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Five years ago, Christian Focus Publications was a
small Christian firm in Scotland with limited sales
in the United States. All of the “correct” things

were in place—a representation agreement with one of
the largest teams of agents and a distribution deal with
one of the largest Christian distributors—yet sales were
falling. Despite changing distributors, having no
national representation team, and minimal advertising
exposure, today U.S. sales now make up 40 percent of
our global sales pie. With new initiatives planned, we
hope to increase sales in this market to over 50 percent
of our worldwide sales.

If Christian Focus can, so can you. Here are some
tips from our experience.

1. Check your motives. 
Pray that God would strip you of vanity, that you

would pray enough to be able to listen to his direction
and that everyone recognizes the purpose of your orga-
nization. Repeat this to yourself, your staff and your
customers.

2. Make sure selling in the U.S. market makes financial sense.
The retail price of your books in the new market is

not set by you. Local market conditions will determine
your price point, so make sure that you can afford to
sell in that market when all the shipping, storage,
invoicing and marketing costs are added. In the United

States, book prices and margins are quite healthy and
the distribution costs are quite effective. Marketing
costs, though, are higher due the fragmented state of
the market.

Do not start by going for the whole market, just the
bit that makes sense for your products. The advantage
of the Christian market n the United States is that the
niches are often much bigger!

3. Take the time to know the market.
Spend time with the market to familiarize yourself

with the major players, characters and trends. Your
conversations with customers should show that you
are up-to-date and are not a clueless foreigner. Ameri-
cans have seen many publishers arrive with a splash
and then fade away. A thorough understanding of the
U.S. market will also help you in your negotiations
with authors.

4. Get representatives who understand your vision.
Christian Focus found out that representatives who

had not bought into its vision could not sell its prod-
ucts. After we said goodbye to the team and started
over by visiting the customers ourselves, we developed
a convincing story to tell disinterested retailers until
they became interested customers. Once the story
worked, then we could get a new distributor on board
who bought the vision too.
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5. Work with people you like.
If you like people, they usually like you right back.

In selecting U.S. distributors, first establish their com-
petence at delivering access to the market. Of those
who remain, select the distributor you like the most.
You will do your best for them and they will do their
best for you.

Do not buy the “I can’t stand them but they’re real-
ly professional” line. You have to live with these peo-
ple and sometime soon you will have your first dis-
pute.It will be much easier to resolve it if you like each
other. 

6. Talk about what “the big boys” don’t say. 
Highlight reasons for the customer to buy your

product. Make it stand out. Large publishers have
advertising, volume sales, author events and stellar
names. Make sure you have humility, commitment,
product knowledge, personal service, patience and an
obvious mission. Be flexible—the big boys are usually
bound by policy and rules.

7. Eliminate excuses for people not to buy.
Offer promotions and discount structures that are

simple and familiar to your customers. Reinforce that
familiarity by changing the look of your marketing
and designs to suit the market, but do not feel obliged
to change or compromise the content of your books.

8. Offer the most value.
Our products particularly suit independent retailers.

The good, solid content of the books coincides with
the reasons they had for starting their bookshop. We
built their loyalty by attending the trade events they
attend, which are smaller, local and regional ones. You
may only influence 100 stores, but you can see their
interest grow when you track their repeat orders. This
strategy means a publisher may have to attend more
events, but this will also allow them to meet more cus-
tomers and be more immersed in the culture.

9. Send in the boss.
You do not have megabucks marketing but you do

have personal service and, if you are small, a boss who
knows all about everything that goes on. If the director
of your publishing house is traveling to see big clients,
encourage him or her to schedule appointments with
the managers of smaller retail stores as well. The boss
will then be able to make decisions with knowledge of
real customers.

10. Be selective in what you show. 
Do not feed the stereotypes that your potential cus-

tomer is likely to have. If they think that all companies
like yours publish only certain types of books, then
surprise them. Do not show your other products until
after they have confidence in your range of products.
Show them that it was worthwhile to meet with you.

11. Supply, supply, supply.
Once you have started to “conquer the market,”

focus on keeping your products in stock with your U.S.
distributor. It takes Christian Focus two months to
restock its U.S. distributors, because we ship products
by sea. We have not yet found an economical way of
addressing  fulfillment problems by air, so instead we
rely on weekly electronic data transfers to recognize
sales trends and minimize shortages. We re-stock on a
monthly basis.

12. Be committed.
It takes time and enormous amounts of energy to

maintain a U.S. presence. Do not expect your relation-
ship with American partners to flourish if you are not
prepared to work at it. We scoff at alchemists who
sought the secret to turn lead into gold; yet we do not
recognize that we are looking for the same thing in
business solutions. However, building strong publish-
ing organizations usually means that gains are small
and incremental. Build upon your gains and you will
eventually succeed.

13. The biggest surprise is—there are no surprises.
People always ask, “What are the differences

between the U.S. market and other markets?” There are
many details and subtleties. However, if you are doing
the job right, the differences disappear as you begin
cultural assimilation.v
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