, off to the right where you can find links to Comic Book Creator and Kids’ Book Creator. 
It’s pretty cool and easy, fun to use. I played around with it last year. I mentioned Hugh Howey; he’s created his own kids’ books because it’s really easy to upload an image, either something you’ve drawn yourself and you’ve got the JPEG or whatever format, or you buy some stock imagery and upload that. Then you resize it within the tool, you add some text, and literally within twenty minutes you can create a twenty-page kids’ book. So it’s kind of fun.
I think early on there had been some challenges in getting kids to read or parents to read to their kids on devices like Kindle. I think it’s getting better and better incrementally; I think there’s a lot of improvement that could be had, both in terms of the quality of the digital kids’ books and in terms of the offerings. And too, just like the buy-in from readers. I think currently we don’t think of digital first when we think of kids’ books. We think of hardcover or paperback, you know, that physical object that you want to hold and share with your kids. 

But I think it’s changing. It’s just another way to share a kids’ book digitally. I think the self-publishing version of that is kind of fun. And if it’s free, why not try it? So that’s the KDP Kids’ Creator tool. And then CreateSpace definitely publishes a lot of kids’ books. Their print quality is great and getting better all the time. I’ve been to their warehouse and publishing facilities in Charleston and seen the facilities there, and the quality’s just great. It’s hard to tell any difference between what they’re doing and any other publisher anywhere is doing. They’re not doing hardback books yet, or not much; I think that’s coming soon. So if you’re a kids’ book author and you prefer hardcover, I think that’s coming down the pike a little bit, but you can still get high quality paperback kids’ books self-published through CreateSpace.
Was there another question in there, Sharon?

Sharon: Yes, actually there is one more. You talked about CreateSpace having some services that they offer. You can either have your book edited yourself, pay for it, and then take the finished product to CreateSpace, or you do have some stock cover, that sort of thing. Somebody was asking, a couple of people were asking about illustrators for children’s books with CreateSpace. Is that one of the services that you offer?

Neal: That’s a great question and maybe a good business idea. I don’t think they offer that. I’m fairly certain. I know that both CreateSpace and KDP have been talking about, “What else can we offer? What else do authors need? Do they need imagery?” There’s the connection to illustrators. I don’t think we’re there yet. 
Sharon: Okay, so for the moment they need to have their books illustrated to produce them. They need to come to the platform with that.

Neal: Right. Either illustrated or have their own imagery that would be part of the book. So stock imagery that they have purchased or own themselves. You know what I mean? So there’s illustrated, that’s one thing, and then there’s images, photos, that you can still do yourself. 

Sharon: Okay. That actually brings up, somebody had a question about photos. She has a book with a lot of photos and is wondering about any kind of concerns turning it into an e-book.

Neal: I think it’s available, definitely available with KDP. You can either embed the images into your manuscript as you’re formatting it and getting ready to upload it to KDP. There’s a lot of advice on the site there around how to format your book before you upload it. But it does absolutely allow as much photography imagery as you like. 

And there’s also, once you upload your manuscript with the images embedded in it, then there’s a tool you could use that gives you a view of exactly what it would look like on a Kindle, and not just Kindle but other devices as well. So you can see if you need to resize the image a little bit. and you can do that within the tool, just to make sure it fits within the margins and that it’s not bleeding out somewhere and that you’re getting the full image in there. And I think the quality too, of how those images render on Kindle and other devices, is getting better every single day. I think stuff’s looking really good.

Gary: Let me go back to a children’s book question for just a second. You indicated that KDP is able to do a pretty good job with a children’s book, but it sounds like it’s not complete yet; it’s not where you want it to be. Let’s say we have put a children’s book on there right now, and it’s not exactly what we want but it’s good and we like it, whatever. The new algorithms or whatever come out a year or a year and a half from now. Is this redoable? Can we redo the book?

Neal: Yeah, that’s a really good question, and the answer applies to a lot of what we’ve been talking about. And the answer is yes.

 I think that’s what’s really cool about some of this. And it applies to not just improving the imagery for a kids’ book, but maybe you find a mistake. Or maybe you are getting reviews and ten out of one hundred reviews point out this one specific thing. You, the author, think, “Goddammit! I wish I had fixed that one thing!” Whether it’s a character or a plot point or some formatting issue, or an image, or whatever it is, a character’s name. You’re the rights owner, you own the whole thing. You can go in and change it, and then maybe do something with that. Reach out to your readers and say, “Hey, I heard from a lot of you that everybody hated the character Melinda. Well, you know what? She’s gone. I cut her out of my book. Go check out the new version of my book without Melinda.” Or whatever. You can come up with different scenarios that could work the same way. 

