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The Truth About ISBNs

All print books sold through bookstores and online require an ISBN.
Though most U.S. based online retailers do not require ISBNs to
distribute ebooks, there are still some good reasons to have one. In
this chapter I will discuss the purpose of the ISBN, the reasons you
should obtain ISBNs for both print and ebooks, as well as the costs
and trade-offs for where you purchase them and how you use them.
The International Standard Book Number (ISBN) is a unique
identifier used around the world to identify, purchase, and sell books.
ISBNs first appeared in 1965 as a nine-digit number. Since January
1, 2007, ISBNs have contained 13 digits. A different ISBN is
assigned to each edition and variation of a book. A paperback,
hardcover, ebook, and audiobook edition would each have its own
ISBN. A second edition of a book requires a new ISBN. Reprinting
the same book does not require a new ISBN.
Myth: Every ebook type needs a different ISBN. One for
EPUB, one for MOBI, and one for PDF.

The above is NOT TRUE! ISBNs relate to the TYPE of book
product. Book products currently encompass print, ebook, and
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audiobook. So, that is three ISBNs total. The one ebook ISBN can
be used for EPUB, MOBI, and PDF (any electronic version).
What about multiple languages? You DO need a separate
ISBN for each language translation. A book in Spanish, although
the same story as your English version is still a different book, and is
likely that it is also a different copyright, as it is your translators
version of your book. In any case, you need a new ISBN for each
translation. If you choose to use an ISBN for an ebook, you can use
the same one for EPUB, MOBI, and PDF in each language. The
same goes if you are fortunate enough to also have a different
language audiobook.
The graphic below, downloaded from Wikipedia, provides a nice
explanation of what each of the digits in an ISBN identifies. It also
includes the barcode, which adds the EAN information (Electronic
A Number). Bookstores rely on the ISBN for ordering, stocking, and
point-of-sale. A number of online retailers of ebooks also rely on
this number—particularly Sony and Apple.
To get more specific information go to:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_N
umber
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You do not need a different ISBN for every country. The
country is encoded in the “group” digits. You do need a different
ISBN for each language in which the book is distributed. If the book
was published previously by a different publisher, and you have the
rights back to the book, you will need a new ISBN. The book is then
published as a second edition.
In the digital age of book creation, some authors become
concerned that they must have a new ISBN every time they make a
change to the book. This is not the case. If you are correcting typos,
adding one or two sentences on a page that went astray, or changing
the book cover, you do not need a new ISBN. It can still be sold as
the same edition. However, making substantial changes such as
adding chapters, adding new characters, changing the arc or theme
of the story requires a new edition of the book. That edition must
have a new ISBN.
In the United States, ISBNs are managed by Bowker, a private
for-profit company. You can purchase one ISBN or thousands of
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ISBNs online at http://myidentifiers.com/ The cost per ISBN
decreases if you buy multiple ISBNs at one time.
In some countries, like Canada, there is no cost to get an ISBN
because the country wishes to encourage local authors and the
government funds the service for managing ISBNs. In those coun‐
tries, ISBN assignment and management is often run through the
Ministry of Culture or through the library system. Other countries
are similar to the United States (e.g., the United Kingdom, Ireland,
and Australia) and have appointed a private company to do this
work. Check with your country’s ISBN management authority to
determine what costs and paperwork are required to obtain an
ISBN. IF you don’t know which agency or company manages ISBNs
in your country, you can get that information at the non-profit
International ISBN organization:
http://www.isbn-international.org/agency

FREE ISBNS PROS AND CONS
Most everyone would prefer not to pay for an ISBN. It is partic‐
ularly tempting to get a free ISBN when you have no idea if your
book will ever make back the costs. There are options to get free
ISBNs, even in countries that have a paid service. However, there
are tradeoffs when you do that.
First, let’s look at why you should make the investment in
purchasing your own ISBNs if your country does not offer them for
free. There are three important reasons to purchase your own ISBN.

