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The book existed. It had a cover, a price and a box of author copies beside the dining table. Yet a
bookseller searching for it found three slightly different titles, an unavailable hardcover and a

paperback attributed to someone with the author's first name twice.

The author had written one novel. The information systems appeared to be attempting a series.
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Publishing involves more than making the book itself. You also provide information that helps
other people identify, list, order and sell it. ISBNs, metadata and distribution arrangements

serve different parts of that process.

The terms can sound like a cupboard full of specialist equipment. Start with three questions:
which product is this, what information describes it and how can a reader obtain it? Keeping

those questions separate makes the decisions easier to manage.
AN ISBN IDENTIFIES A PARTICULAR PUBLICATION

An International Standard Book Number is an identifier used for a specific book publication.
Current ISBNs have thirteen digits. Different product formats and relevant editions require
their own identifiers under ISBN assignment rules; a paperback and hardcover are not

interchangeable uses of one number. [1]

Think in terms of the product a reader orders. Someone asking for the hardcover needs to

receive the hardcover, not whichever version happens to be nearest the packing table.

Keep arecord linking each identifier to the exact title, format, edition and publisher

information. Do not assign numbers casually and attempt to reconstruct the choices later.

An ISBN identifies; it does not provide copyright protection or prove that the publication is of
good quality. Library and Archives Canada explicitly distinguishes ISBN identification from

copyright protection. [2]

The number is useful publishing infrastructure. It is not a badge that makes a manuscript

approved, professionally edited or guaranteed a place in a shop.
START WITH THE APPROPRIATE ISBN AGENCY

The International ISBN Agency directs publishers to the national agency for the country in
which they are based. Availability, eligibility and costs depend on the relevant service. Do not

assume every author worldwide should purchase numbers from the same supplier. [1]
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Eligible Canadian publishers can request free ISBNs through the relevant Canadian service,
subject to its current terms. Library and Archives Canada publishes eligibility and application
guidance; French-only Canadian publishers are directed to Bibliotheque et Archives nationales

du Québec. [2]

If you are applying, read the current conditions for your circumstances and publication type.
Avoid relying on an old tutorial that skips eligibility or treats every kind of product as

qualifying.

Record the account and publisher details securely so future publications do not require

rediscovering how the first one was registered.

You do not need to become an international numbering expert. You need to identify the right

service, follow its assignment guidance and keep an accurate record of what you have done.
UNDERSTAND A PLATFORM'S FREE IDENTIFIER OFFER

A platform-provided ISBN can be convenient, but the conditions matter. KDP's free ISBNs are
for eligible paperback and hardcover publications and can be used only through KDP. KDP does
not require an ISBN for its ebooks. If you supply your own ISBN, the registered details and

imprint need to match the information entered there. [3]
This is a specific platform example, not a universal rule for every service.

Before accepting an identifier, ask how it fits your distribution plan. Are you publishing only
through that service, or do you want the same edition available through other production or

distribution arrangements? What publisher name will be associated with the number?

Do not confuse the identifier restriction with a claim that the company owns your manuscript.

These are different questions, governed by different terms.

A free option can be entirely suitable. It is most useful when you understand the limitations

before building a wider plan around it.

KEEP FORMATS AND EDITIONS STRAIGHT
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A format is a product form, such as paperback or hardcover. An edition identifies a particular
version of the work. Significant revisions and distinct digital products can require separate
ISBN treatment; the International ISBN Agency provides assignment guidance, including

guidance for ebooks. [4]

Not every correction creates a new edition. Conversely, changing substantial content is not

simply a matter of uploading a new file under whatever number is easiest to find.

When uncertain, ask the relevant agency using the actual proposed change. Give the existing

publication details and explain what will differ.

Maintain a simple product register. Include the identifier, format, edition, current files,

publication information and channels where that product is supplied.

This is especially helpful when adding a hardcover or revised guide later. You can see which files
and records belong together instead of relying on a folder containing several documents named

"latest.”
Clear internal records reduce the chance of publishing an update to the wrong product.
METADATA IS THE BOOK'S WORKING DESCRIPTION

Metadata is information about the publication: title, author and contributor names, format,

description, identifiers, subjects and other details used by services in the book's route to readers.

Itis not merely promotional language. Some fields identify the product; others help describe or

organize it. Together, they need to present a consistent, accurate account.

Create one master information sheet before entering details across platforms. Include the exact
title and subtitle, author name or pen name, contributor credits, series details where relevant,

description, format information and the identifiers assigned.

Also record version and date information for changes. If you revise a description, you should

know which channels have received the update.
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A master sheet does not remove the need to follow each service's field requirements. It gives you
areliable source from which to adapt the information, rather than composing a slightly

different book every time a form asks its name.
MAKE IDENTIFYING DETAILS MATCH

At KDP, title, subtitle, author and series information on the cover should match the relevant
metadata fields. Its guidelines also restrict misleading title additions, unrelated keywords and

inappropriate categories. [5]

More broadly, consistency helps people recognize the same product across listings, files and
ordering systems. Check spelling, punctuation, series numbering and contributor roles

carefully.

If the cover calls the book "The Orchard at Dusk," do not turn the title field into "The Orchard at
Dusk: An Unforgettable Must-Read Award-Worthy Novel" unless that is the approved title and

complies with the service's requirements.
Atitle field is not spare advertising space. Let the appropriate description field explain the book.