But I think that’s really cool, and again, using my experience for reference, I look at stuff in my books now and think, “Aw, man! I hate that. I wish I had cut out that entire page or rephrased that in a different way.” We’ve all been there, you know. We all know what it’s like to see something in print and wish you had the opportunity to take it back and redo it. With digital publishing you can. And you can do it instantly and just reupload a new manuscript and have the new version live, right away.
Sharon: Can you talk for a couple of minutes about Amazon Advantage program?

Neal: I wish I could. It’s a good question and it’s something I wish I knew more about. It’s something that came up just this past week from one of the organizations that I provide grant funding to. They are part of the Advantage program and they wanted some advice on how they could work more closely with Amazon. I just don’t know enough about it. Is there more detail in the question?
Sharon: Somebody asked a brief question, and I just thought it was a good idea to talk about it because it’s publisher-based, right? It’s publishers signing up with Amazon, the fees available and the services available, so just in general I though an overall conversation would be helpful. 

Neal: Yeah, and it’s a good callout and a good question. In general it’s a program where small publishers can, it’s not quite self-publishing for small publishers, but close to that. You can establish your presence on Amazon and have a direct relationship with the website and how your books are featured and sold on Amazon. It’s sort of a version of what Random House has, but a smaller version. It’s something that’s available not only to, let’s say, a very small publisher or a magazine publisher who wants to start featuring some of their books or anthologies on Amazon, but it’s available to self-published authors who, in some cases, are turning themselves into small publishers, helping other authors get published, and using that Advantage program to improve how they feature their books on Amazon. 

Sharon: Is there any kind of additional link or info that you can get me after the call? That I can send out afterward?

Neal: Yeah. We’ll talk afterward about a lot of this. If you remind me I’ll try to find as much information as I can. At minimum a link, and then maybe some additional information that we can share with folks.

Sharon: Okay, terrific. This is an interesting question: talking about reviews, how many are needed, minimum, before the book gains some leverage or traction? One of our members wrote in. She says she’s heard a magic number like 120. I personally have heard fifty. Is there a number that, after a certain amount of customer reviews, gets Amazon’s attention for whatever reason, to send out e-mails to people—“if you bought this, you may be interested in this.” Anything like that?

Neal: Yeah. You know, I’m being completely honest. I have no idea what the magic number is. I wish I did. As an author, I have wondered the same thing. Maybe there’s one guy at Amazon who holds the secret key to the secret box that has the magic algorithm. If he exists, I’ve never met him.
Here’s what I think about some of that. I think it’s kind of fascinating to wonder about what it might take to hit that number and do other things to get that flywheel spinning, but when I talk to lots of groups I try and focus on what I do know and have an insight into. And that comes back to doing all of the things that you can to get that flywheel spinning. I do look at it that way. 

I mean, it’s a great question and a great point. You need reviews to generate some buzz within the Amazon machine to start getting your book featured in different places. I think reviews are definitely part of that and I think the more reviews the better in general. It’s sort of obvious. But that drives how you create your marketing plan. If you know you need more reviews, you do whatever you can to get as many as you can. 

And get as many legitimate reviews as possible, too. I think Amazon customers are pretty savvy. If they read a review and they can tell that person didn’t read the book or that it was—this goes back to the paid review question—maybe it just feels like it was bogus. I’m not saying that all paid review programs are like that, but if there’s just a hint of “this doesn’t feel right to me,” it doesn’t feel right to the customer and they might not buy it. So you lose that opportunity to improve sales. 

But customer reviews are one thing that you need and you need to get a lot of. And I think sales is another. We talked about the presales earlier and using that as an opportunity to get some momentum going and get that flywheel spinning. It’s another push of that flywheel, right? Reviews is one, sales is one, I think the giveaway program that we mentioned, that’s on that handout that we gave everybody. If you, maybe a week after your book is first published, or really anytime when you’re looking for that boost, you promote a giveaway on Amazon. And that’s another nudge of that flywheel that just keeps things going. 
Those are the main things to get that algorithm kicking in and supporting you and featuring your book in all these places. But I think too something for everyone to think about, if you don’t already, is being part of the whole community. The goal is to sell more books and reach your readers and sustain this writing career that you probably feel passionately about. But I think one way of doing that is to also help other writers. So that means reviewing other people’s books, promoting other people’s books on your social media channels and on your website and in your e-mail newsletter. And I say that because we’re talking about that flywheel idea. 