1. You are the publisher of record. Your name or your
company name is what is listed on all sites and
bibliographic reference feeds.
2. You want full control of the ISBN and the content
provided to all bibliographic feeds.
3. If you decide you want to have your book printed
elsewhere (e.g., move POD printing from KDP Print to
Ingram Spark or to a mass market printing company)
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you can move it without getting a new ISBN. It’s your
ISBN as a publisher.
What is the cost? If you are purchasing from Bowker, buying a
single ISBN is outrageously priced at $125.00. Therefore, it is wise
to purchase at least a group of 10 ISBNs at $250.00, which brings
the price down to $25.00 per ISBN. Ten ISBNs represents five
books in both print and ebook format. With a plan to write five
books during your career, it is worth buying that block of ten. ISBNs
do not have an expiration date.
What if you are only writing one book or you can’t afford the
$250.00 to purchase ten ISBNs? There are alternatives to
purchasing from Bowker. You can acquire a free ISBN from a POD
publisher like KDP Print (Amazon). However, be aware that
anything FREE means the publisher of record is Amazon. Or you
can purchase a single ISBN for $85 from Ingram Spark. In this case,
Ingram allows for your Imprint to be the publisher of record.
Many authors go ahead with the free or $10 ISBN to cut costs.
If your book takes off and you want to establish your own ISBNs
you can still later change your mind, purchase your own ISBN, and
put up a second edition of the book.
Aggregators are companies that provide services to authors and
then directly interface with retailers. Before the ebook revolution,
those services were companies like Lulu and Xlibris. Now there are
many companies specifically designed to help authors interface with
markets for both print and ebooks. Smashwords, Draft 2 Digital,
StreetLib, Vearsa, Book Baby, Fast Pencil, and Xin Xii are examples
of ebook aggregators.
Some author service companies require you to use their ISBN in
order to take advantage of the services. Other companies allow you
to use your own. For example, KDP Print (Amazon) has certain
restrictions on distribution if you use your own ISBN instead of
theirs. Ingram, on the other hand, has no such restrictions.
The most important disadvantage to using an ISBN from an
aggregator is the coding of the publisher identification digits. ISBNs
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have a prefix that is permanently associated with the publisher who
purchased the ISBNs from Bowker.
For example, when Amazon purchases a block of a hundred
thousand ISBNs from Bowker, the company then assigns those
ISBNs to authors who wish to have a free ISBN. As Bowker is the
official manager of ISBNs in the United States, it assigns all
numbers in this block to reflect Amazon as the publisher. When you
accept an ISBN from Amazon, it means that Amazon is listed as the
publisher on all systems around the world and in all bookstores.
Is this a problem? Rumor has it that some bookstores have a
policy of not dealing with Amazon. For other bookstores it is not a
problem. Personally, I don’t think it is as a big a deal as some people
do. Only the most anti-Amazon stores are going to be looking at the
ISBN number of every book they order, noticing the publisher iden‐
tifier is Amazon and then refusing to order it. I can’t imagine that
happening on any regular basis.
One other way to obtain an ISBN at less cost is to join a
publishing cooperative. This is a group of authors who join together
and agree to publish under the same publisher name. Windtree
Press and Book View Café are two examples of this. Cooperatives
are different from a commercial publisher in that titles are not
purchased or contracted; and the cooperative does not employ fulltime editors, cover designers, and formatters. A publishing coopera‐
tive allows a group of independent authors to share costs and
resources in their publishing efforts.
For example, at Windtree Press the cooperative purchases a
block of ISBNs to be shared among all the members. Each member
then pays a pro-rated cost for the ISBN. Purchasing a block of 100
ISBNs reduces the cost for each ISBN to $5.75. A larger cooperative
with 100 members may be able to purchase a block of 1,000 ISBNs.
In theory, the cooperative could choose to then make each ISBN
available to members at a reimbursement cost of only $1.00. In
larger cooperatives it is common for them to mark up the actual
ISBN cost in order to pay someone to enter the book information in
Bowker’s database. But even at $5.00 per ISBN, members realize a
great savings.
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Members of co-ops still face some of the same disadvantages as
they do to purchasing ISBNs from an aggregator like Amazon or
Draft2Digital. The publisher of record is the co-op press name (i.e.,
Windtree Press or Book View Café). Depending on the bylaws of
the co-op, if a member leaves the co-op she may need to purchase
another ISBN and redistribute books as a second edition. Even if
the co-op allows the ISBN to transfer with the member, as Windtree
Press does, it is likely she will still want a different publisher identi‐
fied for all her books.

