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Introduction

To Canadian publishers, a report about how to work with American wholesalers may seem totally
hypocritical. Over the years, Canadian publishers have spent a good deal of time and money try-
ing to keep American wholesalers out of their country, to keep them from filling orders from
Canadian retailers for books that are then sent back into Canada, or to keep them from selling
into Canada books for which Canadian publishers hold Canadian publishing rights.

These concerns are absolutely understandable and valid from the Canadian industry point of
view. That, however, is not the point of view of this report. Here, we will talk about how Canadian
publishers can reverse the process: how they can use American wholesalers to sell Canadian books
into the United States market, a point of view that should appeal highly to Canadians.

This report will explain what wholesalers are, how they operate, and how Canadian publishers
can work with wholesalers to sell more of their books in the United States.

Like most of the United States book industry, wholesalers have been buffeted by recent
changes. Consolidation has benefited larger wholesalers and has hurt smaller wholesalers.

Just-in-time inventory methods at the retail level have forced wholesalers to trim their own
inventories, yet the rise of the superstore has forced them to carry more titles in smaller quanti-
ties. New technology has enabled and consumer demand has required that wholesalers pick-pack-
and-ship faster. Large, regional warehouses have brought books closer to customers. The best
wholesalers can now provide books to their customers within a day or two of receiving an order.

Overall, wholesalers continue to play a central, critical role in the American book industry. This
report will help Canadian publishers understand that role, and understand how American whole-
salers can help them sell more books in the United States market. 



1. What Is Book Wholesaling?

The terms “wholesaler”, “jobber”, and “distributor” are often used interchangeably in the United
States to mean companies that market to retailers a commodity or a group of related commodi-
ties. In the book business, though, we must make some distinction between the first two, whole-
salers and jobbers, and the last, distributors.

As practised in book publishing, the terms “wholesalers” and “jobbers” are usually used syn-
onymously. Distributors, however, are not wholesalers. Distributors contract with individual 
publishers to exclusively warehouse, sell, fulfill, and provide customer service functions for these
publishers to all market segments, including wholesalers. The operative word in regard to distri-
butors is “exclusive.” Distributors service a publisher’s entire list and house or warehouse all
inventory available for sale.

What do wholesalers do? They are intermediaries between the publisher and the retailer,
library, or specialty retailer. In short, they are middlemen who help get the publisher’s books to its
library, retail, and specialty accounts quickly and efficiently. At the same time, they help libraries
and retailers consolidate orders and reduce the expense of dealing with many publishers, which
keeps overheads down.

As an intermediary, wholesalers provide a variety of services to publishers and retailers:

• They inventory a broad range of books from a large number of publishers.

• They actually purchase this inventory and usually pay publishers for it within 90 days.

• They sell to all classes of customers, but they do not sell to distributors. (Remember that dis-
tributors sell to wholesalers.)

• They provide very fast turnaround of retail orders.

• They offer reasonable discounts to retail accounts, typically between 40 and 42 per cent.

• They provide marketing services for publishers to retailers.

• They do not necessarily actively sell books through sales representatives.

• They do rely on the publisher’s publicity and marketing efforts to stimulate demand from
retailers.

In this report we will discuss the various kinds of wholesalers, the services they provide, the
categories of books they sell, and the ways in which publishers and retailers work with whole-
salers. We will begin by describing in broad categories the different types of wholesalers, the 

6

Publisher Wholesaler Library

Retailer

Specialty Retailer



7

markets they serve, and the kinds of books they represent. These definitions are not rigid 
because, while a wholesaler may have one primary service or ship books to only one retail 
channel, many wholesalers provide a range of functions and service a variety of organizations,
institutions, and sales channels. 

A Context for Wholesalers
Like everything else in book publishing, wholesaling has gone through significant changes in the
latter half of the 20th century. Until about 30 years ago there was only one truly national book
wholesaler—Baker & Taylor—and its business was almost exclusively limited to servicing libraries
of all kinds. Bookstores purchased most of their frontlist directly from publishers and used
regional wholesalers, if at all, only for restocking books that were selling quickly.

Then along came the Ingram Book Company. Ingram is a spinoff of the Ingram Barge
Company. As a service to their overseas employees, the story goes, the Ingram family began a
small book distribution business to make English-language books available to those working
abroad. As it turned out, the timing was auspicious because Ingram’s initiative dovetailed with the
United States government’s series of strong entitlement programs of the late sixties and seventies.
Several of these entitlement programs included generous funding of schools across the whole
country. Millions of dollars were allocated to the country’s educational system to upgrade class-
rooms and libraries. From the late sixties through the seventies money poured into every category
of book publishing. It was during these years that the Ingram Book Company began to supply
books to retailers.

Ingram was the first book wholesaler to recognize and understand:

1. the need to provide retailers with accurate information about the inventory in its warehouses,
and

2. the value of quick fulfillment and turnaround of orders.

To serve retailers better, Ingram bought regional wholesalers such as Raymar, in Seattle,
Washington, and built strategically located warehouses across the United States to efficiently and
speedily get books to bookstores anywhere in the country. Ingram solved the problem of letting
their customers know what books were in stock by sending a weekly updated inventory micro-
fiche to any customer who purchased a microfiche reader from Ingram. It is not hyperbole to say
that Ingram’s proactive business practices revolutionized book distribution in the United States.

Another big change in American book wholesaling lies with the way in which independent
distributors (IDs) operate. Until a few years ago, IDs had ironclad contracts with their customers
that stipulated which IDs would service specific stores in a given region. Although there was
always a small degree of poaching and territory infringement, these contracts were generally con-
sidered untouchable. Safeway supermarkets, for example, had a regional distribution centre that
had contracts with individual book IDs. These IDs were in constant communication with man-
agers at Safeway who designated the book categories that the supermarket wanted in its stores,
and the amount and location of the space books would have in each store. It was up to the ID to
determine the specific titles that were placed into the stores and to decide how long individual
titles remained on the racks. 



About five years ago, Safeway supermarkets challenged the normal business relationship with
IDs by putting its book purchases out for bids from the ID community. Safeway and its related
supermarkets have over 1,800 stores in seven regions in the United States and its annual book
business is very significant. Safeway’s action brought about major changes in the way IDs and
their customers interact. It was not lost on any of the parties—publishers, IDs, and Safeway—
how important this business was to all concerned. Of course the IDs that gave the largest 
discount and the most favourable payment terms got the Safeway contract. 

Other large retailers followed Safeway’s lead and, in order to hang on to their customer base,
IDs raised the discounts they gave their accounts, thereby narrowing their already slender mar-
gins. Not only did discounts go up, some big retailers asked for, and got, sign-on bonuses from
the IDs. The IDs were essentially paying the retailer a fee in order to sell books to them. These
large and potentially very lucrative customers also dictated to their wholesalers the terms and
conditions under which they expected to conduct business. So, the system that had for many
decades been profitable fell apart, and it has been somewhat of a free-for-all ever since. In fact,
this is no different from the way supermarkets treat other vendors in other industries. For IDs 
and the publishing industry, though, this was a new, rough-and-tumble way of life. 

IDs, having cut their margins, were not able to meet their obligations and many went out 
of business. There were, at one time, over a thousand IDs throughout the country, each with 
a specific territory in which it supplied magazines, newspapers, and books. Fewer than 10 
years ago there were 450 IDs. Today there is only a handful—fewer than 60 of them—with 
only three big players among them. The big three are Anderson News, News Group, and Levy
Home Entertainment.
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