Choose a stable form for the author name too. Small variations can create confusion, especially
when you have more than one title. Inspect what readers actually see after publication rather
than assuming the entry form and public listing will always present everything exactly as

expected.
DESCRIBE THE BOOK FOR THE RIGHT READER

A useful description tells readers what kind of experience or practical value the book offers. It

should be specific enough to distinguish the work without trying to summarize every chapter.

For fiction, identify the central situation, pressure and stakes while preserving discoveries
readers should encounter in the story. For nonfiction, explain the problem addressed, intended

reader and useful scope.
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Keep claims supportable. Avoid implying awards, endorsements or results you do not have. The
description should help suitable readers recognize the book rather than lure everyone through

an impressive collection of adjectives.

Choose subjects and search terms that reflect the content. Think about the reader’s likely

language, then check the current rules of the service where the information will appear.

Do not treat metadata as a secret mechanism that guarantees visibility. Accurate information

supports identification and discovery; readers still need a reason to notice and choose the book.
DISTRIBUTION MAKES AROUTE AVAILABLE

Distribution arrangements connect a publication with channels through which it can be
supplied. They are distinct from the work of persuading a particular reader or buyer to choose
it.

IngramsSpark describes sending title metadata to its network when distribution is enabled. That

process helps make a book available through participating channels; it does not mean every

shop has ordered physical copies. [6]

Keep several states separate: listed, available to order, stocked locally and already sold. A book
can be orderable without sitting on a shelf. A retailer can display a listing while making its own

decisions about availability and stocking.

When someone promises distribution, ask what the arrangement actually does. Which channels

are involved? What must you supply or approve? Are there market, format or other limits?

This gives you a practical plan for access. It also prevents a catalogue listing from being

mistaken for a sales campaign already underway somewhere out of sight.
COMPARE DIRECT AND AGGREGATED ARRANGEMENTS

You may supply some retailers directly and use an intermediary for others. An ebook
aggregator, for example, can send files and information to several supported outlets under its

service terms.
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Compare coverage, payment arrangements, reporting, update processes and responsibilities.

Check the current agreement rather than assuming every intermediary works the same way.

Map where each product is being supplied from. Avoid accidental duplicate delivery to the same

channel when the services involved do not support that arrangement.

Ask whether any optional programme introduces exclusivity and exactly what it covers. Do not
infer the terms from a general claim that a platform is nonexclusive, or assume a special

programme applies to every format in the same way.

A larger channel list is not automatically a better plan. Choose arrangements you can

understand, maintain and align with the readers you want to reach.

The useful comparison includes administration as well as reach. Someone must manage price

changes, corrections and questions after the initial upload.
CALCULATE WHAT ASALE ACTUALLY LEAVES

For a print wholesale arrangement, list price, trade discount, printing cost and applicable fees
affect publisher compensation. Ingram provides a compensation calculator and explains the
relationship between price, discount and print cost. Use the current calculator and terms for the

actual product. [7]
Here is an invented example to show the arithmetic, not a recommended price or discount:

A book has a list price of $24. A 50% wholesale discount leaves $12 before printing. If printing

costs $5, $7 remains before any other applicable charges, returns, taxes or business expenses.

That $7 is not automatically profit. It has not recovered editing, design, production or

promotional spending. The actual arrangement may include further deductions.

Repeat the calculation for the formats and markets you plan to use. Do not copy the list price

from a comparable book without checking your own costs.

Different channels can produce different proceeds. Know which calculation belongs to which

kind of sale before comparing them.
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UNDERSTAND RETURNS BEFORE ENABLING THEM

Wholesale returnability can allow booksellers to return unsold copies under the service's terms.
IngramSpark explains that returns can generate charges to the publisher, with costs depending
on the return option and applicable conditions. A returned copy is not merely a sale

disappearing without further consequences. [8]

Read the current policy before selecting an option. Ask how charges are calculated, whether
shipping or handling applies, how changes take effect and whether obligations continue during

a transition period.

This is a business choice to evaluate, not a box to tick because a tutorial calls it professional.

Consider potential exposure alongside the channels you hope to serve.

No discount or returns choice can force a particular shop to stock the book. If working with a

local bookseller, ask about that shop's ordering practices and what information it needs.

Clear expectations are more useful than arranging the settings according to a rumour about

what every retailer supposedly requires.
CHECK THE PUBLIC RESULT AND MAINTAIN IT

After the book is available, inspect important listings. Verify title, author, format, cover,

description, price presentation and links to the correct product.

If something is wrong, identify the source that supplies the information and follow its
correction process. Updates may pass through several systems, so record when a change was

submitted and where it has appeared.

Keep corrections in your master information sheet as well. Otherwise you may repair one listing

and later send the old mistake back through another upload.

For a practical exercise, make a product map with one row per format and columns for
identifier, files, supplier, channels, price settings and last check. Mark any uncertainty that

could cause a reader to order the wrong thing or fail to obtain the book.

fogbottom.com Page 8 of 9



The aim is not to make publishing administration your new hobby. It is to give your carefully

made book a reliable identity and a workable route to the person who wants to read it.

From Fogbottom: practical writing guidance and free creative software for independent authors. The original article, with any

updates, is at foghottom.com/learn/isbns-metadata-and-the-road-to-the-reader/.
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