EBOOK ISBNs
First you are NOT required to have ebook ISBNs. Every major
vendor (Amazon, Kobo, Apple, B&N, Google) either uses its own
stock identifier (e.g., ASIN for Amazon) or puts in a “dummy” ISBN
number if you don’t supply one. If the vendor deals with partners in
places around the world that require an ISBN, they generate it as
needed.
So, why would you even bother with an ebook ISBN? Most
tracking organizations for bestseller lists (NYT, USA Today, Wall
Street Journal, etc.) track books by ISBN. All of these also have
ebook bestseller lists. Without an ISBN for your ebook, your book
will not be tracked for those lists and thus not reported to book‐
sellers and libraries, in newspapers and magazines, or to other
media.
In addition, all third party databases find and report on books
by ISBN. Bowker itself provides free listing of books (print and
ebook based on ISBN) in various directories such as Books in Print,
which is used by schools, libraries, and bookstores to decide which
books to purchase.
For me, I choose to have an ebook ISBN because I want to
improve the metadata that’s available to all sites around the world
where my book is distributed. However, I have lessened my personal
costs by being part of an author cooperative that can purchase
ISBNs 100 at a time and have the cost to me be only $10.00.
Is it required? No. Is it useful? In my opinion, absolutely.
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HOW TO USE BOWKER EFFECTIVELY
If you have decided to purchase your own ISBNs and you live in
the United States, you will need to use the services at Bowker. You
do all of this online via the site at http://myidentifiers.com
The first step is purchasing the ISBNs. You can buy a block of
ISBNs without having to provide any information except you as a
publisher and your credit card information. Once you access the
myidentifiers.com site, click on Buy ISBNs in the menu.
A screen appears with several options ranging from the purchase
of a single ISBN for $125 to pricing on blocks of ISBNs at 10, 100,
and 1,000. Click on the item that represents the number of ISBNs
you wish to purchase. Once selected, you will be taken directly to
the shopping cart screen.
Tip: If you are purchasing more than one ISBN be sure that the
number entered in the shopping cart represents the bulk group. In
the example below, the author elected to purchase the 10 ISBN
package. In the shopping cart it shows the number one. That is
correct. The author is purchasing only one package. Do not put the
number 10 in this section.

Click on the Checkout button to complete your purchase.
On the checkout page you will see a number of other offers. I
advise you not to select any of these. Bar codes can be generated for
free
at
http://bookcovers.creativindie.com/free-online-isbn94
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barcode-generator/ Also, if you are using KDP Print or Ingram
Spark as your print book distributor, they will put the barcode on
your backcover automatically if you don’t have one. Widgets and
Apps can be developed in other venues for significantly less money.
The best course of action is to purchase the ISBNs at Bowker and
nothing else.
Like all ecommerce engines on the Internet, the checkout
process will require you to create an account, choose a password,
provide your credit card information, billing address, and phone.
After the payment is processed, the ISBNs are immediately
added to your account. To view them go to the My Account menu
option and select Manage ISBNs.

Once those ISBNs are displayed in your account, you can assign
current and future titles to them. At any time between the purchase
and the release of your book, you can go in and fill in the required
fields to make sure your book information is associated with a
specific ISBN number. Most authors choose to do this very close to
their book release date, or just after release, because that is when
they have all of the information for the book. You may go back and
change things at any time until you click Submit.
Once you hit SUBMIT you can no longer change the title, the
publication date, or the book type (e.g., print or ebook). However,
you may change other elements like the description, page count,
categories, etc.
Another thing Bowker offers is for you to upload a PDF version
of the book. They use this to create more metadata about the books,
capturing hundreds of more keywords. They do not sell or distribute
the PDF version anywhere. This is not required, but I do recom‐
mend it.
When you first go to Manage ISBNs in your account, a screen
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with each ISBN you purchased is presented and a button to Assign
Title.

