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Understanding Your Publishing Contract

What Authors Should Look For in a Publishing Agreement
(and Why It Matters)

This guide highlights best practices and common contract clauses that protect authors financially, creatively,
and long-term.

Advances & Royalties: How and when you get paid
§ Advances

/ Look for:
« A non-refundable advance (you never pay it back)
o (lear payment milestones (e.g., signing, publication)
» Language confirming the advance is yours even if the book underperforms

! Watch out for:

o Advances tied to vague conditions

o Delayed payment until after publication without justification
o “Refundable” or “recoupable on termination” language

Author tip: Even a modest advance signals the publisher’s financial commitment.
~ Royalties

V Look for:
« Print royalties based on list (cover) price, not net
« Ebook & audiobook royalties based on net receipts, clearly defined
¢ Regular, scheduled royalty payments (quarterly is standard)

1 Watch out for:

¢ Undefined “net” is mentioned (ask what costs are deducted)
o Excessive royalty reductions for discounts or special sales

o (lauses allowing unilateral rate changes

Author tip: Ask for examples of how royalties are calculated—real numbers clarify everything.
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Rights & Reversion: Who controls your work and for how long
& Rights Granted

V Look for:
« Rights limited to specific formats (print, ebook, audio)
¢ A defined contract term (not “in perpetuity”)
o C(Clear statements that ungranted rights stay with you

1 Watch out for:

o “All rights, now known or hereafter devised”

» Blanket merchandising or adaptation rights without compensation
o Copyright ownership transferring permanently

Author tip: You don’t need to give every right to publish a book successfully.

[® Reversion of Rights

V Look for:
» Automatic rights reversion at contract end
» Reversion if the book goes out of print
« Reversion if the publisher fails to publish within a set time

. Watch out for:
Vague “in print” definitions (ebook availability alone shouldn’t count)
Reversion requiring publisher approval
Long sell-off periods with no end date
Author tip: Reversion clauses are one of the most important protections in any contract.

Timelines: Deadlines keep everyone accountable

* Publication Timeline

V Look for:
e A clear promise to publish within 6-12 months after final files
o Consequences if the publisher misses that deadline
» Defined responsibilities for both author and publisher

. Watch out for:

o “At publisher’s discretion” timelines

o No stated publication window

e No remedy if the book is delayed indefinitely
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& Author Deliverables

 Look for:
o Specific descriptions of what you must deliver
* Reasonable deadlines
o Flexibility for extensions by mutual agreement

1 Watch out for:
« Automatic contract cancellation without cure periods
o Penalties disproportionate to the delay

Author tip: Missed deadlines should trigger discussion, not instant loss of rights.
Bonus: Other Clauses Authors Should Review Carefully!
Approval Rights
» Do you approve edits, covers, or licensing deals?
o If not, where do you still have input?
ul Accounting & Audits

» Are royalty statements detailed and regular?
« Do you have the right to audit records?

® Termination
« (lan you terminate if the publisher underperforms?
« What happens to your rights and money if the contract ends early?

©_Non-Compete & Options
o Are you restricted from writing similar books?
o Is any “next book” option narrow and time-limited?

2 Al & Moral Rights
» Are there protections against Al use of your work?
o s your authorship clearly preserved?
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