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Berrett-Koehler Publishers to Celebrate 20 Years in Publishing in 2012
Distinctive Strategies and Collaboration with Authors Help Mission-Based Publisher Post Profit Nine Years in a Row
San Francisco, CA -- Berrett-Koehler Publishers, the San Francisco-based independent publisher started by former Jossey-Bass president Steve Piersanti, will be celebrating its 20th anniversary next year. The company plans on holding a multitude of events to mark the occasion, including a celebration on July 17th  2012 at which the top 10 bestselling BK authors will speak and be honored and a day-long “Community Dialogue” to engage BK authors, readers, service providers, and other stakeholders in planning collaborative actions to support the BK mission of “Creating a World That Works for All.”
While the first twenty years have had ups and downs, the company has managed to survive and even thrive in a notoriously volatile publishing environment. Berrett-Koehler has been profitable for nine years in a row, with 2011 being another year of strong growth and profit. BK’s total revenues were just over $7 million in 2010, with pretax profit of $424,868. Revenues and profit are both higher in 2011.

The company was an early mover in the digital arena, including beginning to sell e-books in 2000, creating a digital community building function in 2007, and being one of the first book publishers on various digital platforms, BK’s digital revenues have also risen dramatically, to more than 12 percent of total revenues. 

Mr. Piersanti and others credit the company’s success to its mission and its distinctive practices. They expect that Berrett-Koehler will continue to stand out in many ways from other publishers for many more years to come.

Early Days of Berrett-Koehler Publishers
Mr. Piersanti is known in publishing circles for starting the company after getting fired from Jossey-Bass Publishers when it was a unit of Macmillan. He was instructed to lay off 10 percent of Jossey-Bass’s staff despite the company’s record-breaking sales and profits. When he refused, Piersanti was shown the door.  Over the next few days, he received an overwhelming amount of support and encouragement to start a new company. Despite the recession of the early 90s, he did just that. 

A lot has changed since the early days when the company was founded. “In sales and marketing, we used to have only one computer that three employees would share,” remembers Kristen Frantz, VP of Sales and Marketing, and third employee hired at BK. She’s been with the company for 19 years. The staff has grown to 24 employees, and nearly half of them have been at the company for more than 10 years, which is unusual in publishing, or any company these days for that matter.

Distinctive Practices of Berrett-Koehler Publishers

Berrett-Koehler has remained a fiercely independent company, owned by its nearly 250 stakeholders. Approximately one fourth of those are BK authors; one fourth are customers; one fourth are employees, suppliers, sales partners, and service providers; and one fourth are friends in publishing and former employees and sales partners. The Board of Directors includes representatives of all these groups.

BK is similarly open and inclusive in its organizational practices. Decisions from annual pay increases to changes in benefit plans are made democratically. Many employees work on flexible schedules and/or work some days from home, including several employees (Piersanti among them) who work mainly from home offices. The normal class system dividing executive and employee compensation is overturned; everyone participates in the same incentive compensation system, and the salary differential between BK’s highest and lowest paid employees is less than 4 to 1.  

Berrett-Koehler’s publishing agenda is also mission-driven. “In order to create a world that works for all, there needs to be positive change at all levels – at the individual level, at the organizational level, and at the societal level,” explains Mr. Piersanti. Accordingly, 

BK’s three publishing lists are focused on individual change (“BK Life”), organizational change (“BK Business”), and societal change (“BK Currents”). 

Author Days at Berrett-Koehler Publishers
The most distinctive strategy of all may be that the publisher welcomes the input from authors throughout the publishing process. Every new author spends a day in the SF office, at what’s known as “Author Day.” Authors get walked through the entire publishing process, make decisions about covers and interior designs, and strategize over sales and marketing plans. Every author gives an hour lunchtime presentation to the entire BK staff and invited guests about the themes of his or her book.  Sounds trivial, but most publishers reserve this treatment for their A-List authors, whereas BK does it for every single new title they publish.

Book Sales at Berrett-Koehler

Berrett-Koehler now publishes 30 to 40 new books and new editions each year, all of them published simultaneously in print and several digital formats. Over 150 BK titles – nearly one third of its total book list – have sold more than 20,000 copies (including sales of all U.S. and international editions). Thirty-eight of these titles have sold over 100,000 copies. Bestsellers include Eat That Frog!, Leadership and Self-Deception, and Confessions of an Economic Hit Man. Bestselling authors like Margaret Wheatley, David Korten, Thom Hartmann, Peter Block, and Ken Blanchard keep coming back to work with BK, and most new authors are referred by an existing BK author.

