“ 


Sloppy, Inefficient, Dilatory

This was one man’s experience of one Self-publishing company  With care others will fare much better with POD
For a budding author the principle of Print on Demand (POD) is a good way into publishing his or her book.  Let’s face it the best-known publishing houses are often spoilt for choice with well-known names.  The newcomer has to break through this barrier.  Besides, the publishing houses want to think in terms of large volume sales and will not readily risk an author unless they can sell his/her work in tens of thousands of copies.  POD companies are prepared to respond to the demand that there is for your work.  Creating demand begins with you although the better Self-Publisher will help.

WHAT IS PRINT ON DEMAND and how does it work?  First, find a publishing company that will lead you through the process of getting into print.  They will, for a fee, take your manuscript and format it into a handy size that will sit or stand on someone’s bookshelf.  Some will do the size formatting for you or guide you about what to do. Then, when your masterpiece is ready, you send it to them.  They will then do some work and return this to you as a PDF file.  In other words it is a photograph so if you find something that needs to be changed or you don’t like their formatting you cannot do anything immediately with that document.  It can be very frustrating!!! Just make a note of the changes. Then mail or email them back to your company.
FINDING A WORTHWHILE COMPANY ought not to be too great a strain.  There are several good guides on this subject.  I discovered Mark Levine’s The Fine Print of Self-Publishing.  This gives good advice on the ‘dos and don’ts’ of the process of getting into print.  Which, let’s face it can be much more difficult than writing the book.  Oh yes, be warned!  It can be very discouraging and frustrating!  Before you choose do have a look at the way the print in their books is laid out.  One international company, aggressively advertised, does not look so good next to conventional trade publishers.  They ought not to be inferior. Also this POD Company’s royalty is rather poor.
THE COVER FOR YOUR BOOK is usually the responsibility of your company.  They may ask your opinion and whether you have any preferences.  If you have they will discuss the merits.  Now, don’t be surprised if they use expressions like “old-fashioned” or “lacking impact.”  Let’s face it they have, or should have, the experience and expertise that will help your book to be picked up and examined with interest by a potential buyer.

PROOF READING will usually be the author’s responsibility unless this is paid for as a separate service.   A good POD company will arrange a press release and a review in the literary section of suitable newspapers. The best-established POD companies will have agreements with booksellers.  
WILL YOUR BOOK SUCCEED?  There are several factors at work here.  Firstly, have you, the author done his/her groundwork?  Do you know your subject and have the ability to communicate?   Let’s assume that you have. Now let’s think of any other matters that can be used to promote the book.   There are at least two possible courses of action that the would-be author can take.
Try to get an endorsement. Do you know someone in the public eye who will look at your work and give you a favourable appraisal?   If you don’t you may know someone who can be asked to help you find a famous name or, if they like your work, approach the well-known person on your behalf.  Getting the advice of a known writer or authority may have three effects, first they may say “yes I like it but...” and go on to make some recommendations.  Some may not be happy and eventually tell you so.  If they take a long time with your manuscript suspect the worst.  On the other hand the reviewer may give you a superb endorsement. 
Please, if you get a refusal and this is possible don’t be downhearted.  For every person who doesn’t like your work there will be others who see its value, even love it.  So keep this in mind.

Perhaps, if your reviewer has suggested changes then it may not be a totally good idea to go back again. Unless you are sure that you’ve got everything spot on.  He or she may concentrate overly on the changes or additions recommended.  A new reviewer whose ideas you are familiar with could be the better way.  With some professionals finding time will be a problem to review, especially if your work is long or has complex arguments.  This—unless they are recently retired, then they may be happy to have a fresh project and review your book.

What about a website?  Yes, I agree you could spend ‘serious’ money.  Then again this is not necessary.  There are software programs by the truckload that can guide you into the process.  However, you may be editing or writing and the prospect of a crash course in website creation may not be appealing.  Better get some help and this will cost you some cash.  Then again it can pay for itself handsomely.
“SLOPPY, INEFFICIENT AND DILATORY” can it be?   It’s true not all publishing outlets offering this service are professional, efficient and prompt.  As Stephen Board of Writers’ Edge says: -

“The subsidy publishers and Print on Demand folk vary greatly in their 

quality and competence.  Some are very fine and others are just printers.” 
 So, a word to the wise is— careful, choose well!  Not everyone does let’s take one unfortunate case.

ONE MAN’S EXPERIENCE was not good.  Peter lives in Britain and had found that getting published through a recognised publishing house in the United Kingdom was difficult, time consuming and not very encouraging.  He wondered whether finding a home for his manuscript with a POD outfit in the USA would be good.  Peter had tried to get a recommendation in the US but had not been given clear advice.  He had to make his own enquiries and use his own judgment.  Search engines are wonderful tools but—if only they could issue a star rating (✰) for the companies they list. 