If you have purchased a block of ISBNs and already know titles
for books, you may wish to enter them all at this time. However, that
is not required. You may return to this screen at any time in the
future and enter the information, as the book is ready for
publication.
Tip: Enter the information for your print book and ebook in the
same sitting. This will be more efficient allowing you to clone infor‐
mation and then make changes that apply to that format.
Bowker provides numerous opportunities for you to enter meta‐
data that will be transferred via their Books in Print publication and
feeds to booksellers and libraries. However, only a few of those fields
are required. It is up to you how much information you wish to
provide. Remember, the more information you provide, the easier it
is for booksellers and librarians to find your titles in a search. All
required field entries are marked with a small red asterisk.
Begin the entry process by clicking on the Assign Title button
in the Manage ISBNs section of your account. This will take you
to the first screen in the data entry process. Notice that next to each
field is a question mark button. This is context sensitive help relating
to that item.
The first screen in the data entry process is the Title Details
screen. The only required field on this first screen is the Title.
However, there are several other fields I recommend you take the
time to enter.
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For non-fiction books with a subtitle, be sure to enter the subtitle
exactly as it appears on the book cover. For example, the title of this
book is Secrets Every Author Should Know. The subtitle is Indie Publishing
Basics. In this instance the primary title is entered in the Title field.
The subtitle is entered in the Subtitle field exactly as it appears on
the book cover. If the subtitle on your book cover contains initial
caps, then that is the way it should be entered in the Subtitle field
in Bowker.
Fiction titles work the same way, though few fiction titles also
have a subtitle. If the fiction title is part of a series, I have a workaround suggestion. Enter the series name in the Subtitle field. This
is because the data entry screens provide no place to enter a series
title. If your book has a subtitle and is also part of a series, you have
a choice to make. You may include the subtitle in the title line as I
did in the example, or you may decide to put it in the Subtitle
field.
In my YA fantasy series, each of the seven books has the name
“Chameleon” as the first part of the title. This maintains continuity
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between books and references the primary character. This is similar
to how the Harry Potter books were presented. My subtitle then
refers to the next step in the series: Chameleon: The Awakening and
Chameleon: The Choosing for example. The series title is The Forest
People. To include all of the information that is on the cover, I put
the title and subtitle in the Title field. Then I put the series title in
the Subtitle field with the book number: Book 1 of The Forest People.
Tip: When including the subtitle with the title, do not use a colon
as the separator. Though Bowker accepts a colon in the title field
without incident. KDP Print does not. The KDP Print software
reads a colon in the title as a subtitle. This then causes an error
when KDP Print tries to match the ISBN with the Bowker record.
Therefore, in both the Bowker record and the KDP Print record use
a hyphen, Chameleon – The Awakening, instead of a colon.
The Main Description field is where you will enter the short
blurb (100 words) you worked on in the previous chapter. Although
Bowker allows you to have a description of up to 350 words, it is
best to use the marketing description here just as you will in all other
places on the web. In that way, it will match wherever a reader or
bookseller encounters your title. You will have an opportunity to
provide a longer description on many vendor sites.
The Original Publication Date is for this particular edition
and format of the book. If you are planning your books in advance,
use the drop down arrow to select the year in which you anticipate
publishing this work.
In the Current Language box, scroll down to select the check
box next to English. Be careful not to select Middle English,
which is right under the word English. If you are uploading a book
in another language, select it here.
The Copyright Year should match the original publication
year. Again, just like the publication year, the copyright is the year
this particular work in this particular format existed as a whole unit.
The Library of Congress Control Number (LCCN) can
be entered after you release the book. Because you are required to
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send a copy of the book when you register the copyright, most
authors do not complete this entry until after the book is released
and a LCCN has been sent to them. (See the next chapter on Copy‐
right Registration for this process).
On this same data entry page, you may also upload your book
cover. This is highly recommended. Notice the file size limitations. I
suggest uploading the same book cover size that will be used for all
vendor sites. That is typically about 2100 pixels on the long side.
Those files tend to be well under 5 MB. To complete the upload,
click on the Browse button to find the book cover file in your
computer. Then click on the Upload Cover Image button to
complete the upload.
The final option on this first data entry page is to upload a PDF
file of your completed manuscript. This allows Bowker to scan the
entire manuscript and generate search terms. There is no place
within the Bowker system to do keywords or other description types
as are allowed on most retailer sites. Scanning the PDF file is the
way in which Bowker indexes keywords for the manuscript.
Bowker does not make a copy of your manuscript available to
anyone. The company does not offer your manuscript for sale. It
is simply used to create an index of subject headings and
keywords for search. Again, I highly recommend uploading your
completed manuscript. To complete the upload first click on the
Browse button to locate the manuscript file in your computer.
Then click on the Upload Manuscript button to complete the
process.
When you have completed all the fields you wish to complete on
this screen, click on the Save and Go To: Contributors button.
Don’t worry if you didn’t have all of the information to enter.
Remember, the only thing you cannot change once you submit is
the title and publication date.
The contributor screen is used primarily to enter the author
information. The only required field on this screen is to enter one
contributor. If there are multiple authors, you have the option to
enter each one. If your book has other contributors you wish to
include, such as an illustrator for a children’s book, this is also the
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section in which you would add that person under the Add More
Contributors button.
Begin the process by entering your author name in the desig‐
nated fields marked First and Last. If you are using a pen name
that is what is entered here.