I think the more that you, the authors out there, not just as the author who’s saying “Hey, buy my book,” but you’re the author who’s saying “Hey, my book is out. But also, did you guys read this book by so and so? I think it’s great, and I think you’d like it.” Or you’re out there attending book signings and going to your local book store or being part of a club, a community like we’re part of at this moment. I think all those things are important too. There’s not just one thing to do to sell your one book or all your books or improve your author brand. I think it’s all of it.
And I think just be being here tonight you’re doing that, so congrats to you for that. And I can tell too from these questions that you guys get it. These are smart questions; these aren’t beginner questions. It just gives me a sense that everyone’s headed in the right direction. We’re all, myself included, looking for more answers. Sometimes it’s frustrating, just because you want to do more. You want to reach more readers; you want to sell more books. I think a lot of the things we’re talking about tonight can help, and being part of the community needs to be a component of that as well.

Sharon: Okay. A few more. Some really interesting questions. Somebody wrote, “I have heard that if there are a lot of photographs that the percentage rate that Amazon pays is lower because the images take up more space.” I’ve heard something along those lines too. If the Kindle book is bigger than x megabytes or something. I have heard that, but I don’t—it hasn’t affected any of my clients, so I didn’t investigate it. Do you know what the number is?
Neal: You know, that’s actually a new one to me. I’ve not heard that.

Sharon: Okay. Can I put that down as a follow-up question for me to follow up with you on?

Neal: Yeah, and I can try. The one thing I can say is, the photographs taking up more space, as far as I know, shouldn’t be the issue because it’s really about page count. And if the image is on one page, that’s a page of text or it’s a page of imagery—it still counts as one page. Maybe there’s some nuance that the questioner has run into, Sharon.

Sharon: I think it’s the total size; that’s what I heard. Like if it’s more than five megabytes or something there’s a different charge or less of a royalty or something. Something like that.

Neal: Oh, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I get it. Okay. That’s a good question and I don’t know the answer, and that’s definitely one I can follow up on.

Sharon: Okay, great. 

Gary: I’m sorry to do the accounting here but, Sharon, you’ll keep track of some of the questions?

Sharon: I am. I’ve got big asterisks all over the follow-up questions. No problem. Okay, so this is interesting. You may not know the answer but we’re going to ask it anyway. How many brick-and-mortar stores is Amazon opening? Is one planned for LA? 
Neal: I don’t know. I do know, and you probably all know, about the one planned for outside of La Jolla, or outside of San Diego in La Jolla. I have heard of one more that I don’t know if I’m allowed to say yet; it’s not LA. But I really don’t know. I met with those folks before the first one opened, just to get a sense of what they were doing, and because they were curious about some of the work that I do, whether we might one day want to host authors and readings at the stores which they’re not going to do now. I think that’s on the back burner. They want to make sure they are up and running and get the sense that they’re doing it right. Maybe they’ll consider events later down the line. 

I honestly don’t know. We’ve all read the reports. Maybe it’s going to be in the thousands, maybe it’s going to be in the hundreds, maybe it’s just going to be in the dozens. I really don’t know. I don’t know; it’s an interesting experiment. I’ve been to the one in Seattle, and it’s an interesting store.
Sharon: Okay. Here’s another question I’m prepared for you not to answer, but I’m going to ask it anyway: what is the market breakdown for national sales of e-books, Amazon, Nook, and other e-readers?

Neal: Yeah, I don’t know. I probably wouldn’t be allowed to answer it even if I did know, but I don’t know. And I wonder who does. I’m curious. 
Sharon: Okay. Can you talk a little bit about cross-platform with Amazon e-books on other readers?

