(BOOMING, MISUNDERSTOOD,
GAME-CHANGING,
POTENTIALLY MANIPULATIVE)

Every entrepreneur today seems to have
written a book. But here’s what they might not
tell you: The book wasn’t really written to be
read. And they didn’t always do any writing.




On the conference room floor, Rusk got t
chatting with Adam Witty, CEO of a publish
ing company called Advantage Media Group
And Wittytold Rusk thathe wasmissinga cru
cial step in his path to keynote success.

“Haveyouever considered writingabook?
Witty asked.

Rusklaughed. “Ithinkaboutit every day,” he
said. “ButI'drather wake up and eat my pillow:
For the past year, the social media consultan
had labored to write a table of contents anc
somebullet points, but hejust couldn’t get any
further than that,

Witty knew this problem well. He’d comse
to the conference precisely to find folks like
Rusk—which, ashe definesthem, are entrepre-
neurs with amessage butno bullhorn. And he
knew exactly what they wanted to hear, “Wha
ifyoudidn’t have towrite?” the publisher askec
Rusk. “What if you could write a hook just by
talking?” Then helaid out his publishing com-
pany's process: Rusk would spend between 1¢
and12 hoursbeinginterviewed overthe phone
by an Advantage editor, and those interviews
would then be transcribed'and molded into 2
series of chapters. Rusk would work with the
editor torefinethe manuscript, and Advantage
would design the book and publish it.

From start to finish, the entire process
would take about 30 hours and cost roughly
$25,000. Rusk would have a book, which he
could use to help position himselfas a thought
leader worthy of stage time—because this,
Witty said, is why business books are written.

Witty didn't invent this model, but-he’s
become a major player in it. He's part of a
booming industry called hybrid publishing—a
loose, gray area between self-publishing.;;a'p“d
traditional get-a-deal-with-Random-House~
style publishing—in which authors pay to have
theirbookswritten, designed, and sold. Many,
if not most, of these authors are people seek-
ing to establish themselves as thought lead-
ers in business, and the industry has rapidly
grown toserve them. The number of self-and
hybrid-published business books has more
than doubled in the past four years—from
9,839 in 2012 to 20,499 in 2016, according'to
theresearchfirmProQuest. Atthe samet‘in_ié,
the number oftraditionally published business
bookshas plummeted, from a high of 66,5081in
201310 35,233 last year.

If this trend continues, it won’t be*long
before hybrid titles outnumber the tradi
tional ones. “We've opened the floodgatesto




letbooks come into the marketplace way more
easily,” says Todd Sattersten, coauthor of The
100 Best Business Books of All Time and owner
of a hybrid publisher called Biz Book Lab.
And that, in turn, has begun changing what
a business book is. Want speaking gigs? Pay
to create a book. Trying to impress potential
clients? Send them your book. Want media
attention, or invitations to appear on televi-
sion? Publicize your book. The book, in other
words, has become a tool of legitimacy—and
available to anyone with ideas and the cash to
promote them.

Butas hybrid publishing grows, some skep-
tics wonder if the industry may be forced to
reckon with the results of its own success: a
market flooded with forgettable books cre-
ated by companies for hire. “If you could buy
an Oscar, it wouldn’t mean anything to be an
Oscar-winning actor,” says David Moldawer,
alongtime editor at Penguin and St. Martin’s
Press, who now (brace yourself) ownshis own
book development company. “Publishers”—by
which hemeanstraditional publishers—“have
gravitas. There’sthis very smart person wear-
ing a tweed jacket, which they sometimes do
wear, who looksthrough all these manuscripts
and decides that yourbookisthe one.”

Rusk wasn't concerned about any of this at
the speakers’ conference. Witty’s pitch had
intrigued him, and, he reasoned, it was the
only reliable way to produce a book full of his
ownideas. “Weinked the deal in October, and
the first set of books was on my doorstep in
March,” Rusk said. “You can’t put a price on
convenience. It’s like the express lane.” His
book was called Social Media Sucks! (If you
don't know what yow're doing), and it came out
in 2014. Then he set out to see how useful his
bookcould really be.

