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N
ow that Amazon has an-
nounced that it’s selling 
more books in digital 
form than in print, it’s 
only logical that even the 

smallest of independent publishing hous-
es are racing to make their entire backlist 
available as ebooks. Book Business solicited 
a wide range of advice about the ebook 
conversion process from digital publish-
ing pros. Here’s what they had to say:

Ralph Coviello
Publisher Relations Manager, 
Bowker

Kick The Tires
According to Bowker’s Ralph Coviello, 
one of the most important steps in any 
publisher’s journey to 
find the right conver-
sion house “is to really 
drill down with the 
[vendor] in terms of 
how far they go with 
their services.” That in-
cludes distribution, but is perhaps even 
more important in terms of access to 
metadata. Make sure they can provide it 
to all of your print partners, and find out 
if it’ll be provided for sales reporting to 

bestseller lists. But whatever you do, he 
says, “don’t jump blindly into a relation-
ship with a conversion house, regardless 
of what they promise you. Because they 
promise a lot of things.”

Jean Kaplansky
Solutions Architect,  
Aptara

Know Your Project Intimately
Don’t bother asking questions of poten-
tial vendors, Kaplansky recommends, until 
you’ve decided exactly 
what it is you want 
your own project to be 
capable of. What is the 
project’s ultimate busi-
ness objective, for in-
stance? What’s the bud-
get? Who are the stakeholders? “Knowing 
where to start,” she adds, “is a matter of the 
organization fully understanding [its] own 
business objectives, at minimum.”

Stay Organized
If you’re planning on researching and in-
terviewing multiple vendors, Kaplansky 
stresses that organization will be a key to 
your eventual success. She recommends 
creating a spreadsheet for categoriz-

ing vendors “by size, capacity, location 
and specialty services, such as enhanced 
EPUB creation, or mobile app develop-
ment. “Ideally,” she says, “your spread-
sheet will also contain criteria specific 
to your conversion project, enabling you 
to narrow the list of vendor candidates 
down to two or three who provide ser-
vice offerings that most closely match 
your project requirements.”

Pay Attention to Communication
When you start interviewing poten-
tial vendors, Kaplansky says, you should 
“pay close attention to how the vendor 
representatives communicate. Generally 
speaking, the means, quality and quantity 
of communication in initial conversa-
tions are usually a good indicator of the 
kind of communication a publisher can 
expect from that vendor going forward.” 

Bill McCoy
Executive Director,  
International Digi-
tal Publishing  
Forum (IDPF)

Future-Proof   
Your Content 
“We’re already seeing companies 

EBook CoNvERSIoN
▲

By Dan Eldridge

9 Tips for Finding   
               Your    Ebook 

Conversion
         vendor

                   know thyself, don’t be penny-wise  
but pound-foolish, ask the right questions,  
                 and  other suggestions  
                                           for this vital task

TIPSTIPSTIPS



24      BOOK BUSINESS | NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2012

that are reconverting ebooks,” McCoy says. Companies “have 
e books they’ve created two years ago, and they’re going back 
and republishing them to get a higher quality level and to get 
to new channels.” 

The key point is this: “Your content is your main asset—
your intellectual property. And in my opinion, you shouldn’t 
think about ebook conversion as a one-time thing, where you 
do it once, and now your book is in the iBook store and the 
Kindle store and the Nook store, and you’re done for all time.” 

McCoy says publishers working on their first backlist or 
frontlist conversions are likely going to be focused on the dis-
tribution channels in which they’re most interested. “And yet at 
the same time,” he adds, “I think [publishers] should be thinking 
about creating digital content assets that are ready to be used in 
new ways that may not exist now.”  

By this time next year, he says, you may also need to use some 
of the features of EPUB3 and HTML5 just to stay competitive—
with other publishing companies you’re in direct competition 
with, of course, but also with other forms of competition for your 
readers’ time, like websites and television.  

Brian Felsen
President, BookBaby
Do Some Soul Searching
Finding the right conversion partner ulti-
mately depends on what your needs are, says 
Brian Felsen, president of BookBaby. “Do 

you need, for example, a large distribution network? What kind 
of document are you starting with? How much multi media or 
interactivity do you need? Are you more concerned with com-
patibility, or with having all the whiz-bang features? And how 
much support do you need?” 

The process of beginning a relationship with a vendor, in 
other words, should probably always start with a series of in-
ternal questions. 

Andrea Fleck-Nisbet
Executive Director, Digital Publishing,  
Workman Publishing

Look Near and Far
Workman’s operational practices are probably 
a bit unique in the industry, says Andrea Fleck-
Nisbet, who runs the house’s digital publish-
ing division, because the company consists of 
seven different imprints, some with their own 
production and editorial departments. When 
it came time to convert the company’s mas-
sive backlist, Workman went with an offshore conversion house. 

“From a high-level perspective,” Fleck-Nisbet says, “that 
seems like a great solution, [especially] for managing multiple 
divisions that are uploading multiple files at multiple times. But 
I will say it was not as easy as it initially sounded. When you’re 
doing offshore conversions,” she adds, “you’re always going to 
run into challenges with the scaling, and with the quality of the 
content you’re getting back.”

