GLOSSARY OF TERMS
FOR THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY

A

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Acquisitions: This is a blanket name for a non-standardized
process by which a publishing house decides to acquire or purchase
a book. The process can include second reads by other editors,
meetings with marketing, editorial and publicity staﬀ. In the
acquisition process, a publishing house will develop a P&L, or
proﬁt and loss sheet, and make an oﬀer to the agent, who presents
it to the author.

Advance: The portion of the publisher’s oﬀer that goes to the
writer in advance of publication – in other words, the money a
writer gets before the book comes out. The advance is often paid in
pieces – at the signing of the contract, when the manuscript is
delivered and put into production (all revisions and edits are
complete), and at publication. A writer keeps the advance no matter
what happens to the book in the marketplace.

The remainder of the oﬀer is called the royalty, and is paid once
the book “earns out” the advance (or earns back the amount of
money the publisher has invested.) Note that an agent will take 15%
of all money the project earns, so the writer pays 15% of the
advance and 15% of all royalties to the agent.

Agent Query: A large, free database of literary agent information.
Search for agents by keyword.

Auction: This is when more than one publishing house bids on a
book. An agent will set an auction when it is clear that interest in
the book is high.

Autobiography: A chronological account of a person’s life, typically
starting at birth, ending at a later stage in life, and covering pretty
much everything in between. Unlike a memoir, an autobiography
focuses primarily on the events in a person’s life, not on what those
events meant to them. Autobiographies are usually written by
people who are famous. See also Memoir.
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B-C

Backstory: Circumstances and experiences from a character’s past that contribute to that
character’s mindset and worldview. What happens in the past colors what happens in the present
and gives everything in a story meaning, preventing seemingly ordinary things from being
entirely neutral or dull. Backstory is always triggered by something in story present, and it always
has an impact on the person experiencing it. (See also this post, Back to Basics on Backstory, by
Jennie Nash.)
Calls for Submission: This is usually used by publishing houses, to publicly ask for a certain kind
of submission they’d like to see.
Cause-and-Eﬀect Trajectory (by Lisa Cron in Story Genius): In life, cause-and-eﬀect is how we
make sense of everything. Otherwise, everything would be random, arbitrary and, let’s face it,
terrifying. From birth, we’re wired to look for that causal relationship in everything around us.
For example: “If I cry real loud, that nice lady will feed me. Got it!” All stories must follow a
logical cause-and-eﬀect trajectory. In fact, we turn to stories because they give us inside intel into
how “if ” causes “then.” As in: If you’re not giving your reader a clear, plausible cause-and-eﬀect
progression, illuminated by the why behind it, then you’re not giving them a story they can
follow or care about.

Chronological Narrative: A nonﬁction story structure that consists of a single, sustained story
unfolding over time, told in chronological form. Two well-known examples of this structure are
Wild by Cheryl Strayed and The Glass Castle by Jeanette Walls. See also Collective Narrative,
Conceptual Design and Hybrid Design.
Collective Narrative: A nonﬁction story structure that weaves together a series of related
narratives. The narratives could be a collection of the author’s own stories (which would make it
a memoir), or they could be a collection of essays about one topic, or they could bring together
narratives from a variety of voices, one of which might be the author’s story. Kitchen Table
Wisdom by Rachel Naomi Remen and Cherished by Barbara Abercrombie are examples of this
structure. See also Chronological Narrative, Conceptual Design and Hybrid Design.
Comp Titles: This is a shorthand expression meaning “comparison titles” or sometimes
“competitive titles.” It is used to make a quick analogy for your book using existing books, movies
or TV shows. For instance, Hunger Games might be pitched as Twilight meets Battle Royale. Or
Game of Thrones might be pitched as, Lord of the Rings meets Saw.

© Au th or Ac c el er a t o r • G l o ssa ry of Te rm s • www.a u thora c c elera to r. co m

3

Conceptual Design: A nonﬁction story structure in which the topic, and what the writer has to say about the
topic, drives the organization and shapes the book. These books tend to be self-help books, which teach the
reader something, or they have an overarching message the author is trying to convey. The structure is
designed to explain that message or make that argument. They are not normally classiﬁed as memoir, although
they often include a lot of material about the author’s life.
Examples include: The 4-Hour Workweek by Timothy Ferriss, Made to Stick by Chip and Dan Heath, The Barefoot
Contessa Cookbook by Ina Garten, and Don’t Sweat the Small Stuﬀ by Richard Carlson. See also Chronological
Narrative, Collective Narrative and Hybrid Design.