Unlike most publishers, the themes and ideas in BK’s books have shaped much of how the company is run. Peter Block’s 1993 title Stewardship has been particularly influential.  “If I were to choose one word to describe our vision, it would be ‘stewardship,’” wrote Piersanti in May 1992, introducing the first BK catalog.  “By this I mean a deep sense of responsibility to administer the publishing company for the benefit of all of our ‘stakeholder’ groups – authors, customers, employees, suppliers and subcontractors, owners, and the societal and environmental communities in which we live and work.” These words, inspired by the draft Stewardship manuscript Piersanti was working on, have continued to guide the company’s decision making ever since.
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Nine Practices That Distinguish Berrett-Koehler from Other Publishers
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1. Focus on a Unique Publishing Mission.  In selecting, editing, and publishing books, our mission of “Creating a World That Works for All” guides us.  Our three publishing agendas flow from this mission: creating positive change at the individual level (BK Life), organizational level (BK Business), and societal level (BK Currents).

2. Give Authors the Ultimate Power.  We do this by giving all authors the contractual right to terminate their BK publication agreement “if, for any reason, the Author is not satisfied, in the Author’s sole judgment, with any aspect of the relationship with the Publisher or with the Publisher’s performance in any aspect of publishing and selling the work.”  This turns on its head the normal publisher-author relationship – wherein authors sign away their rights for life – and gives BK a powerful incentive to be responsive, collaborative, and high performing in all aspects of the publishing relationship.

3. Earn the Right to Publish the Author’s Next Book.  Unlike most publication agreements, the BK agreement has no clause granting BK the right to publish the author’s next book, nor is there the usual competing works clause saying that the author can’t publish another work on the same subject that in the opinion of the publisher would conflict with the sale of the current book.  We believe that handcuffing authors is not necessary; if we do our job well, authors will eagerly publish again with us, without compulsion.  And this has proven to be the case, with other 80 authors having published multiple books with Berrett-Koehler, including nearly all of our bestselling authors.
4. Launch Each New Title with an “Author Day.”  This unique full-day event allows authors to interact with the entire BK staff and to work directly with our editorial, design and production, sales and marketing, and digital community building teams.  It gets BK staff excited and knowledgeable about each book and creates close collabor-ation between the author and publisher on all aspects of making a book successful.

5. Publish a One-of-a-Kind E-Newsletter.  Each new BK book is featured in the BK Communiqué, which is an informative, fun, and snappy newsletter unlike that of any other publisher.  Many people say it is the best newsletter from any publisher and the only one they regularly read.

6. Support Authors through an Authors Co-op.  BK authors come together to help each other in many big and small ways – including author retreats, marketing workshops, and peer-to-peer mentoring – through the unique “BK Authors Cooperative,” which is an independent organization, owned and managed by BK authors for their mutual benefit.

7.  Give Authors Open Access to BK Staff.  Instead of channeling author’s questions and requests through a gatekeeper, BK encourages authors to contact any BK staff member directly about any matter of concern to the author. Authors can deal personally with decision makers in each area rather than wondering whether requests transmitted through gatekeepers are getting through and being addressed.

8. Model What We Preach.  Many of BK’s leadership, human resources, ownership, and other organizational practices are based on the ideas in our books, such as involving all staff members and other stakeholder groups in key decisions and avoiding a class system in our compensation and management practices.

9. Practice Stakeholder Ownership and Governance.  Nearly 250 BK authors, customers, employees, suppliers, service providers, sales partners, and other BK stakeholders are owners of Berrett-Koehler.  And all these groups are represented on the BK Board of Directors.

Fun Facts About Berrett-Koehler Publishers
For more information, contact Cynthia Shannon 415-743-6469 cshannon@bkpub.com
Berrett-Koehler was named after Mr. Piersanti’s great grandmother (“Berrett”) and his wife’s grandfather (“Koehler”). 


Berrett-Koehler has always been located in downtown San Francisco. It has been located in the historic Russ Building since 2001.

To avoid lay-offs during the economic crisis of 2008 - 09, the staff unanimously agreed to take a salary decrease of 10% (except for the lowest-paid employees, who received no decrease or a smaller decrease) and to forego promotions.  In 2010, the salaries were restored to their prior level and the moratorium on promotions was lifted.

The quilt that hangs in the lobby of the office was bought from a quilter when BK used it on the cover of “Cultural Diversity in Organizations.” The cost of using the quilt on the cover and owning it were the same, so BK decided to buy it. 

The standard Berrett-Koehler publishing agreement allows authors to terminate the agreement if they aren’t satisfied “in the Author’s sole judgment, with any aspect of the relationship with the Publisher.”

Berrett-Koehler authors, with encouragement and support from BK management, have formed their own BK Authors Cooperative to support each other and promote their collective interests.  The Co-op puts on an annual authors retreat and annual marketing workshop for authors and it sponsors an author-to-author mentoring program.

One of the first three books BK published in 1992 was Leadership and the New Science by Margaret Wheatley, which was named “The Best Management Book of the Year” in Industry Week.  It has gone on to sell over 350,000 copies and still sells well each year.