Neal: I can try. I think it’s not an area I’m super familiar with. One thing I can say is because Amazon recognizes that not everyone owns a Kindle. It’s not the one and only way to read an e-book. They’ve made it easier and are trying to continue that trend, to read on other devices. If you have an iPad or an iPhone like I do, you can use the Kindle app to read your Kindle books. Or other e-books that you buy from Amazon. You’re not required to have a Kindle to be able to read Kindle books. 
One just real quick addition to that—which I think is cool, it’s neat—is there’s this Whispersync functionality for books, and it applies to audiobooks too, if you own them both. But if I’m reading on my Kindle at night and I go to sleep, and then I get on the bus in the morning and I pick up my iPhone, I can open that same book, and it is open to that same place where I left off the night before on my Kindle. So they sync with each other, not just Kindle to Kindle but Kindle to iPhone and Kindle to laptop, and if you own the audiobook, I can leave off my Kindle at night and then pick up my iPhone and listen to the audiobook and it will pick up at the same spot where I left off the night before. So, kinda cool.

Sharon: Okay. Can you talk a little bit about CreateSpace so that you’re selling books on Amazon but also about selling in brick-and-mortar stores? How it’s done, is it not done, is it doable, whatever?

Neal: Yup, and to my point that this is a savvy crowd, it’s a great question because I hear that a lot. It’s an important one if you’re trying to figure out whether to go with CreateSpace or not. Yes. There is the ability to sell not only in brick-and-mortar stores but also get your book into libraries. I think it was a challenge earlier on for CreateSpace because there was this understanding from bookstores that CreateSpace was an Amazon company, and there was a resistance to having Amazon-related books in their stores. But I think as those books have improved in quality and sort of the acceptance of the self-publishing world of books has gone up, the bookstores have had to respond to that and not resist. And I think I should back up a little bit and say that hasn’t primarily been related to CreateSpace books. I think Amazon Publishing books have had a harder time getting into the bookstores, less so than CreateSpace. So again on the CreateSpace website you can drill down a little bit into some of the info sections, and there is a pretty detailed section on distribution outlets. You can choose how you want to distribute your book through CreateSpace. And if you want extended distribution, which I think lowers your royalty rate, it’s still competitive and at a higher level than traditional publishing. But you lower the royalty rate and in turn you get extended distribution through Ingram and Baker & Taylor,  and that gets your book into bookstores. 
So let’s say you publish your book with CreateSpace. You want to do a reading at your local bookstore and you’re in the extended distribution program with CreateSpace. Your bookstore can order as many copies as it wants and have them available for your reading and signing.

Sharon: Okay, great. I thought this was a really interesting question. This person is interested in beginning to publish on Amazon with a short story that runs just shy of four thousand words. He’s asking the best way to do this. 
Neal: A good one. I think what’s kind of cool about what’s happening with self-publishing and digital publishing is that it doesn’t have to be a certain specific size. It’s a digital book, so it can be short, long, in-between. I don’t know if there’s a minimum requirement for a KDP book. I’m sure those details are on the website. I wish I knew it off the top of my head. I think it’s possible that you could publish it as an e-book even though it’s a short story and just say so, in the book description, that this is a short piece.
But there are a couple other things. One, we have a program called Kindle Singles. It operates similar to a traditional publisher where you have to submit our story and it has to get approved. But—
Sharon: I heard it’s really hard to get approved!

Neal: I haven’t gotten approved, so yeah. I’ve tried some ideas. But you never know. It’s like all of publishing. Some things break through and some things click. So it shouldn’t prevent someone from trying. But it’s a great program. People who sell there do really well. It’s gives you another outlet on Amazon that again comes back to that flywheel: you have a presence on Amazon in Kindle Singles, and maybe a book over here somewhere, and maybe a review over here. It’s worth trying. 

And then . . . I had one more thought. There was another program I wanted to mention, and it doesn’t exactly address this question. It’s a little program we’ve got called Write On. I think the URL is WriteOn.Amazon.com. It might be on that handout—it should be on that handout. It’s kind of a social writing site where you can upload stuff. You don’t sell it, but you’re connecting to a community of readers and writers and asking for feedback, either on a whole story or on a character or on a section. Just sort of a way to test something out, sort of workshop a piece. I know that’s not what that person was asking about with their shorter piece, but it’s something that might be worth checking out if you’re not quite done with that story.
Sharon: Is there a minimum requirement size for CreateSpace? I think there is, isn’t there?

Neal: Again, I’m sure the guidelines on their site would say so. I don’t know. 

Sharon: Okay. I’m going to follow up with you because I think that would be of interest to our folks. 