© Au th or Ac c el er a t o r • G l o ssa ry of Te rm s • www.a u thora c c elera to r. co m

4

Editor: A term for a person who edits manuscripts for a publishing

E

house, and/or decides which manuscripts to acquire for that house.
Sometimes the functions are separated. A freelance editor or book
coach generally means someone who edits manuscripts outside of the
conﬁnes of a publishing house.

Electronic Rights: The right to publish a book in digital form. This is a
very valuable right that an author may not want to give to the publisher.
JK Rowling famously kept electronic rights to her Harry Potter books,
and therefore has control of the way those book are disseminated
online. Some authors who make it big in the world of self-publishing
hold onto their electronic rights since they already have a track record
of selling online and don’t need a publisher to help with that market.
*Note that a new kind of publisher has emerged recently who only publishes
digitally, or electronically.*

Exclusive: This is when an agent requests that they be the only one who
is considering your work at any given time. A very few agents will not
accept queries unless they are the only one considering the ms, so they
won’t have competition if they oﬀer. However, this is rare. Usually, if an
agent asks for an exclusive, it is either because they think your materials
have great promise and they don’t want competition when oﬀering for
them, but they want to read the full ms ﬁrst before oﬀering OR they
have oﬀered you an R&R. In the case of an R&R, they have taken the
time to provide you with editorial feedback and they have the right to
ask for an exclusive look at the ﬁnished product before you send it
elsewhere, since they’ve invested time and energy into the project. The
important thing to remember about an exclusive is that you never have
to agree to an exclusive. You always have the right to refuse, and the
agent may or may not withdraw their interest at that point. And you
should always insist on a speciﬁc time period after which the exclusive
expires. A couple of weeks, maybe a month. No matter what the time
period is, the exclusive should always expire. That way, if they get busy
and don’t get to your materials, you aren’t left hanging with no other
options.

© Au th or Ac c el er a t o r • G l o ssa ry of Te rm s • www.a u thora c c elera to r. co m

5

F-H

First Person (Narrative Point of View): A ﬁrst-person narrator is a character in the story who is
speaking from their own experience. They can speak only of what they have experienced
themselves, or what they know because someone told them.
Flashback: When the narrator leaves story present to recall something from the past. Used to
deepen storylines with backstory and add character motivations. Should always be triggered by
something in story present, and not randomly added by the author in order to tell the reader
something they need to know.
Foreign Rights: Most publishing contracts give the publisher the right to publish the book in
North America. Foreign rights may be sold in individual countries and can provide a signiﬁcant
boost to the money a writer makes. Some agencies have foreign rights agents in-house; others
have partner agents at other agencies who handle foreign rights.
Full: This is the shorthand expression for a full manuscript request—namely when an agent
wants to see the entire manuscript you have written, and possibly a synopsis as well. An
alternative is when the request a partial.

“Head Hopping”: Not to be confused with intentionally writing a story from multiple viewpoints,
“head hopping” is when the point of view (POV) shifts back and forth between characters within a
scene. Readers immersed in the experience of one character’s thoughts and feelings are yanked
into another character’s head just a few paragraphs, or even lines, later. The eﬀect is jarring and
disorienting. It tends to happen when a writer who is trying to write in third-person omniscient
doesn’t have a consistent narrative voice and, instead, makes the mistake of writing in thirdperson limited, arbitrarily changing the (limited) POV from one character to another in an
attempt to create an omniscient eﬀect.
Hybrid Design: A nonﬁction story structure that combines elements from two or more of the
other basic structures (chronological narrative, collective narrative, and conceptual design).
Examples include Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott, Women, Food and God by Geneen Roth, and Real
Happiness: The Power of Meditation by Sharon Salzberg. See also Chronological Narrative,
Collective Narrative and Conceptual Design.
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Hybrid Publisher: A publisher who straddles the line between a traditional publisher and a self-publishing
vendor. Hybrid publishers may oﬀer some of the services of a traditional publisher (cover design, interior
layout, distribution, etc.) or they may charge for some of these services, which can be tricky for the author to
navigate.
There are some well-respected hybrid publishers, such as SheWrites Press, who curate what they publish and
oﬀer reasonable pricing on the services they provide, and some that are not so well-respected such as
AuthorHouse or Balboa Press. The world of hybrid publishers is changing all the time, and writers need to do
their homework before signing away their rights or their savings.
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Internal Logic: A story with internal logic is one where everything

I & M

that happens grows logically, naturally, out of what has happened
in the story so far. Characters act in a way that is consistent with
who they are, where they’ve come from and how they see the
world. Within the story, things make sense.