N THE POPULAR CONSCIOUSNESS, writ-
ers spend years laboring over their man-
uscripts, honing their ideas, and then
struggle to be noticed. Traditional pub-
lishing is a slog—find an agent, pitch a book,
and if it's picked up by a publisher, sign away
therightstoyourwork, then spend yearsdoing
editsand waiting for the book to slotinto a pub-
lishing schedule—and the majority of these
people don't score a deal, because most entre-
preneurs “aren’t in a position to be commer-
cially published,” says Sattersten.
That's because traditional publishers’ busi-
nessmodel forcesthem tobeultra-picky. Every

book is essentially a financial bet. A publisher
pays the author an advance, which could be
anywhere from a few thousand to a few hun-
dred thousand dollars, and then invests an
enormous amount of resources in producing
and marketingthebook without any guarantee
thatitwill sell. To hedge their bets, traditional
publishers want to work mostly with authors
who have a well-established platform—a major
social media following, a track record of suc-
cessfulbooks, aregular TV appearance sched-
ule, and so on. A facility with language doesn’t
hurt, either.

When self-publishing was popularized
more than a decade ago, it seemed to offer a
way around all that. But the service had many
shortcomings. Printing costs were exorbitant.
Book covers looked shoddy. Self-published
books were stigmatized for being unvetted
and peorly edited—in short, bad. Few brick-
and-mortar stores would carry the books;
even fewer mainstream media outlets would
review them. Today’s self-published prod-
uctslook better, thanks to improved print-on-
demand technology and the rise of e-readers.
But the stigma remains.

Hybrid publishers offer solutions to both
thetraditional- and self-publishing woes. They
employ professional editors and designers.

‘Andofcourse, they take care of the actual writ-

ing. “Entrepreneurs are creative geniuses,”
says Witty, who has published close to 1,000
books in the past 12 years. “Most are ADD,
and many are dyslexic; they all are extremely
knowledgeable and pﬁssionate, and they love
to talk,” he says. “But they don’t love to write.
They'’re not very good at it.”

Because of this, hybrid publishers often
describe themselves as a democratizing
force—tearing down the restrictionsthat have
stymied so many potential authors. “The gate-
keepers can no longer stop people from get-
ting their voices heard, whether they're black,
Hispanic, women, or disenfranchised,” says
JT McCormick, CEO of one of the industry’s
biggest new players, a company called Book
in a Box. His “publisher of the people” men-
tality isn’t exactly what you'd expect from the
company'’s cofounder, mega-bro Tucker Max,
whose ownbooksinclude Assholes Finish First
and I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell. But that is
clearly McCormick's mission. “Book publish-
ingstarted offas arich white man's hobby, and
traditional publishing hasnever deviatedinits
core from that,” he says.

McCormick takes this quite personally. He
grew up mixed raceinapoor Ohio community
and became the president of a software devel-
opment company called Headspring Systems.
He had a powerful story but no way to tell it—
until he joined Bookin a Boxlast year, he says.
The story is now central to his new memoir, I
Got There: How I Overcame Racism, Poverty,
and Abuse to Achieve the American Dream.

Forthisreason, McCormickisalso adamant
that entrepreneurs shouldn't be expected to
write their books—because doing so onlylimits
whose stories are told. “What matters is the
quality ofthe idea, not the person who actually
writes down the letters,” he says. “Jesus Christ
never wrote aword down in his life, but he was
responsibleforthebest-sellingbookofall time.”
HealsonodstoSocrates, the Buddha, and even
Marco Polo, whose story was recorded (ifthor-
oughly embellished) by acellmate. The pointis:
Don't knock dictation. “All we do isreduce the .
friction when someone has something valuable
tosay,” McCormicksays.

To produce a business book of roughly
200 pages, Book in a Box’s friction-reduction
method issimilar to Advantage’s. Clients spend
an hour and a half on the phone with an editor
talking about their goals for the book, another
90 minutes creating a table of contents and an
outline, another 80 to 60 minutes approvingit,
andsixto eight hoursbeinginterviewed by the
editor. The editor then turns these interviews -
into readable text—and does so, the company
says, withoutadding anyideas or language that
didn't come directly from the client’s mouth,
The client reads the manuscript and spends
another few hours giving the editor notes.
Then afinal manuscript is produced.

Ifitsoundsformulaic, that’sthe point. Andif
itsounds too fast tomake a genuinely readable
product, well, hybrid publishers would dis-
agree. Businessbooks aren’t like novels or even
most other forms of popular nonfiction. You
read themnot tobetransported or entertained
but for information. Sattersten, who reads
between 100 and 200 business books a year,
says that readers of the genre want to know
one thing: Will the book provide me utility?
AmIsmarterbecauseofit? Hybrid publishing
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is growing so fast, he believes, because entre-
preneurs are similarly utilitarian. They don't
care about literary validation; they care only
about the RO But in this market, that ROI
doesn’t necessarily come from the quality of
the book—it comes from promotion.

