
A Launch Party Primer 

by Carrie Firestone, author of THE LOOSE ENDS LIST 

 

There are differing opinions regarding the purpose of the launch party. Some people think 

it’s to sell books. Personally, I see the launch party as a way to rally your people. It’s a 

way to send your guests off with a book in hand and the energy and enthusiasm to 

promote the hell out of your work and your brand. You have the option to either sit at a 

table with your head down and sign a couple dozen books, or work the crowd in your 

own unique way and inspire them to sell an exponentially greater number of books for 

you.  

 

If you are not a natural-born party person, please don’t worry. Here are some important 

things to consider as you move forward with the planning: 

 

1. You don’t have to have a party at all! I am giving you permission to skip this 

completely (just as I am skipping much of the dreaded social media promotion 

because it’s too overwhelming and exhausting for me). Trust me, a launch party 

will not make or break your success. It might even work against you if you’re 

miserable. There. Those of you who have wasted energy or even lost sleep can 

exit this primer absolved of all launch party worries. Use that newfound peace of 

mind to do other types of promotion or GASP, go get some writing done. Own 

your decision and don’t look back. You can even say to people who ask, I’m 

bummed you missed the party. It was last week. I’ll get you a signed copy if I get 

around to it. Whatever.  

 

2. You can have a short and sweet party. This was my wedding. My husband 

didn’t want a big wedding and I honored his wish because I knew I could have 

just as much fun at my bachelorette party (and I did). So we had our parents and 

siblings for dinner at a bed and breakfast. It was delightfully simple. You can host 

a delightfully simple launch party. 

 

3. You can do it bigger (tasteful, still), but bigger. I’m going to have three launch 

parties (okay, maybe I’m still a little annoyed that my wedding was so boring. I 

nearly fell asleep during the harp music). This primer will help you plan a 

traditional launch party. If you want to shorten and sweeten, just omit some or all 

of the fluff.  

 

IMPORTANT NOTE: You should assume most of the people attending the launch party 

have NOT read your book. This is a good opportunity to introduce characters, provide 

“teasers” and get people interested in grabbing it off the shelves and reading it right 

away. 

 

Planning Checklist 
 

1. Pick a Date: From what I hear, books are traditionally released on Tuesdays. 

Here are my thoughts on your options. Good parties are all about energy. Some 



of that energy is drawn from the crowd (you can’t really control that here). A big 

part of the energy level, though, has to do with timing. If people are rushed, or 

tired after a long day of work/school, they will either skip your party or run in 

for a few minutes. Even your most loyal people won’t be relaxed and in party 

mode. For that reason, weekdays are difficult. Add the fact that you are trying to 

get middle grade/YA kids there, and you’re up against soccer, crew, dance, 

homework, and inevitable iPad time.  

 

That said, a few good time slots would be: Saturday 2-4, Saturday 7-9, Sunday 

2-4. This allows you to avoid needing to serve meal food. You can get away 

with snacks/desserts. The Saturday 7-9 is not too late for most families. Of 

course, you will have to work with your venue. I personally don’t think it 

matters if you do a week, two weeks, three weeks after your release. It’s more 

important that you are relaxed, prepared, and ready to rally your people. 

 

2. Find a Venue: This is your first step. Once this is booked, you’re in good shape. 

Many people like to go with the local bookstore. This is a great option, 

especially if your local bookstore is independently owned. I know Barnes and 

Noble requires approval from “higher ups” so go to the information desk and 

inquire. The good thing about being at the bookstore is there will be books for 

sale. However, you may have lots of restrictions re: outside food, décor, space, 

music, etc. I’m going to do a signing at my local store, but have the party 

elsewhere.  

 

Other options: Many libraries have community rooms. This is a great idea 

because fees are usually minimal, they’ll probably let you bring food and 

decorate and it’s usually a decent sized space with audio visual already in place. 

I have heard that some libraries will not allow you to sell books. This may not be 

a big deal, since you can suggest people bring pre-ordered books to be signed.  

 

Local cafes and restaurant banquet rooms are also good venues, especially if you 

can use the space for free! I plan to have my hometown launch party at the local 

community college. It’s a great central location and there’s plenty of parking. 

(Location is important. Most people are lazy.) Other ideas include: recreation 

room of a condo complex/park; petting farm, butterfly sanctuary, or some other 

theme-based venue. Drive around your community and try to think outside the 

box! 

