HOW TO FIND AN AGENT
IN TWELVE (MOSTLY) EASY STEPS

1. This list of steps assumes that you need an agent,
which is to say that you have a ﬁnished, polished
manuscript (critical for ﬁction and many types of
memoir) or a very carefully executed non-ﬁction book
proposal; that you want to sell it to a traditional,
mainstream publisher (which is what agents do); and
that you understand what it will cost (somewhere in the
neighborhood of 15% of everything your book earns in
all formats, forever.) If you would like to explore selfpublishing or publishing with a small or alternative
press, or hybrid options, chances are good that you
don’t need an agent at this time.

2. Before you begin, make sure you have all the
elements every agent on your list might request. If
someone asks for a summary or a Table of Contents,
make sure you have one ready to send. There’s nothing
worse than getting a call from an agent and not having
what they want. If you think you might need a synopsis,
you may want to do a bit of research on what they are,
what they’re for, and how to write them. It’s harder
than you may think! Check out this post on How to
Write a Synopsis at Nathan Brandford’s blog; or this
one, which is from Miss Snark and gets right to the
point about memoir and synopsis; or this one from a
very wise romance writer.

3. Start by thinking about what you want in an agent.
You want someone to sell your book, obviously, but an
agent is also an advocate, a partner in building your
career, and someone you will lean on to understand the
business, the industry and the language of a publishing
contract. Do you want a hard-hitting business partner?
Someone who is no nonsense? Someone who has a slate
of big name authors and big name editor pals – but
who may have an assistant answer their phone? Or do
you need to have someone instantly responsive to you
at all hours of the day and night? Someone without a
big list? Someone who may work for themselves? To
read a series of great agent interviews and agency
writeups, click HERE. Click on the “Editor’s Blog” tab
and look at the categories on the left hand side of the
page. There are some entries on successful queries
here, which is fun to read. I especially like the “How I
Got My Agent.”
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4. Go to the bookstore and plant yourself in front of the
section where you hope your book will be shelved.
You’re going to have to pick one category, so you may
as well start now. Look at books like yours – ones you
admire, ones that you think look good in terms of how
they are packaged and presented. Look in the
acknowledgement section and see if an agent is
mentioned. Note these names in a notebook. Before
you leave the bookstore, be sure to buy a book or two
so that the bookstore will be there the next time you
need it.

5. Sit in front of your bookshelf at home and do the
same thing as in step #4.

6. Now go to your computer. Go to
www.agentquery.com, agenttracker.com, or Publisher’s
Marketplace and start looking up the agents on your
list. Make a grid. Note the name of the agency, what the
agent requests in a submission (One chapter? Three? A
synopsis? Table of Contents?), if the agent is accepting
new clients, which books they represent that are similar
to yours, and something personal that connects you to
this agent – i.e. they grew up in the same hometown,
they represent your favorite author, they are looking
for the exact sort of book you have written. You want to
have some reason why you chose this agent, because
you will be telling them this reason in your query letter.
Just saying, “I think it would be cool to be represented
by the same person that represents Stephen King” is
not enough.

7. For each agent you look up, click through to the
agency websites and see how the business looks. What
kind of vibe do you get? Does it look like “home” to
you? The goal is to have a short list of approximately 10
agents you adore and 10 more who you really, really
like. Remember that a reputable agent will never ask for
a fee to read your manuscript. Rank the agents in your
grid. (Perhaps assign groupings -- #1, #2, #3.) Do you
love one above all others? If so, you can plan on
sending them an exclusive look at your manuscript. Do
you really, really like a handful? You can plan on
sending out a simultaneous submission to all of them at
once. Most experts agree that sending a blanket pitch to
a long list of agents is a mistake. Ultimately, you may
end up sending pitches to 50 or more agents.
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8. Do some research on how to write a query letter. You
can read everything ever written about it (and there’s a
lot!) at Jill Corcoran’s blog. Don’t forget to visit query
shark and query clinic to see how it’s NOT done. You
could also poke around absolutewrite.com, which some
people swear by, but which tends to make my head hurt
because there’s no much information. I also have a How
To Write a Query worksheet available HERE.

9. Draft a query letter for each of the agents on your
list, personalizing the parts that need to be personal.

10. Ask you writing coach or someone you trust to
review your grid and your pitch materials. Be more
ruthless than you’ve ever been before. Revise until
perfect.

11. Send out your queries and wait for the replies.
Agents may reply anywhere from a minute later to
never, so expect all possibilities. Here’s novelist Allison
Winn Scotch writing about how that goes.

For more information, check out these resources:
• Putting Your Passion Into Print
• Jeﬀ Herman’s Guide to Literary Agents
• Michael Larsen’s How To Get a Literary Agent
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DID YOU FIND THIS
DOCUMENT HELPFUL?
PRO-TIP:
Do you
know you
need help,
but aren’t
sure what
exactly you
need?
Visit our
website to
start your
research.

We invite you to check out what we have to oﬀer at Author Accelerator:
BLUEPRINT FOR A BOOK
An intense weekend of live video, Q&As and building the foundation
to your novel. Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a
book coach within a week.

LEARN MORE >>
S T O RY G E N I U S WO R K S H O P
A 10-week program based on Lisa Cron’s Story Genius method.
Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a book coach.

LEARN MORE >>
M A N U S C R I P T AC C E L E R AT O R
A 6-month no-excuses for starting and ﬁnishing a rough draft — and
ﬁnishing strong. Working with a coach is the best way to make your
dream of writing a book a reality.

LEARN MORE >>
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