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For many Canadian publishers large
and small, independent and publicly
held, the American retail and wholesale
bookselling markets have long been

enticing. The reasons are simple and cogent. The United States represents a
potential market

• that dwarfs the Canadian bookselling market;

• with potential for sales far larger than might be possible in Canada alone;

• with an easy-to-access common border and few trade restrictions on books;

• that is close enough to allow books to be sent from one country to the
other quickly, at reasonable cost and without the extra imposition of taxes
on that commodity;

• with one jointly held national language, which means the majority of
Canadian books don’t have to be translated; and

• where media crosses borders and can generate publicity as well as sales in
both countries to the benefit of the Canadian publisher and author.

Canadian publishers, long accustomed to working in the international pub-
lishing arena, have had a significant amount of contact with American pub-
lishers at American industry events such as BookExpo America, the American
Library Association Show, and at international book shows such as the Frank-
furt Book Fair and the Bologna Children’s Book Fair. Canadian publishers
have had excellent success selling the US rights to many of their books to US
publishers. And lest we forget, in the close symbiosis of the two countries’
publishing programs, many American publishers also sell rights to Canadian
publishers and own minority shares of Canadian publishing houses.

Many Canadian publishers, such as Douglas & McIntyre, Penguin/Putnam,
Random House, Key Porter Books, Kids Can Press, Firefly Books, Fitzhenry &
Whiteside, House of Anansi Press, Self-Counsel Press, Lone Pine Press and
others have represented the best of Canadian publishing over many years
and have established significant international reputations for publishing
highly desirable books that have significant rights potential around the
world, not just in the United States.
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Yet despite this strength, with one or two exceptions, Canadian publishers
have had less luck penetrating the American market through the direct sale
and distribution of their books into the United States. Over the last 30 years,
there have been some significant, but mostly limited, attempts at direct sales
and distribution, notably in the 1970s with: Books Canada; Methuen, which
opened a US office; Gage Publishing, which started a very small sales and dis-
tribution venture with Vanguard Press; and, in 1979, Firefly Books, the most
successful of all Canadian distributors in the United States. The 1980s saw the
start of Beaufort Books, a US subsidiary of General Publishing, which from
1981 to 1984 distributed and co-published Canadian and American titles in
the United States. Today, there are a variety of Canadian companies trying
once more to successfully penetrate the American market and offer services
to Canadian publishers: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, Second Story Press and of
course Firefly, which continues after 20 years in the business.

Today, economic conditions within the Canadian publishing industry are
difficult due to the reduction in the number of independent stores and the
high levels of returns that have rocked the industry over the last few years,
not to mention the global recession. In an effort to counter the negative busi-
ness impact of these actions and provide Canadian publishers with greater
revenue at low additional fixed cost, Canadian publishers must take a
renewed look at all the business options open to them.

One of the primary areas Canadian publishers should look at with great inter-
est is selling and distributing directly into the United States. It is to this end
that this report is written. Its intent is to illuminate the sales and distribution
options Canadian publishers have in America that will allow them to sell
their books in this large market. This report also tells Canadian publishers
about some of the techniques and nuances necessary to choose a sales and
distribution option and to make it work. Since this report was originally writ-
ten, the geometric growth of the internet and the ability of publishers to use
it to enhance their global sales efforts and generate substantial sales in both
print and digital formats has become normalized and essential. While direct
online sales for the most part won’t carry a publisher to profitability, it is a
method that we need to, and will, discuss.

The American market is not a panacea for Canadian publishers. It is a tough
market for all publishers, both American and foreign. But it can be worth-
while. In order to succeed in the United States, Canadian publishers must
keep in mind some key facts:
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• Not every Canadian book will sell in the United States. Since Canadian
Publishing began, Canadians have rightly published books about their own
culture, about Canadian personalities and about the Canadian political
process. While this is fine for Canada, such ethnocentricity does not nec-
essarily play well in the US and Canadian publishers must choose carefully
the titles they expect to sell south of the border. Some are much more
appealing and will sell better than others. As Lionel Koffler, president of
Firefly Books, puts it, “Publishing for the market, or for the North Ameri-
can market, must be an objective in itself.”

• The 10:1 myth is just that—a myth. Many Canadians look at the US mar-
ket with very high expectations. Because the US population is about 10
times that of the Canadian population and because the US book industry
is at an even larger 18 times multiple ($27 billion: $1.44 billion for English
language publishing according to the Book Industry Study Group in the
United States and Statistics Canada). Canadian publishers often think that
every book should sell 10 times more copies in America than in Canada.
This almost never happens. Most US books sell between 2,500 and 5,000
copies—somemore, some less. The same will happen with Canadian books
sold in the US and Canadian publishers should, therefore, keep expecta-
tions modest.

• Your books must be warehoused in the United States, either directly
through your own or a contract warehouse, or through a distributor’s ware-
house. US wholesalers and retailers do not want to deal with extra shipping
charges, customs forms, and returning books across borders. They want a
local US address they can work with. As one publisher aptly put it, “You
want to create reasons for accounts to work with you, not create new rea-
sons for them to say ‘No.’”

• Book jackets and covers often tell the tale. Like the titles themselves, some-
times there are different aesthetics between countries reflected in the cover
art and design, which are critical to the book’s acceptance by retail and
wholesale buyers, not to mention the greater book-buying public. While
this aesthetic difference has diminished over the years, it still happens
frequently that one country’s great cover is another’s has-been. Keep this
in mind and learn to bridge the gap. Do in-store research to see what’s sell-
ing.

• Approach the US market as a long-term venture. As Lionel Koffler says,
“The hard part for Canadian publishers is to say we’ll take the long-term
view when you want badly to get sales now.” It’s true. While you may find
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