We Are All Allies
by Dan Koboldt
In some ways, publishing is a zero-sum game. There are only so many
slots in the schedule of traditional publishers. Only ten books can
occupy the top ten list, and only one can win the Hugo. Yet the most
dangerous and pervasive threat to the aspiring author is not another
author, nor is it a big bad publisher. Nor is it a certain online store. No,
the biggest threat is the ever-shrinking reading time the average person
has in our modern world.
Books once enjoyed very little competition in this arena. Now, time that
was once given over to reading is spent on the internet, on social media,
on Netflix. The geek who used to read forty hours a week now spends
them playing Dragon Age. That’s why authors need to band together: to
remind the world of the importance of books. To get them to choose
reading over skimming and streaming. Mark my words, fellow authors,
we will live or die by our ability to do so.
The modern world has so many demands on a person’s time. That’s why
breakout successes — books like The Hunger Games, Divergent, and
Fifty Shades of Grey — are so important. They don’t just grease the
wheels of the publishing industry; they also put books into the public
zeitgeist. Some authors have criticized the writing in Fifty Shades of
Grey, but guess what? It got a lot of people who hadn’t read a book since
high school to pick one up and see what the fuss was about. Fifty
Shades had people reading and talking about books, instead of the latest
cat pictures or what went down on House of Cards.

What If Readership Doubled?
Imagine for a moment what would happen if the world’s readership
were suddenly to double. This isn’t a realistic near-term goal, but it
makes for a useful thought exercise. If the readership doubled, the first
thing that would happen is a lot more authors would be able to make a
decent living out of writing. Barnes & Noble might become profitable,
allowing it to open new stores instead of closing them.
Publishers could hire more editors, which would allow more books to be
acquired from new authors. They could expand marketing budgets,
rather than slashing them. This would remove some of the marketing
responsibility from authors’ shoulders, giving them more time to write
and develop their craft. Last but not least, this dream-scenario would
improve the terms that major publishers offer in contracts, because they
would desperately need authors to sign.
These are some of the things that could happen if we found ways to
build the readership worldwide. So, how can we do that?
First Things First: Make Reading More Convenient
No matter how you feel about Amazon, you have to admit that they’ve
done a lot to make reading more convenient. E-readers make it so easy
to browse, sample, and download new books. One-click ordering makes
the process quick and painless. They can store hundreds of books at
once, ensuring that someone who finds time to read can always have a
book nearby.
Smart phones provide increasingly polished ways (such as the Kindle
App and iBooks) to read electronic books. But smart phones are multifunction devices, and that makes them a double-edged sword. You can
read on a phone, but you can also play Angry Birds.
Audiobooks, too, are helping people find more time to read. Now, you

can listen to a book while jogging or driving or doing other somewhatmindless tasks. A surprising number of the book reviewers and fellow
authors I approached about reading my book admitted that most (if not
all) of the books they read now are in audio form. These super-busy
people would probably have to give up reading, were it not for the audio
format.
What Authors Can Do
Pushing the envelope of technology is probably beyond the reach of
most authors. Yet there are other ways we can do our part to boost the
world’s readership. Here are three:
1.

We can write great books. Books that enchant readers. Books that
give other writers something to aspire to. We can also help others write
great books. Beta readers and critique partners are among the most
valuable assets a writer can have. Do that for others, and you’ll help
their books become better. Just as they’ll do for you.

2.

We can read more books ourselves. Remember that piece of
writing wisdom show, don’t tell? It also works for real life. I hate
reading interviews with famous authors who say, “I don’t have time to
read anymore.” Bullshit. You can and should make time to read. It’s like
Stephen King said: If you don’t have the time to read, you don’t have the
time or the tools to write.” Authors are passionate about writing books.
We should be passionate about reading them, too.

3.

We can remind others about the importance of books. I’m
talking about people outside of our Twitter circles: the vast majority of
the population who are not writers themselves. Whenever we can, we
should talk to these people about books. Not movies, not television, but
the written word. We can start conversations by asking what they like to
read, not what they’re currently streaming on Netflix. We can friend
them on Facebook, and share book quotes instead of funny animal
GIFs.
In Summary

No one has a greater stake in the future of publishing than authors do.
We are all united by the common desire to see our audience grow. As
Margaret Mead said, a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world. That can (and should) be us.
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