Her advice? “If you’re doing a large batch of content at one 
time, working with an offshore conversion company is really 
the way to do it, in terms of scalability and cost. But you abso-
lutely need to have someone on the ground.”

And what of Workman’s future digital conversion goals? 
“For any publisher,” Fleck-Nesbet suggests, “I would recom-
mend that the goal is always to get to a place where you’re 
handling the conversions in-house. Even if you outsource the 
print process,” she says, “you want to have [the ebook conver-
sion process linked] as closely to the print production process 
as possible.”

Nicole Passage
Managing Editor,  
Open Road Integrated Media

Ask the Right Questions
The best place to start, says Open Road Inte-
grated Media’s Nicole Passage, “is to speak to 
similar companies to see what’s worked for them. It’s best to get 
a recommendation from a trusted source. Once you’ve got the 
pool narrowed down a bit,” she says, “there are a lot of questions 
you should be asking” to gauge the firm’s level of professional-
ism. Here’s a brief list:
• Is there anything the publisher can do to best prepare files 
for conversion?
• Do they QA files prior to submitting back to the publisher?
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• Do they perform a device check?
• Are they aware of the kinds of errors 
that occur in optical character recogni-
tion [OCR] and conversion, and can 
they enumerate them?
• What file formats can they provide? 
• Fixed layout? 
• Enhanced with video or audio? 
• Or standard reflowable only?
• What kinds of source files do they ac-
cept?
• What are their typical turnaround 
times? 
• Can they complete rush projects? 
• What kind of volume can they handle?

“This probably goes without saying,” 
Passage adds, “but be sure to also obtain 
a complete list of standard and rush fees 
for all services.”

John Prabhu
Vice President,  
Solutions Architect, SPi Global

Focus on Value 
SPi Global’s John Prabhu, a member 
of the IDPF’s EPUB Standards Main-
tenance Group, says he often sees pub-
lishers gravitate toward 
vendors who offer 
especially low rates, 
but who don’t bother 
educating their clients 
about the conversion 
process. But the smart 
publishers, he says, are less concerned 
about price than they are with the value 
a conversion partner can create for them. 

Prabhu suggests asking vendors to ex-
plain what they can do to maximize the 
revenue of a particular title. And because 
technology is an ever-changing beast, a 
good vendor, he says, should also be able 
to explain the steps a publisher can take 
to avoid having to worry about his prod-
uct being obsolete in six months’ time. 

“The bottom line,” Prabhu adds, 
“is schema, structure, data. And the 
[conversion] process has to be flexible 
enough that you’re able to accommo-
date changes fast,” even when the next 
platform, or the next technological in-
novation, chooses to reveal itself.  BB

Dan Eldridge is the editor of NAPCO’s 
TeleRead.com.

So, about that tumblr  
post… Can you tell us what 
inspired it? How did you mean it 
to be received? Any regrets?
● Demons inspired that post.

People who work in book publishing 
suffer from a cumulative anxiety that is 
utterly out of proportion to the industry 
in which they work. Yes, there has been 
tremendous upheaval in our industry 
(mostly as a result of developing tech-
nology) but there has also been tremen-
dous continuity: authors are still writ-
ing books; publishers are still publishing 
books; retailers are still selling books; and 
readers are still reading books. And yet, 
not a week goes by where I don’t hear 
someone groan about something being 
the final nail in our coffin.

That post, indeed much of my pres-
ence on social media, is a response to 
the anxiety people in our industry are 
feeling about the future. I was basically 
poking fun at the notion that we are 

all going the way of the parasaurolo-
phus, and what better way to do that 
than with a list suggesting that the most 
powerful people in our industry are 
authors who have slipped through the 
clutches of traditional publishers. Also, 
that our fortunes are largely determined 
by outsiders. By people in the media. 
And by retailers.

Of course, if I were to re-publish that 
list tomorrow, we all know who would 
be number one: E L James. And what is 
significant about E L James is that she 
chose not to self publish. Instead, she 
chose to publish with Vintage because 
we approached her with a fully real-
ized plan and vision for her work, one 
that we were able to execute in seamless 
fashion. And we all know the end result: 
Her books have enjoyed enormous suc-
cess. I suppose one could surmise that 
we are not, in fact, going the way of the 
parasaurolophus after all. BB

Follow Paul Bogaards on Twitter: @paulbo-
gaards; on Tumblr: paulboogards.tumblr.com.

TheCornerOffice
(continued from page 15)

> Comment on this and other articles at BookBusinessMag.com    25

TOTAL
PRINTING
SYSTEMS
Digital Book Manufacturers
Power - Speed - Flexibility - Economy

1-800-465-5200
www.tps1.com

www.tps1.com

Short-Run Book Manufacturers
Digital – including High-Speed Inkjet and Toner

Black and White

&

FULL COLO
R

e-Book/

Flip Book

wwww .www.www.www.

Flip Boo

One Off Facility

QR CODES

Case Binding

Perfect Binding

Coil-Wired

Saddle Stiched

Case Binding

Perfect Binding

Coil-Wired

Saddle Stiched

Case Binding

Perfect Binding

Coil-Wired

Saddle Stiched

Case Binding

Perfect Binding

Coil-Wired

Saddle Stiched

t 1t 1

Bookstore/Distribution

MIDWEST

is our Specialty!