By default the Person option is selected as the Contributor
Entity. If a company instead of an individual authored your book,
then click on the button above Company. This is rare for novelists,
but not uncommon for non-fiction work. It is possible, for example,
that an organization focused on health issues might author several
books on health as a company.
In the Contributor Function box, scroll down to select
Author by clicking in the check box to the left of the entry.
If there are multiple author contributors to the work, as in an
anthology, you have the opportunity to enter each one by clicking
on the Add More Contributors button above the first and last
name. Be aware that the order of contributors is important in this
instance. The first contributor entered is guaranteed to be displayed
in the Books In Print publication and feed.
Though not required, it is recommended that you complete the
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Contributor Biography field. This is where you would enter the
short bio (under 100 words) you completed in the previous chapter.
Remember, the Books In Print product is sent to libraries and book‐
sellers. It is what they use to determine which books to purchase.
From the Books in Print listing, the library or bookseller has several
options to purchase the book from their vendor of choice (e.g.,
Ingram, Baker & Taylor, Overdrive, etc.)
The third data entry screen describes the book type. This is
where the medium and format of the book are detailed, as well as
the subjects that suggest how to categorize the book.
The required fields are Medium, Format, and Primary
Subject. Each is selected by clicking on the up or down arrow in
the right side of the entry field.