Macro Elements: This refers to the big-picture elements of story:
structure, character development, the cause-and-eﬀect trajectory,
pacing and ﬂow, emotional pay-oﬀ, and so on. It is not about
language, metaphors, or any type of literary technique or
polishing. Developmental editing focuses mostly on macro
elements.

Memoir: An author’s best eﬀort to recall the truth of their own life.
Memoir writers have to choose one idea, one point, one slice of
their life to write about – which means leaving out whole chunks of
their life. As Annette Gendler writes (in What Is a Memoir?): “A
good memoir is not an accumulation of anecdotes, however
entertaining they may be, but rather an inquiry into what those
stories mean to the narrator. A memoir does not comprise a whole
life; rather, it examines a particular phase in a life.” See also
Autobiography.

Micro Elements: This refers to the writing itself: paragraphs,
dialogue, description and word choice. Copyediting or
proofreading mostly focuses on micro elements.

“Misery Memoir”: The type of memoir in which an author
recounts personal experiences of abuse or other trauma, typically
suﬀered during childhood, and their eventual recovery from such
experiences. “Misery memoirs” that tend to do well have great
compassion for the people being written about. For example, The
Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls is written with compassion for her
abusers even though she’s lived through a horrible experience.

MS: A common abbreviation for manuscript. Mss is the plural.
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M-N

MSWL: This is an abbreviation for manuscript wish list, created by literary agent Jessica
Sinsheimer. Currently, this refers to two diﬀerent things. First, agents and/or editors can use the
hashtag #mswl on Twitter to call for speciﬁc things they’d like to see in their inbox, for instance:
“Dystopian YA, preferably involving skateboarding. Love anything set in Ohio!” Agents/editors
can use this hashtag anytime, but Jessica organizes speciﬁc days for them to send out their new
#mswl calls. Second, there is now a website called Manuscript Wishlist that has a searchable
database of #Mswls. This includes tweets as well as bio pages for agents and publishers,
describing what types of manuscripts they’re currently looking for. This is a voluntary site, so not
all agents participate.
Narrative Drive: A sense of forward momentum in a story that entices readers to keep turning
the page. In a story with strong narrative drive, the action drives through from beginning to end
like a freight train. Without narrative drive, a story falls ﬂat and can lose the reader’s interest.
Every story MUST have narrative drive.
Narrative Nonﬁction: A genre of writing that uses literary styles and techniques to create
factually accurate narratives. Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer is an example of narrative nonﬁction.
Narrative Point of View: The position of the narrator in relation to the story being told. See also
First Person, Second Person and Third Person.

Nudge: This is a reminder email a writer sends an agent if the writer has not heard back after
sending a query or manuscript pages. There is much controversy on the topic of whether or not
it is appropriate to email agents after they’ve had your query and/or manuscript for a while, to
see if they are going to act on it. Research each agent’s website and Google interviews with them
to ﬁnd out what their nudging preferences are. Many agents say things such as: “If you haven’t
heard from me in six weeks, consider it a no.” In this case, nudging would be rude and
unprofessional. Other agents invite nudges and still others say nothing, in which case you can use
your discretion. Deﬁnitely don’t send nudges too fast. Reading books takes time and agents have
a lot of books to read!
The only time nudging is universally accepted is when you have received an oﬀer from another
agent. In this case, you can nudge other agents who have your materials to either withdraw your
materials from consideration or to give them a chance to also make an oﬀer.
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Oﬀer: This means that an agent is oﬀering to represent your work. If you query an agent and receive an oﬀer,
you do not have to accept it. You can ask questions, let other agents know you have an oﬀer, and then make
your ﬁnal decision as to which agent you’d like to sign with, or if you’d like to keep querying. The oﬀer will
come ﬁrst as a verbal oﬀer, then as a written contract that lays out the terms of the deal in excruciating detail.
Negotiating the oﬀer and understanding the terms of the contract is where an agent’s value will be felt very
strongly, and where it will become very clear that book publishing is a business.
On Sub: This is shorthand for “on submission” which is what agents call it when they send your manuscript to
publishers to consider it for publication. Agents generally send the manuscript out to multiple publishers at
one time, often in waves. They may halt the process depending on how things unfold – if the rejections all cite
a similar issue, or if there is a pre-empt oﬀer.
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#OwnVoices: A designation that means, roughly, “diverse characters

O-P

written by authors from that same diverse group.” Sometimes used as a
Twitter hashtag.

Partial: This is the shorthand expression for an agent requesting more
materials after they’ve read the query. This can mean 10 pages, or half
the manuscript, or asking for a synopsis, or really anything short of the
full manuscript. Once they read the partial manuscript request, they
will then reject or ask to see the full manuscript.