ON THE EAST COAST, not very far from Savannah, Peter found what seemed to be a likely company who it seemed had published plenty of books. They had a very well constructed website and offered economic prices. They even had some good testimonials from satisfied writers he was impressed and to cut a long story short signed up with them. After his payment had been cleared he was assigned what they were pleased to call a “Publishing Specialist.”  It was looking good.
Then this Specialist got in contact and Peter began to have doubts.  They were slight ones to begin with but they continued. The Specialist had problems with English. At the end of the email was a well known quotation with a glaring spelling mistake. Oh well, it was a mistake that wasn’t too difficult to make. Peter admits that in front of his school blackboard/whiteboard he had to be extra careful with spelling. Also, he agrees that mistakes are easier at the computer face. But he uses a spellchecker and that keeps him on the right track.  Further emails from his Specialist had the same error and in later ones the standard of spelling became worse and eventually awful. 
Then there was a very unprofessional mix up over a copyright number.  As Peter was prepared to let literary agents and others look at the manuscript getting copyright seemed to be the best way.  This is the advice given to writers by those used to dealing with books ready to be published.  Peter went to the United Kingdom Copyright Service and registered his work.   The number was entered on the title page of the document and from the Insert menu © was chosen to make it absolutely clear.  This caused the Specialist a great problem. Was this an ISBN number?  This seemed a rather foolish question as these numbers all begin with the four letters “ISBN.”
THINGS ONLY GOT WORSE as some of the formatting that Peter had so carefully been put into the text of the manuscript was not copied accurately. When the first PDF file arrived for checking Peter decided not to have a mental breakdown but to tough it out. He asked that instead of another PDF file the formatted book be returned as a Word document. This meant that he could do any necessary amendments personally. There were quite a number.  Now they could be done to his satisfaction.  But Peter was doing the publisher’s work for them. Things could not go on like this something had to be done.

Another thing was finding someone in the United States to review the manuscript.  After all that is where it was to be published so this made sense.  Peter duly asked the company for advice on this.  He had earlier asked the “Chief Operating Officer” for advice on future advertising and had been speedily given the information.  Let’s be clear Peter was quite happy to do the letter writing there was no suggestion that the “Chief Operating Officer” would be given the task. After all, the company were charging a budget price.  This is the reply he received: -

“I am sorry but I am not of any help in that area since that is not something I do.”
Apparently Peter resisted the temptation of writing back and saying something like, ‘ I thought that your job was publishing books.’

GOING TO THE MANAGEMENT was the only option but where to look?  There were 3 people whose names were known. These were the Publishing Specialist, The Chief Operating Officer (who sounded like some kind of surgeon) and a third member of staff who had only surfaced when earlier complaints had been sent in.   There had been an increasing number of those!

The ultimatum that was sent to the company was ignored to begin with.  Eventually, the cost for publishing was refunded minus a reasonable charge for formatting.  Owing to a change in the rate of exchange Peter was not out of pocket.

THE WORST CASE SCENARIO is paying ‘up front’ charges and then, when problems arise, not being able to get them back.  There has, in the last few weeks, been a letter sent to the money pages of Britain’s Times newspaper where the correspondent complained of not having had satisfaction after 15 months of delays. He had paid them a fee to begin the publishing process. Making progress towards getting things done was agonising.
Again, as in the case above, there were excuses and abysmal spelling mistakes.  The customer was told that their work contained “anomoloies.”  Diggory Press were the company named. They are based in the United Kingdom and are to be avoided like the influenza virus.  The Times discovered that there were many other people who had been failed by this company.  This is what they told the correspondent and other readers.
Not only did this company hold on to your manuscript for 15 months, it

also failed to do the job that you had paid it for...
An offer to ‘clean up’ the manuscript produced 4 pages of errors. This was not quite as bad as Peter’s experience.
The final piece of advice from the Times’s was, if all else failed, to get the addresses of the owners from Companies House, City of London as no telephone number could be found and these people were proving elusive.  
In the case of Peter he felt that his manuscript might have been eventually published but decided not to risk it.  With this final case there seems that not only were they “sloppy, inefficient and dilatory” their business integrity is also in doubt!

May I wish you well? Finally, if you have a book in you do something about it.  You may not make your fortune. But at worst you may only have a sell few hundred copies to cover your expenses. From someone who has had the disappointments, sleeplessness and darned hard work I wish you every success. May you prosper! 

David Gates, January 2009

Footnote: David Gates is the author of Jesus—A Serious Beginner’s Guide to be published by Athena Press in 2009.  Its subtitle declares that it contains “Almost everything you need to Know.”  It is a reference book for both the serious enquirer and the more mature Christian.   A website using the name of the book will be available shortly. 