 

Approach the manager/person in charge of events and tell him/her you have a 

book debuting and could they work with you to host a launch party. Ask about 

rental fees and maximum capacity. Can you sell books? Do they allow outside 

food/drinks? Do they have audio/visual set up? Do they have tables/chairs? 

Banquet tables? Weekend/evening availability? Make sure they have a podium. 

 



Note: B&N events have to be coordinated with the national office and almost 

always have to be publisher-initiated Encourage your author friends to check 

with their publisher before approaching a B&N. 

 

3. Enlist the Team. Once you’ve secured a date and venue, you can get your team 

in place. You definitely need a team. Ask reliable, enthusiastic friends, critique 

partners, family, colleagues, or students if they’ll volunteer to help make your 

launch party a success. Set up a sign up genius page to make it easy to assign 

tasks.  

 

You should have people ready to:  

- Chip in to help fund the launch party (“Oh, Mom and Dad, remember how 

proud I’ve made you by becoming a published author? Cough it up!”) 

- Greet guests, answer questions, give name tags/raffle tickets 

- Deal with sound system/AV equipment 

- Prep/serve/maintain food table and label food/drinks. They should stand there 

the whole time. Gross, sloppy food tables are a huge turn off. Also, encourage 

people to write their names on their paper cups. Save the earth! 

- Someone to take photos and post online!!! VERY important! 

- Handle money/sit with you during signing session 

- Introduce you before you speak 

- I would enlist a couple babysitters to organize crafts/activities 

- Clean up crew so you don’t have to do it yourself 

 

4. To Theme or not to Theme! I think themes are awesome. They can transform a 

party from nice to unforgettable. Your inspiration should come from the book, 

but there are unlimited possibilities.  

 

Color. Incorporate the colors of your cover in food, decorations, etc. This 

is a good strategy if you have an amazing cover or if you have a deep, 

emotional book dealing with depression or something like that and nothing 

“cutesy” seems appropriate. 

 

An Artifact. I have snow globes and a ship and worry dolls and a bunch 

of other artifacts in my book. I’ll use those to “anchor” my party (I also 

have anchors). You may have an iconic artifact (butterflies, mermaids, a 

tree house, a robot, etc.) or a bunch of smaller treasures scattered through 

the book. You can even use objects from your book to do a fun scavenger 

hunt activity.  

 

A Topic. Your book may have a strong central setting or obvious theme-

friendly plot (circus, trip, nautical, farm, etc.)  

 

You want to draw teen/middle grade readers, so make it fun and colorful.  

 



5. Decorations. You don’t 

need a lot to make a statement. 

The room should be open and 

uncluttered with good “flow.” I 

suggest a few banquet table 

stations: one or two for 

food/drinks, one for signing and 

one for giveaways/baskets (if you 

decide to do this). I wouldn’t 

bother with more than a couple 

tables/chairs for people to sit 

(unless you plan to serve meal 

food). 

 

Buy white paper (or cloth) 

tablecloths to cover all the tables 

(check table measurements ahead 

of time). Don’t do the cheap 

plastic ones. They will make you 

abnormally violent when they 

stick to the table and don’t 

behave. This seems simple, but 

uniform table coverings will 

instantly pull the room together. 

 

It’s great to have a focal piece to 

add interest as people walk in 

(preferably something large like 

a poster or bunch of helium 

balloons). One or two large vases 

of flowers adds color and texture. 

You can buy flowers at the 

supermarket and arrange them in 

buckets or mason jars.  

 

The food table can be the main “decoration” if you keep it simple. We’ll deal 

with food next. Also, your signing table can have a lot of personality. Here are 

some ways to add interest to your venue: 

 

 

- Make your book cover into a large poster (you can do this at Staples).  Place it 

on a standing or table easel. Set a mason jar of flowers in front of it next to 

your stack of books. Add a small chalkboard with a quote from your book and 

your signing table is done! 

 



- Invite a local artist or group of young artists to read your book and create 

visual representations of your work. Make a gallery! You’ll draw their 

“people” and help support other evolving artists. 

 

- I always have a “graffiti wall” at my adult theme parties. I cover a long 

hallway wall with blank paper and encourage people to write or draw 

whatever they want. You could do this with the heading “draw your favorite 

fictional character” or some other ice breaker.  

 

- Likewise, I also have a “poetry corner” at my parties. I set up a card table with 

metal stands and magnetic poetry. This gives people quiet place to hang out. 

Kids and adults love the poetry corner! After, you can tweet magnetic poems 

or offer a prize for the best one. 