Neal: Yeah. I know CreateSpace does poetry; those tend to be shorter. Four thousand words, that could be, if it was a larger font, that could be as many as twenty pages, especially if there was some spacing and some imagery. It’s possible that a four-thousand-word story could extend into a twenty-page book. But I’m sure the details of what’s allowed and what’s not are on both CreateSpace and KDP.
Sharon: Okay. A couple of things—I think these are really fabulous questions, I have to say. Can you talk about pricing a book. In other words, you know, an author’s book is up there and the list price is $19.95, but Amazon’s price on Monday is $14.95 and on Tuesday it’s $15.95. Can you talk a little bit about how they come up with those prices and changing them and why?

Neal: Yeah. So there are a couple things there. I think pricing is a really interesting topic; we could probably spend a whole hour just on pricing alone. And we touched on it a little bit earlier. I think Amazon is still learning, I think self-publishers are still learning, and I think publishers themselves are still learning what works and how to use pricing to their advantage. I think the challenge has been, the traditional model has always been set price. Hardcover, the list price anyway, is twenty-five bucks, paperback is twelve or fifteen bucks, mass market paperback is six or eight bucks, and that’s been kind of set in stone. 
Then when Amazon starts selling books and the big retailers, Barnes & Noble and Borders, start selling books, everything’s discounted. Discounted books sell more. 
In terms of that specific question about changing prices, I would need to know whose book it is. So if it’s a Random House book and the price keeps changing on Amazon, it’s not necessarily Amazon that’s changing that price; it could be Random House. You know I gave the example earlier of my last book and Random House deciding to discount the e-book down to $1.99, and that was all Random House’s decision. In terms of e-book pricing, because of the recent legal actions, the publishers have control over all e-book pricing on Amazon. We can’t discount it. They set the price and that’s that. 

Sharon: Right. But this is not that. I’m talking about, especially with small—a lot of small publishers use distributors, and the distributors are not changing the price. They submit it to Amazon with the list price. And then, the price fluctuates. It’s definitely Amazon changing it. The distributor and the publisher are not changing it. It’s not a complaint; we’re just curious. It’s not a complaint in any way. It varies.

Neal: It’s a good question. I’ve actually not heard that before because I often talk to one or the other; you know, the traditional publisher whose pricing is set by their publisher—sorry, a traditionally published author whose pricing is set by their publisher, or a self-published author who has their own control, so that distributed model and the fluctuating prices—I just haven’t heard enough about that to know how to answer that well. I think that one is worth asterisking, and we follow up later if I can find some information on that.

Sharon. Okay, all right. I’ll try to actually get you an example of some of my client books.
Neal: Oh, yeah, that’d be good.

Sharon. Okay. Shall we do one more and then call it a night?
Neal: That sounds great.

Sharon: How much of a difference does it make to have as many people as possible buy the book on Amazon on one day?
Neal: Another good question. You guys are good.
Sharon: We’re making you earn your money today.

Neal: Seriously. I’m sweating over here. You’re like pushing me to the limit. 

I think it’s a great idea. I think it depends on what your goals are. And obviously reaching—we talked about some of the things that get that flywheel spinning and improve your book’s visibility on Amazon. As you rise up in this sales ranking, that obviously improves your visibility and your book is featured in more places. You know, somebody’s buying a book, they get that little message at the bottom: “You might like these books too that are similar to yours,” that kind of stuff. 

So if you can arrange things in a way where you have a lot of people buying at one time and you get a nice spike in sales, that really gets the flywheel spinning and improves your visibility. The challenge, though, is can you sustain that sales pacing, or cadence, I should say. You know, if you use up all your promotional effort on a one-day sales spike, you’ll do well and your book will get featured, and there’ll probably be an ongoing effect from that. I’ve no idea how long that would last, whether it’s a day or two or three, or a week or more, but that’ll taper off. So I think you need to ask yourself, “How do I want to play this?”

And it, too, I think, ties to what else you’ve got going on. Is there a review in the LA Times, maybe, that’s coming out, or a review on Goodreads, or a bunch of reviews you’ve got lined up on Goodreads? How can you coordinate everything so that you’re not doing everything necessarily on one day, but maybe you’re staggering things over a couple of days and you sort of get this momentum that’s a sustainable momentum and doesn’t peter out after a day or so.

That help?

Sharon: Yes, absolutely. This has been absolutely wonderful and fabulous, Neal. We can’t thank you enough for spending time with us.

Gary: Yes, you’ve really done a great job and been very, very generous. All that time away from your dog.

Neal: He’s gonna be pissed ’cause I put him in the basement.

Gary: Let’s hope not literally.
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