fter Social Media Sucks!launched,
Sebastian Rusk secured his first
paid speaking gig, a $5,000 deal
with a membership group called
Entrepreneurs’ Organization. (Adam Witty,
the hybrid publisher, is a member and helped
secure the talk.) But instead of pocketing the
whole check, Rusk used about $1,500 of it to
purchase 600 copies of Social Media Sucks! for
theaudience. That's 600 CEOswhowould now
know him as asocial media expert.
To Witty, this is exactly how the process
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should go. Entrepreneurs should write a book
only to “systematically position themselves as
an authority in their industry,” he says, which
could mean “speaking and consulting fees,
leadsthatturnintonew clients, interviews, and
PR." Andyes, Witty cowroteahook on the sub-
Ject; it's called Book the Business: How to Make
Big Moneywith Your Book Without Even Selling

aSingle Copy.

Thisisn't just a sales pitch. Dianna Booher,

acommercially published author, professional

communications consultant for more than
threedecades, and award-winning member of
the National Speakers Association, says that
books really do matter on the circuit. Entre-
preneurs can charge 40 to'50 percent more in
speaking fees if they have a book, and speak-
ers who previously appeared for free can now
command $10,000 per talk.

But as more and more book-wielding entre
preneurs crowd the stage, the term publishe
author has less traction than it did even a fer
yearsago, Booher says. That’s creating anarn
race for validation, with authors now seekin
to become something more—a well-reviewe
author, a well-respected author, and mayb
evena best-selling author.

It's not easy getting attention for a bool
even one from a traditional publisher. Th
Entrepreneur office is teeming with tome
that are never opened. Editors at Bloomber
Businessweek, Fast Company, Forbes, Foi
tune, and Inc. describe similar scenes. “Ther
are literally stacks leering over me as T work
oneeditorsays. Another described a giveawa
table as “buried in books that are cascadin
all over the floor.” One editor became frus
trated that his colleagues kept piling book
on a nearby shelf, so he put up a Post-it Not
“Please do not stack books here,” it read, wit
asmiley face. (“Emphasis on the smiley so
tonot seem passive-aggressive,” he explains

For a fee, hybrid publishers promise solt
tions to this problem. Advantage charge
$25,000 t0 $30,000 for its Authority Marke
ing System, a comprehensive and aggressiv
marketing strategy meant to create a “large:
than-life brand” for authors and make the:
seem ‘omnipresent,” according to its websit:
“When consumers see ‘As seen on/in’ wit
numerous logos of prestigious media outlets,
immediatelybuilds confidence and trustinth
mind of the prospect,” the company explains

Book in a Box offers an “Amazon bes
seller program,” which, according to the con
pany, ensures that authors “rank highly i
the Amazon search rankings and categoric
(including many authors earning best-selle
status in their category).” It does this by ge
ting a bunch of readers to give the book goo
reviews. Then it runs free and $0.99 promc
tions of the book on Amazon, while blastin
out the Amazon link to various mailing list
This, the company says, usually results in an
wherefrom 3,000t010,000 people downloac
ing the book in a short period of time, therek
catapulting ittoahigh ranking.
~"But of course, even all this effort can k
replicated en masse. “Everyone on the speal
ing cireuit claims to be a best-selling author
says Booher, the speaking consultant, an
she believes the industry is wising up. Som
companies claim to guarantee New Yor
Times best-seller status for a fee; it’s a matte
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of coordinating hook purchases around the
country. Traditional publishers wi]] even get
in on the game, only publishing an author
who commits to buying a certain number of
their own books, And authors have made a
Pastime out of hacking Amazon’s rankings.
Brent Underwood, a partner at the market-
ing firm Brass Check, recently proved the
pointinapiece for The New York Observer.He
created a book called Putting My Foot Down,
featuring not much more than a photo of his
foot, then listed it under an obscure Amazon
subcategory where few books are published.
(Thereare 5 00-plusto choose from.) He asked
three friends to download it for $0.99, and
voili—Amazon listed him as a “#1 best-selling
author.”

This race to the top isn't mandatory, of
course. Many entrepreneurs say their books
aredesigned toappeal to niche group, where
best-seller status would neverbe expected, By
way ofexample, McCormick pointsto Bookin
a Box client Melissa Gonzalez, the CEQ of 2
company that designs pop-u pstores. Herbook,
The Pop Up Paradigm, came outin20land has
sold maybe 2,000 copies, he says, “By normal
sales metrics, it'snot successful,” hesays. “But
it established her as a leader and got her mil-
lions of dollars in contracts.”

