
 

 
 

Questions to Ask a Publisher Before Signing a Contract 

By Lisa Tener, Book Writing and Publishing Coach 

 

After a publisher expressed interest in a client’s book, she asked me, “What do I do now? What if they want 

to offer me a contract?” Here are the questions I suggested she ask: 

1. What’s their vision for the book? Are there things they would like to change? If so, what are they? Publishers 

have experience and expertise that you may not, so listen to their recommendations with the understanding that 

their perspective comes from experience. At the same time, if it seems that their vision is in conflict with your own, 

ask yourself whether you are willing to give up your vision. For example, if their view seems sensationalized, or they 

want you to write for a different audience than the one you are passionate about serving, is that a compromise you 

are willing to make? 

2. What will they do in terms of marketing the book? Publishers may not do a whole lot of marketing, so be 

prepared or your actions to be the main source of book sales. However, some publishers do more than others. And 

some do more for some books than for others. 

3. Are they placing any limitations on how you can market and promote the book? While not common, I have 

spoken to an author with a high profile and internationally acclaimed book that hit the London Times bestseller list, 

where she’d been free to do her own marketing and promotion, and did not hit the New York Times list in the US 

where the publisher controlled the messaging and focused on the author’s role as a victim, which was frustrating 

for the author. 

4. Do you, as author, have any say in title and cover design? How much? Most publishers give authors some say, 

but few enable the author final say on title or cover design. Occasionally, a literary agent or intellectual property 

attorney can negotiate your final say into a contract. 

There are other questions you will want answered–most of them will be spelled out in the contract, such as: 

1. What is your advance and how will payments be distributed? 

2. What is your royalty percentage and how is it calculated?  (Usually, it’s 10%; ideally, that’s on cover price minus 

transportation and other costs; if it’s on profit where that is not well defined, you may never see a dime!) 

3. Are there any bonuses in the contract when sales hit a certain target? 



4. Who owns foreign rights, rights to other media? Who own copyright? 

5. When is the final manuscript due? 

6. What happens if the book goes out of print or the publisher goes out of business? Do the rights to publish revert 

to you? 

I firmly encourage you not to negotiate any of this yourself. If you are going with a trade publisher, try to get an 

agent first. If you are going with a smaller publisher, an educational press or a professional press, it may be harder 

to get an agent (particularly for any book that has a smaller audience). In that case, hire an intellectual property 

attorney who has a good deal of experience negotiating book deals and they can negotiate a publishing contract for 

you. 

Examples of items for negotiation: 

Dr. Ellen Weber Libby’s agent, Regina Brooks, negotiated for a longer turnaround 

time for edits, among other things. 

Quite a few of my clients have received offers to publish with a traditional 

publisher without being represented by a literary agent and I have either found a 

literary agent whom I know well, who was willing to negotiate their contract or 

referred them to an IP attorney. Without such representation, it is too easy to 

end up stuck in a situation where you have little control over your fate–your 

book can go out of print, you might just not make any money, despite the book 

selling well, or you give away rights that an agent or attorney would have kept 

for you to negotiate at a later time (and likely with a different company). 

Years ago, I worked with a client who gave her proposal to a colleague who sent 

it directly to a major publisher. The publisher immediately made her an offer and 

my client completely hit it off with the acquisitions editor.  She knew this was 

the person to bring her book into the world. 

I strongly encouraged her to get an agent to negotiate a book deal. She felt uncomfortable and asked the 

acquisitions editor at the publishing house, “Should I get an agent?” Some publishers would have said no and had 

her sign a book contract that was written in favor of the publisher, but fortunately this acquisitions editor said, 

“Absolutely get an agent. That’s not the kind of relationship you have with me or want to have.” 

I asked an agent colleague if she would represent this author and the agent even lowered her own percentage from 

15% to 10% since she would not need to do the work of finding a publisher and would only need to negotiate a 

publishing contract. My client was amazed about how much more of an advance she got, in addition to other points 

of the contract that got negotiated. Another client shared with me how her agent negotiated for longer turnaround 

times for editing–decreasing the amount of stress my client experienced in the revision process. 

I have a colleague who did not have an agent or attorney to negotiate her first book deal. According to the contract, 

she would get 10% of profits. Guess what? After factoring in “fixed costs,” or overhead, the publisher was able to 

say that the book never made a profit. The author has published two other books since then and has never made 

that mistake again! 



So, it’s fine to send a query and proposal to a publisher–particularly when you know that your book is unlikely to 

have a big enough audience to interest an agent (perhaps it’s a small niche market, for instance) or when the trade 

category is super competitive (a dating book or a diet book, for example) but there may be interest from a smaller 

or mid-sized publisher. Just be sure that when the offers do come in you, hire a professional to negotiate the 

publishing contract. 

Do you have more questions? Post a question on my blog  ( https://www.lisatener.com/blog) and I will answer your 

questions for free. 

Looking for services? https://www.lisatener.com 

Email: Lisa@Lisatener.com 

Phone: 401 477 0886 
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