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Ok, here's how book publishers operate.

They seek out new books, help authors edit manuscripts, and arrange for printing, marketing and distribution.

A typical small publisher has $2 million of annual sales and a dozen employees. 

The most important job of a publisher is to decide which manuscripts to publish. Just like movies, it's difficult to know which books will be successful. 

Publishers concentrate on one particular type of book, such as romance novels or history textbooks. 

For fiction, a publisher may work with established writers but also accept manuscripts from newcomers. For textbooks and technical books, it's usual to commission specific writers. Authors receive royalties on book sales of about 15%.

Customers are chain book stores like Barnes & Noble, or independent book stores. Textbooks are mainly sold to state or local school boards.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Books sales have been almost flat for many years. Big publishers have become more dependent on the success of a small number of blockbusters, like the Harry Potter books.

The industry is dominated by a few dozen big companies that may own a string of smaller publishers.

The largest categories of books are textbooks, fiction [which is called adult trade books], technical books, and children's books. Almost 200,000 new titles are published in the US every year.

Although still small in the industry, demand for ebooks have grown rapidly.

Book stores can return unsold books to the publisher for full credit.

Here are some good talking points.

Are they independent or part of a larger company?

What types of books do they publish?

How many new titles do they bring out each year? What's the average press run for their books? 5,000? 10,000?

What percent of their books are sold through Amazon and other internet sites?

What percent of annual sales are from their backlist, that is titles published in previous years?

How much of an effect did the recession have?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