Sebastian Rusk hasn't sold many copies,
either, He also hasn't gotten those lucrative
speaking gigs he wanted. “Nobody really pays
for speakers these days," he reasons. Sti I, he's
happy. Sometimes new clients call him and
reference his book title, saying, “Social media
sucksright now. I need your helpl”

“The end result isn’t even the book,” Rusk
says. “It's ‘published author.™ That, he says,
gives him “100 percent credibility”

FHYBRID PUBLISHING is 3 democratizing
force, as its advocates say, then it is much
like any real-world democracy: For the
rightprice, democracy worksa lot better,
“It’s like building any custom home,”
says Witty. “There’s a fee structure: Do you
want marble or linoleum in the kitchen?” At
Advantage, the option Rusk tool—called Tallk
Your Book, in which an editor puts an entre-
preneur’s spoken words onto the page—is
the budget option. One step up, for roughly
$40,000 to $50,000, is the ghostwriting ser-
vice, where a skilled writer will more care-
fully craft a story. And its imported Italian
marble with hand-painted frescoes option,
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As hybrid
publishing grows,
many of its
leading figures are
its downsides—
and how to make
books that are
genuinely worth
reading.
lllllllllIlllllllllllllllll

which costs three to five timeg the standard
ghostwriting fee, is ForbesBooks; that's a new
Advantage imprint whose booksare promoted
by Forbes Media. (Full disclosure: Entrepre-
neur Mediahasabook—publishing divisionand
once offered a hybrid-lik_e service but discon-
tinued it manyyears ago.)

Other companies have similartiers, and crit-
ics of the hybrid publishing boom, including
some hybrid publishers, worry that entrepre-
neursmaybetaken foraride,,Twenty-five thou-
sand dollars—or $50,000, or more!—is alot to
spend on what is essentially highbrow résumé
padding. “Whetherit's words or flavored chips
Orpopmusic, at some point a factory will make
it,” says one small-business owner in Chicago
whowasrecently approached by a hybrid pub-
lisher. He wasflattered at first; like many of his
Peers, he'daspiredtowritea ook, Butwhen he
was asked to pay a $5,000 initial consultation
fee, he balked.

As hybrid pu blishing grows, many of its
leading figures are starting to debate its
downsides—and how to make books that
are genuinely worth reading. “When you
read a ton of them, there's a diminishing
return,” says David Moldawer, the former
Penguin editor, Tanya Hall, CEO of the
well-respected, two-decade-old hybrid pub-
lisher Greenleaf, says her industry needs to

rethink its “one size fits al]” ‘model, “T}
We approach writing a leadership book
ferent than the approach to a finance |
she says, “There’s a different tone, a ¢
ent structure; different elements need
completed,”

The businessmodel itselfposes challe
Afterall, there’sareason traditional publi
takesolong, To make money, their books
tobeworthbuying. That's not sowithhyl
most of which are paid up front. “Youry
risk of people telling you the book isg
says Sattersten, of Biz Book Lab, “wher
traditional publisherwould say, ‘No; this
needs work.” -

McCormickrejects this com pletely."E
you believe in access and diversity or
don't,” he says. “I'd rather have 50 book
Dop-up stores than none.”

And none ofthisis to say that boolk pub
Ing can't change again—ever shifting tc
needs of entrepreneurs and the marketp
ofideas they join. In fact, Book in aBoxis
rently piloting a remote bqok-'wpi't}iﬁg‘,c]
which will retail for half of what the stanc
model costs, Instead of being assignec'
editor to write their book, clients in’ thee
are guided by an instructor (at the mom
Tucker Max) and rely on eachotherfor fe
back and help via monthly video chats. ;
process takes longer but may also résul:
more carefully considered books; or weed
people whose ideas aren’t f ullyformed,

Oneofthefirst participantsis Clay Hehe
founder of a company called Crowdfundj
Hacks, By Janu ary, five monthsafter the pi
began, he'd already put 100 hours into ]
book, which is about how to introduce you
self or your business in six words or less,
present, he's hung up on how to incorpor:
aslew of personal anecdotes. “I wrote the

* allon note cards and taped them to the wal

he says. “They’re connected with red yar
SVU-style.”

He is determined fovwork it (_);ufc—f_sb he.c:
get the book written and-:edited:byfthe er
of March. Afterall, he has big plans for wh
comes next. “I'd like to write a book ever
year or every other year,” he says. “I want {
have written 15 or 20 books when it’s all saj
anddone.” E

Jennifer Miller is the aquthor of the nove
The Heart You Carry Home and The Yearc
the Gadfly,