 

- You might want to include one or two activities to keep younger siblings 

engaged- a craft table or “design a different cover for my book.” 

 

- Various sized chalkboards with quotes from the book make good conversation 

starters. Or you could set key words/character names on scrabble letter holders 

and display them on all the tables. 

 

6. Food and Drinks. We are all middle grade/YA authors. My personal opinion 

is that there should not be alcohol at a YA/middle grade launch party. I don’t 

think it’s appropriate and I don’t want to worry about parents driving kids 

home. (Of course, I will be having my own adult-only celebration after the 

launch party. What happens there, stays there…) 

 

When you enlist your team to discuss food/drinks, I recommend having some 

rhyme/reason to the plan. First, I would do only finger foods. You don’t need to 

be dealing with forks, messes, etc. You could do savory: chips/dip, 

salsa/guacamole, cheese/crackers/fruit. You could do sweet: dessert bar. You 

could do a fun “candy bar.” You could do cupcakes or cookies that coordinate 

with your theme and lemonade/iced tea/seltzer. You could do all of the above. 

You won’t really know how many people will be there. So I recommend doing a 

few things, but stockpiling a lot. Here are some thoughts:  

 

- platters of cheese/crackers/grapes (kind of expensive, but a crowd pleaser) 

 

- various containers with a selection of color-coordinated candies (this will be 

pretty, but make sure you have scoops and a supervisor- kids can get gross 

with their hands) 

 



- galvanized 

pails of 

popcorn to 

fill popcorn 

bags (buy at 

party store). 

Make sure 

you have 

scoops (see 

above) 

 

- individually 

wrapped 

pretty 

cookies 

with your 

book cover on silver trays with pitchers of pink and yellow lemonade (or 

cupcakes) 

 

 

- Maybe your setting is in a place with a strong regional flavor (Indian 

appetizers, Mexican finger foods…). My characters seem to eat a lot of 

macaroni and cheese balls for some reason. I think we’ll be serving those. 

Whatever it is, keep it simple. You probably won’t feel like cleaning up. I 

wouldn’t worry about offering healthy choices. Let their parents worry about 

that. 

 

I have pinned lots of other cool ideas on my Pinterest Book Launch Ideas page! (Carrie 

Firestone on Pinterest) 

 



 
 

7. Music/Entertainment. I firmly believe it’s not a party without music. You can 

do a fun kid-friendly mix and plug it into the venue sound system or bring a 

portable player.  

 

- If your book mentions songs or a certain genre of music, by all means, make a 

playlist. 

 

- OR you could invite a local young person to play the guitar or the violin or 

have a string quartet. 

 

- OR you could invite a local musician to read your book and write a song in 

honor of your book and perform it at the launch! 

 

- My friend Cindy Rodriguez (When Reason Breaks) had a group of high school 

kids act out a scene from her book. They were great! 



 

- Many people show “trailers” – videos made to highlight the book. This can be 

cool (or it can be cheesy). If you know someone that can do this well and for 

free, go for it! Make sure you have the AV equipment ready. There’s nothing 

worse than the AV event glitch. 

 

8. Lighting. You may not have control over lighting at your venue. But if you do, 

any party is better with dim lights. Place LED tea light candles on your tables 

and drape whatever you can with white Christmas lights. Your guests will be 

happier if the lighting is soft. Scientific fact. 

 

9. The Devil is in the Details. The last thing you want are the inevitable buzz kill 

questions: Is there any more toilet paper? Do you have a coatroom? Where’s the 

trash? You just introduced me to that woman and I can’t remember her name. 

What time are you planning to do a reading? Is there gluten in the guacamole? 

 

The ONLY question I welcome at my parties is: It’s ten am. Why is that guy 

from Starbucks in your mudroom closet? Attention to details will make you feel 

calm and prepared when the party happens. The venue should take care of 

bathroom items, trash, coat placement. But if you’re having it at a public park or 

something, make sure you have a plan.  

 

One of the biggest obstacles to a good time at a party is anxiety over not 

knowing someone’s name or not remembering the name of someone you just 

met. I nip that in the bud at every party by asking people to wear nametags. I 

wear a nametag and leave a bunch of nametags/sharpies around the room. 

People make fun of me. But they slap on that nametag and they love it! You can 

add interest to the nametag by asking people to write one of their all time 

favorite place to visit (or some other conversation starter).  

 

Warning: Some friends will write a fake name or encourage people to write their 

porn names. Ignore those people. 

