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Writing that First Book 
PR pros well-equipped for the job 

By Steve Busalacchi, PRSA Board of Directors 
 

 Writing. We do it every day at work, often times for other people, under their 
name. Why not do some writing with your name on the cover?  
 The truth is it’s easier than ever for those of us with writing and promotion skills 
to crank out a top-notch book and sell it. The latter is crucial because many authors make 
the mistake of hanging it up once the book is written. In reality, the only chance an author 
has to make his or her book a commercial success is to get out there and promote it—
relentlessly. 
 Before we get into promotion, here’s just a bit about my literary journey. In late 
January 2008, my first book rolled off the presses after three and a half years of work. It’s 
a 590-page hardcover oral history featuring several dozen extraordinary physicians, 
entitled White Coat Wisdom. To date, more than 2,500 copies have sold and a second 
printing is imminent. Moreover, Barnes & Noble carries the book nationally. 
 How did I get this far? The first thing I had to do was flesh out my idea, which I 
had tossed around for more than 15 years. I had come to know so many intriguing and 
eloquent physicians over the years as a medical reporter and later, as the Wisconsin 
Medical Society’s PR Director, that I knew they would have some fascinating stories to 
share. And they did!  I started making lists of doctors I would ask to participate and drew 
up a basic outline. Then I attended some excellent workshops at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. 
 The traditional route to publication is through a literary agent or by proposing 
your idea directly to a publisher. It’s a tremendous challenge to interest either party, as 
they are besieged with manuscript queries and prefer dealing with big name authors with 
a proven track record. However, if you have a good idea, there is no reason not to give it 
a try. 
 As you might expect, the Internet is changing the rules of publishing, as well. It 
made all the difference in my ability to get my book out to the public in a reasonable 
amount of time. I abandoned my quest for a publisher after a few months, reasoning that I 
would better spend my time and energy on the manuscript itself rather than trying to 
convince somebody else my idea was worthwhile and saleable. Even if I had found a 
publisher, it would have been easily 3-5 years before the book would have been printed. 
 Thanks to some colleagues at the Wisconsin Speakers Association who 
encouraged me, many of whom are authors, I looked into self-publishing options. The 
Godfather of this movement is Dan Poynter, whose book, Self-Publishing Manual, is the 



 2 

one that led me through this process. Among the advantages of publishing yourself is that 
you don’t need anybody’s permission to pursue your idea. You just do it. Now.  
 At its most basic, a publisher is simply the entity that pays for the printing and 
distribution of your book. But even if one gets a publisher, the author is still responsible 
for promoting the book. So if the success of the book is really up to the author anyway, 
why not just publish yourself and reap more of the profit? 
 What smart self-publishers do is start their own company (tax write-offs) and hire 
the talent needed to do the things they aren’t expert in. For example, I don’t know squat 
about graphic design and I have no interest in learning Quark or any other similar 
computer graphics program. Hence, I hired a jacket designer and a typesetter. I am a 
writer, but you absolutely have to have a copy editor and for my book, an indexer, so I 
hired those professionals, too. Then, I just put out a request for proposal to the 20 or so 
printers in the country that can do my kind of book and selected the one I felt most 
comfortable with and that charged the least. 
 Once the book was completed, I found a warehouse to store the inventory and 
now sell it via whitecoatwisdom.com, thanks to shopping cart technology and credit 
cards. But you also pursue all of the other selling and publicity routes, including 
bookstores, back of the room sales after presentations, cross-promotions, distributors, 
amazon.com, YouTube, etc. 
 The downside of self-publishing is that a stigma remains. Some distributors may 
reject the title simply because it’s self-published, presuming it’s no good because a “real” 
publisher wouldn’t take it on.  
 Well, guess what? Stephen King self-published his first book and he’s done okay. 
Seven publishers rejected J.K Rowling’s first book, and she turned out to be the best-
selling author in literary history! If you do it right, the quality of your book will be 
indistinguishable from anything produced at a big publishing house or even better. That’s 
what has made the biggest difference for me.  
 I walked my book into the Barnes & Noble on the west side of Madison and asked 
the manager if she was interested in carrying it. She wasn’t sure what to make of me 
because this is not the typical route to bookstore sales. But I left her a copy to peruse, 
nonetheless. Twenty minutes later, the manager called and said she’d take 10 copies. A 
week later, she asked for another 20 copies. Another week or so, 25 copies. Her calls 
keep coming because the book is selling. Enough for Barnes & Noble, New York, to 
notice and ask where she got White Coat Wisdom! New York placed an order shortly 
thereafter. 
 Technologically, there have been improvements in publishing so that it doesn’t 
cost as much as it once did to print books. What’s more, there are now print-on-demand 
services that eliminate having large stockpiles of books and money tied up in them. (See 
www.iuniverse.com) 
 Perhaps most importantly, PR pros have the talent to get publicity. And publicity 
is what sells books. I’ve posted all of my publicity on the In the News page,       
www.whitecoatwisdom.com. It’s amazing what you can come up with when put to the 
test, especially when your own money is on the line. 
 If you have a book in you, go for it. Just think carefully about who would buy it 
and how you would promote it. However, be aware that the competition in the publishing 
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business is outrageously intense, so don’t expect to write a best seller. If that happens, 
fabulous! 
 Not only are there a plethora of new books always coming out, it seems 
everybody wants to write one. I was shocked that several hundred people showed up at 
the first UW Writers’ Conference I attended. I just never imagined so many people had 
this interest. Many may want to write a book, but most of them, apparently aren’t well-
equipped to pull it off.  
 PR pros, however, have the skills, ideas and contacts to make it happen. It’s not 
easy, but writing my book has been by far the most fulfilling professional endeavor of my 
life. And I have to admit, it is a kick to see my name on the cover. My work, my byline. 
Nice change of pace. 
 
 Stephen J. Busalacchi is the author of White Coat Wisdom 
(whitecoatwisdom.com), Extraordinary doctors talk about what they do, how they got 
there and why medicine is so much more than a job. Busalacchi owns his own Madison-
based health communications consulting firm. 
 

 


