
Navigating the Minefield: Red 
Flags in Marketing Contracts 

  
The publishing industry has evolved rapidly, giving rise to "hybrid publishing"—a model that sits 

between traditional and self-publishing. While many hybrid publishers offer excellent services, 

the sector is also rife with predatory practices, particularly when it comes to marketing 

packages. Authors are often sold expensive add-ons with vague promises of fame and fortune. 

Distinguishing between legitimate book marketing companies (or departments) and vanity 

traps is a skill every author must develop. A marketing contract is a binding business 

agreement, and signing the wrong one can drain an author's budget while delivering zero 

tangible results. 

 

The most glaring red flag is the "Hollywood Pitch" or "Screen Adaptation" package. Many 

predatory companies sell authors on the dream of seeing their book on Netflix. They charge 

thousands of dollars to create a "coverage script" or send the book to "producers." In reality, 

these materials are often sent to dead email addresses or low-level clerks who bin them 

immediately. Legitimate agencies know that film rights are a highly specialised field handled by 

literary agents or entertainment lawyers, not bundled into a $5,000 marketing package for a 

self-published debut. If a company is pushing film rights for a book that hasn't even sold 100 

copies yet, it is a warning sign. 

The "Email Blast" Illusion 

 

Another common tactic is the promise of "blasting" a press release to "100,000 media 

contacts." This sounds impressive to a novice, but in the world of PR, it is meaningless. Good 

publicity is about targeted, personalised pitching. Sending a generic spam email to 100,000 

journalists ensures that 99,999 of them will block the sender. It is a tactic that values volume 

over value. Legitimate book marketing companies will talk about "curated lists" and "tailored 

pitches." They will explain why they are contacting specific outlets. If the strategy is simply 

spamming a database, the result will be silence. Authors should ask to see the list of targets; if 

it includes irrelevant contacts (e.g., pitching a cookbook to a sports editor), walk away. 

 

Guaranteed Bestseller Status 

 

As mentioned in previous discussions, guarantees in marketing are ethically dubious. However, 

some companies go further and offer "Guaranteed Bestseller Status" for a fee. This usually 

involves gaming the system—buying thousands of copies of the author's own book through 

obscure categories on Amazon to briefly hit #1 in a sub-sub-category like "baking for left-

handed mechanics." While the author gets a screenshot of a "bestseller" badge, it results in no 
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real readers, no royalties (since the author paid for the books), and potential banning by 

Amazon for rank manipulation. True marketing aims for organic growth and real readership, not 

vanity metrics bought with the author's own money. 

Transparency in Reporting 

 

A professional agency provides detailed reports. They show you who they pitched, when they 

pitched, and what the response was—even if the response was "no." Predatory companies often 

provide vague reports like "Campaign executed successfully" with no data to back it up. If a 

company refuses to share their work in progress or claims that their "proprietary method" 

prevents them from showing you the pitch emails, be wary. You are hiring them to represent 

you; you have a right to know what is being said in your name. Transparency is the bedrock of 

a healthy client-agency relationship. 

Ownership of Assets 

 

Finally, check the fine print regarding the ownership of marketing assets. If the company builds 

an author website, designs social media graphics, or creates a book trailer, who owns those 

files? Some contracts stipulate that the company retains ownership, meaning if the author 

leaves, they lose their website and branding. A reputable partner works for hire; once the bill is 

paid, the assets should belong to the author 100%. Authors must ensure they are building their 

own platform, not renting one that can be taken away. 

Conclusion 

 

Marketing is an essential investment, but it must be placed in safe hands. By scrutinising 

contracts and asking tough questions, authors can protect their work and their wallets from 

predatory schemes, ensuring their resources go towards genuine growth. 

Call to Action 

 

For transparent, ethical, and results-driven marketing support that puts the author first, 

connect with our team today. Visit: https://www.smithpublicity.com/ 
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