 

With so many food intolerances/allergies, I suggest you or your Team people 

create labels for each thing served. Contains: nuts, dairy, gluten, etc. It will save 

you from fielding constant questions. 

 

10. Raffles/Prizes/Giveaways. This seems to be a trend at book launches. I’ve done 

too many school auctions and charity fundraisers, so the thought of trying to 

wrap a theme basket in cellophane makes me crazy. 

 

But people love free things. If you want somebody to hand out tickets for a door 

prize, you’ll keep people hanging around waiting for the numbers to be called. A 

basket of books by your fellow Sixteeners would be a great draw. Or you could 

do a book-lovers basket (see below-found on Pinterest) 

 



 
 

For the bookworm in your life, whether they are your one true love or not, this is 

a gift sure to please! 

  

To make this gift you will need: 

  Gift Basket 

  Comfy throw blanket 

  A book, or two, or three :) 

  Printable tags & bookmarks 

  Optional items: cute mug, hot chocolate, book light, gift card to 

favorite bookstore 

 

If you commission a local artist to do a piece for you, that would be a great 

giveaway! 

 

SWAG: Lots of people have postcards, bookmarks, bookplates made to give out. 

If you have this in your budget, go for it! 

http://lh5.ggpht.com/-vzsKgdB_Ocg/TpOUe3rezNI/AAAAAAAAAdQ/q84fPGuy1LI/s1600-h/DSCN1741[14].jpg


 

11. What NOT to wear! You should feel comfortable. Don’t buy something 

because some salesperson at the store told you it would be an appropriate book 

launch outfit. You’ll have more fun if you are comfortable. Wear your very 

favorite YOU outfit. But figure it out ahead of time and have a backup. Look 

relaxed and beautiful. 

 

12. The Guest List/Invitation. I 

probably should have gotten to this 

sooner. You’re going to need to 

invite people and advertise the 

party. You can send out paper 

invitations to all the people you 

know (if you have the budget). OR 

You can do a mass 

email/FB/Twitter invite. I’ll include 

some book launch flyers on my 

Pinterest Book Launch page. Have 

your team spread the word. And 

maybe even get some posters 

printed to hang at the local schools 

(if appropriate and allowed), coffee 

shops, libraries and the venue itself. 

 

13. The Speech. Here we are, the 

dreaded reason many people don’t 

want to do this. I don’t think there’s 

any way you can get around talking 

at your own author event. This will 

not be a big deal because book 

lovers aren’t intimidating people. 

The one thing I urge you to do it 

keep it BRIEF. People have very 

short attention spans. I would do 

something like this: 

 

“Thank you so much for coming. I 

can’t tell you how much your 

support means to me. This book 

came from…. (talk briefly about 

inspiration).” Tell a little story about a character or setting or something 

meaningful, heartfelt or funny. You should be getting people excited to read 

your book at this point.  

 

MAYBE read an excerpt or a page, if you have a good and relevant section. But 

keep it really brief.  



 

Ask for questions. (People could write questions and throw them in a jar ahead 

of time and you could pull them.). You can end with: “I need you guys to be my 

word-spreaders! So much of a book’s success depends on word of mouth. 

Tweet, Shout, talk it up! Thank you ahead of time.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14. Sample Schedule of Events (Event from 2-4) 

12:00- Your team arrives to set up. Make sure everyone has an assigned job 

ahead of time and you have a “manager” directing  

things (with clipboard in hand) so you can stay fresh-faced and relaxed. 

1:30 Everything should be set up and ready to go.  

2:00 Guests begin to arrive. Stand in doorway area and greet. Team directs 

people to name tags, activities. 

2:40 Your speech. Have a friend or colleague introduce you by talking about 

how unbelievably amazing you and your book are. Then do your thing (15-20 

minutes max including questions). Invite people to get books signed. 

3-3:45 Sign books while your team schmoozes.  

3:45 Have a friend thank everyone for attending and ask for a “stop and tweet” 

moment- everybody stops and tweets live from the event.  Pull raffle tickets (if 

applicable). 

4:00 Get the hell out! Make your team clean up while you stuff 

guacamole and cookies in your face. Go to a bar with your team. Or go home 

and sleep with your cat. 

 

 

  



CHEAT SHEET – Launch Party Primer Checklist 

 

___Secure Venue (ASAP) 

 

___Send/Email invites and post flyers (Beginning 6 weeks before event) 

 

___Choose Team of helpers 

 

___Decide on theme 

 

___Decide on Food/Drinks 

 

___Decide on activities (drama group, trailer, graffiti wall, craft area, poetry 

corner, etc.) 

