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Pop quiz: Who is Stephen

King’s current publisher?
No fair booting-up Amazon or
browsing your bookcase. Be honest—
do you know the name of the current
publisher of perhaps the highest
grossing author in a generation?

If you don’ t know, you’re not
alone. I had to look up the answer. At
last year’s PubWest conference, I
asked this same question from the
podium and only two people raised
their hands. Two people out of 200.
When only one percent of a galley of
industry professionals can identify the
publisher of the best-selling author of
our time, I would suggest publishers
have a branding problem. Let’s talk
about that.

L

What is a brand? ’ve heard it
described as a promise to the con-
sumer, but I think that’s putting it too
strongly. A brand is more probability
than promise—a consumer calculus
that is built-up, torn down, or left un-
changed by each encounter with the
brand. A brand is a memory web of
experiences— good, bad, and neu-
tral —creating a set of expectations on
the part of book buyers. Each new title
you release falls into that web,
whether you like it or not. Y our brand
will, in part, determine the prejudices
with which your next title is received.
There are many layers of branding
for book publishers. First is the author
brand. An author emerges and is usu-
ally greeted by the public with an open

mind. The author brand is established,
and readers reasonably expect that if
they liked the first book, they’ll like
the next one. The author will have to
buck the odds in future encounters
with readers who did not like the first
book.

Publishers who are good at sens-
ing the marketplace will try to hold
onto authors who show promise, help
them develop their talent, and build
the brand of the author. Stephen
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