Medium describes what type of a book it is: print, ebook, or
audiobook. Let’s look at entering a print book first.
If the ISBN relates to your print book, select the Print option
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under the Medium field. Next, move to the format field. The
choices are Hardback or Paperback. Most self-published authors
will select Paperback. Finally, scroll through the Format Details
box to select Trade paperback (US). If you are in the UK or a
country that uses UK sizing, select Trade Paperback (UK).
Most authors do not fill in the height, width, and weight of the
book. This is used to calculate shipping costs when libraries or book‐
sellers order the book. However, it is not critical for you to enter, as
most libraries and booksellers order print books from Ingram or
Baker & Taylor. Your POD printer (e.g., KDP Print, Lightning
Source, Ingram Spark) will send the actual final dimensions and
weight to distributors like Ingram and Baker & Taylor if you have
selected that option.
If the ISBN relates to your ebook, select Ebook in the
Medium field. In the Format field there will only be one option to
select; Electronic Book Text. There are no options for size with
an ebook.
The next important field is Primary Subject. This is your
opportunity to define the subject for your book. Bowker subjects are
a proprietary schema used within the Bowker Books In Print product.
It uses the same phrasing and structure as the Library of Congress
Subject Headings (LCSH). There are over 80,000 subject possibili‐
ties available. However, the drop down options present only the
highest level descriptors.
Authors may find this restricting. However, these selections are
only temporary until the book is indexed (another reason to provide
that PDF copy). Then catalogers will create the permanent subject
descriptors. In order to have the subject changed, you will need to
email Bowker support and request a change.
When you have completed all the options you wish to provide on
this screen, click on the Save and Go To: Sales & Pricing button
at the bottom of the screen.
Sales & Pricing is the final data screen prior to finalizing and
submitting your book to be placed on the Books in Print list.
Bowker provides options for sales and pricing in six countries:
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Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. Enter the sales and pricing information for each country
in which you wish the information to be distributed. I recommend
entering the information for all six countries. Though you may put all
pricing in US dollars, it is much easier for international buyers to calcu‐
late costs and budget if it is in their own currency. This screen is also
where you must enter the actual publication date and a target audience.

You must enter the required fields of Where is the Title Sold
(Country), Publication Date, Audience, Currency, Price, and
Price Type for each country. Use the drop down arrows to select a
country under the Where is the Title Sold field. When a
country is selected the appropriate flag appears in the top bar. This
allows you to make changes to fields depending on the country
selected. For example, a publisher might choose to release a book in
the United States in one month and in other countries two or three
months later. Personally, I prefer that the book be released in all
countries at once. Most authors uploading to distributors select all
possible venues at the same time. Once you have entered the first
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country data, all fields will remain the same until you select a new
country.
Let’s look at the fields that may not be as obvious.
Title Status for most authors will be Active Record, which is
the default. However, you do have the option of making other selec‐
tions based on your planning calendar and how you wish to handle
availability. Other popular options include forthcoming, inactive,
and out of print.
Target Audience is fairly easy for Young Adult audience
books (ages 12-18). For an audience under age 12 choose Juvenile
Audience. You can limit that further with the From Age and To
Age fields. Confusion sometimes occurs, however, in the adult audi‐
ence options. In the illustration below there are four possible options
for an adult audience. The only one that works for fiction is Trade.
The other options are for non-fiction audience designations.

The pricing and currency fields should be carefully evaluated.
As I stated earlier, it is best to provide your books in the currency of
the country. For this reason you may want to have a currency calcu‐
lator open in another tab while entering these fields. My favorite one
is the one that is at the top of the page in Google when you enter
“currency calculator” in the search field. You enter the price in US
Dollar, and then select the next box drop down arrow for the
country you wish to calculate. It immediately provides a price.
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Most consumers expect pricing to be at an even dollar amount
or in the 95 or 99-cent category. Pricing a book at $4.50 instead of
$4.99 looks unusual in comparison to larger publisher pricing. In
foreign currency round up or down to reach the even dollar or 95 or
99-cent equivalent.
Tip: Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand dollars all tend to run
within fifty cents of the same price in US dollars. Instead of putting
in an odd price (e.g., 4.62 Australian dollars), consider simply
making the price the same across all of these countries. You may
gain or lose a few cents, but the pricing looks more professional.
Once you have completed all the fields on this screen, and you
are confident in your all entries, click the Submit button to make
the record with this ISBN permanent. That means you may not
change the title or publication dates. However, if you are not
prepared to submit yet, then select the left button: Save and Go
To: Format & Size. This will save all your entries on the Sales &
Pricing screen but not yet submit the record for finalization.
I recommend doing the final Submit the day before your
release on other platforms. In that way, you will be certain of the
publication date and the title will certainly have been permanently
enshrined on your cover.
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