 

___Choose a person to introduce you and write your brief speech 

 

___Figure out door prizes (if you’re doing that) 

 

___Choose outfit (and spouse outfit if applicable) 

 

___Assign tasks to your helpers 

 

___Make poster of your cover; choose quotes from your book to display (if 

you’re doing that) 

 

 

Venue: 

 

___Podium 

 

___Sound System 

 

___parking 

 

___restroom 

 

___coat storage 

 

___3-4 banquet tables (and tablecloths) 

 

___2-3 card tables (and tablecloths) 

 

___8-12 folding chairs (for card tables) 

 

 



Food Table: 

 

___groupings of helium balloons to add height on both ends and the middle OR 

 

___garlands/paper lanterns/non-helium balloons hanging from ceiling over table 

 

___mason jars of flowers 

 

___LED tea light candles scattered 

 

___whatever food you’ve chosen  

 

____I like clear plastic serving bowls/trays (whatever serving stuff you like) 

 

___serving spoons/tongs 

 

___small paper plates 

 

___napkins (you can have napkins made with your book cover if you’re really 

fancy) 

 

___plastic silverware (if you must have non-finger food. Don’t do it!) 

 

____plenty of beverages (I’d stick to pitchers of water, seltzer, iced tea, 

lemonade, you could also do a signature drink – like a punch with a fun book-

related name) I don’t deal with ice at these things, but you can if you want. If it’s 

winter, hot chocolate bars are always a hit. 

 

____paper cups 

 

 

Signing Table: 

 

___Books! (to sell if venue allows) 

 

___Cash box and change/receipts 

 

___poster of book cover or chalkboard with quote or jar of flowers or smaller 

grouping of helium balloons 

(something to tie in other tables…) 

 

___chairs for you and your signing helper 

 

___pens for signing (figure out ahead of time how you plan to sign the books) 

 

___SWAG (bookmarks, bookplates, postcards) 



 

___one or two book stands to prop up your book 

 

___your business cards 

 

___list of future appearances (if applicable) 

 

 

Misc. Banquet Table 

 

___table covering to coordinate with other tables 

 

___bowls for raffle tickets if you’re doing raffle 

 

___roll of raffle tickets 

 

___Copy of YOUR  book for everyone to sign OR 

 

___separate guest book 

 

___door prize basket(s) 

 

 

Other: 

 

___your speech (you might have memorized it, but notes are helpful) 

 

___iPod (with extra long playlist) 

 

___whatever you need if you’re using a live music act 

 

___white Christmas lights (always a hit) 

 

___scissors/tape 

 

___easel(s) 

 

___first aid kit (can’t hurt to be prepared) 

 

___craft supplies (if you’re doing a craft table) 

 

___poetry magnets/magnet board/paper/crayons if you want to do a graffiti wall 

 

___nametags 

 

___sharpies 



 

___labels for your food items 

 

___toilet paper/soap/paper towels (double check those are all set) 

 

___trash cans/bags/recycling 

 

___coat rack or designated coat spot 

 

___place to wipe feet if it’s winter or rainy 

 

___extra plastic serving trays/utensils/plastic wrap/Tupperware containers for 

excess food 

 

Party Supply/planning websites: 

 

- Pinterest (all images that aren’t my own came from my Pinterest Launch Party 

page) 

- Martha Stewart 

- Real Simple 

- Oriental trading (cheap supplies) 

- Shindigz (decorations) 

- Etsy (handmade special things) 

 

Launch Party Primer final thoughts: 
 

Any party should reflect YOU. This party should reflect YOU and YOUR AMAZING 

BOOK. You’re obviously a creative person. Get creative with this event. If you are 

excited to share your work, others will be excited to talk it up to the world. If you are still 

unsure about where to begin, please message me on the Sixteeners site and I’ll brainstorm 

with you.  

 

My 21
st
 birthday party was one of my favorite parties ever. It was a little crazy. The 

second time the cops came we made the guy who had the piñata full of condoms stuck on 

his head open the door. But it was so much fun. Right before the guests arrived, I wrote 

in my journal. I’ll share an excerpt of that grain alcohol and drama-infused journal entry 

with all of you: 

 

 



 
See! Even the most outrageous party lovers get anxious before a party.  

 

  

Best of luck!  

Carrie Firestone 

 


