CLOSE UP ON THE INDUSTRY

Oprah's Book Club


Oprah Winfrey’s television talk show is a potent promotional force for books.  Oprah devotes one program a month to books, calling it Oprah's Book Club.  Winfrey will announce the title of a book on air a month in advance, telling her audience to buy it, read it, and get ready to discuss it with her.  When the show airs it will include a videotaped dinner party with Winfrey, the author and four members of the audience, followed by a studio chat with that same group.


Winfrey's power at selling books has been proven with each of her selections.  She began with a relatively obscure first novel, The Deep End of the Ocean, which became a best-seller immediately after her show.  When she featured a 19-year-old book, Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon, sales of the book increased 3000% after the show.


Winfrey's power is also proven by the way publishers treat her.  Oprah plays by her own rules, which are designed to keep her in control.  On other shows, the publisher pays the travel and living expenses for the authors who appear.  On Winfrey's show, her production company pays, which means that she is not obligated to that publisher in any way.  She also requires publishers to sign contracts agreeing not to exploit the Oprah connection in any way without her approval.  That means that they cannot raise the prices of the books that she features.  In fact, sometimes she makes them lower the prices, as she did with the hardcover edition of Song of Solomon, which was reduced from $26 to $18.95.  When audience members complained about the hardcover price of another club selection, Oprah asked the publisher to donate 10,000 copies to libraries, and the publisher quickly complied.  Another indication of Oprah’s influence in the industry is that Amazon.com has added an “Oprah” icon in their book section so shoppers can go directly to Oprah’s book choices.


Winfrey and her staff came up with the idea of the book club when they were looking for material that was good for society, as a reaction to criticisms of the sleazy content of other talk shows.  Winfrey needed to be concerned about ratings, though, and she realized that reading groups were one of the phenomena of the 1990s.  She believed that she could extend that phenomenon through television without losing viewers, and she was right.
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