Pitch: Most ﬁction writers going after an agent will have a ﬁnished
manuscript, and you will use a query to “pitch” the ﬁnished manuscript
to an agent; that’s the action of pitching. A pitch can also refer to the
actual query itself. You may also hear people using the term “pitch”
around contest entries (e.g., Pitch Wars), and writing conferences
typically have one-on-one pitching events.

Plot: A plot is one, single external problem that grows, escalates and
complicates from the ﬁrst page to the last. Every scene is part of this
escalating problem – think of it as a cause-and-eﬀect trajectory: “If this,
then that.” Each scene is a step forward (or backward) in the course of
that one, single problem.

Point: All novels make a point beginning with the ﬁrst sentence. The
point is what your story is actually about, and is made via your
protagonist’s evolving internal change that culminates in the shift in
his/her worldview when his/her misbelief ﬁnally bites the dust. The
point is what your story says about human nature – it’s the inside intel
are you giving the reader about how to best navigate life without getting
clobbered more than necessary. When deﬁning your point, ask yourself:
How do I want my novel to change how my readers see the world?

Pre-empt: If a publishing house responds to a book on submission with
huge enthusiasm, they may make an oﬀer designed to shut down any
other oﬀers. It might be a large amount of money, a multiple-book
deal, or have other elements to sweeten the pot and tempt the writer. If
a writer accepts a pre-empt oﬀer, there can be no auction.
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P-Q

Prescriptive Nonﬁction: A genre of writing that provides instructions or guidelines to help
readers accomplish something (self-help) or learn a new technique or skill (how-to). For
prescriptive nonﬁction, the writer’s goal is to share expertise in a way that keeps the focus on the
reader.
Proposal: A business plan for a book. “Proposal” is a term usually used for nonﬁction or for
already published authors, where you’re presenting the book idea, not the book itself. A term not
usually used for novels, it’s mostly for narrative nonﬁction, self-help, how-to, memoir (because
usually there’s a topic you can use to show how the memoir can be sold). Some agents request a
“mini-proposal” (under three pages) for ﬁction but it’s not typical.
Protagonist: This is your story’s main character, and all stories have a protagonist. The
protagonist is your reader’s avatar in the story – your reader feels what your protagonist feels.
Everything that happens in a story gets its meaning and emotional weight based on how it’s
aﬀecting your protagonist in pursuit of their desire.
Publisher’s Lunch: A newsletter and website with top publishing industry news. Read by 40,000
industry insiders and considered “publishing’s essential daily read.”
Publisher’s Marketplace: An oﬀshoot of Publisher’s Lunch. A site that lists bios for publishing
industry professionals and other industry information.

Publisher’s Weekly: Industry magazine and website that lists recent sales and other industry
information. A great place to research an agent’s sales or check publishing trends
Query: This is the letter sent by an author to an agent to introduce their manuscript and ask for
representation. Generally includes a salutation and/or speciﬁc reason for pitching that agent, a
description of the book that runs approximately 250 words and doesn’t give away the ending but
does cover the main conﬂict and stakes, and a paragraph or less on the author’s publishing
credits or other relevant experience.
Query Tracker: An online database where writers can research agents, track their queries and
share information about agents and their patterns of behavior in responding to queries.
“Red Flag”: A sign that there is a problem the writer should be made aware of so they can deal
with it. For example, if a memoir writer is after revenge and portrays another character in a very
one-sided way, that should be a red ﬂag. If dialog is so skewed in one direction that it pulls the
reader out of the story, that’s a red ﬂag, too.
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Rejection: When an agent turns down your query or a publishing house turns down your agent’s pitch. A grim
term for a grim reality.
R&R: Revise and resubmit. This means that the agent would like you to revise based on speciﬁc feedback they
are providing, and are allowing you the opportunity to query them again with the revised ms when you are
ﬁnished. It is not a guarantee of an oﬀer, but it can mean that you’re close, and they just want a few speciﬁc
things changed that would make the ms oﬀer-worthy.
Royalty: The part of an author’s payment that is tied to actual book sales. Most deals give writers a royalty on
each book sold after the advance is earned out. Royalty rates vary, and can even be presented on a sliding scale,
but they might be somewhere in the neighborhood of 10% to 20% of the sales price of the book (which is
diﬀerent from the cover price, which gets tricky when discounters like amazon slash the sales price of a book.)
Note that the writer pays the agent 15% of any royalties earned.
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Rules of the World: This refers to a story’s logic of any world that is

R-S

not our own. It applies to sci-ﬁ, fantasy and speculative ﬁction, and
to historical ﬁction, which, these days, with the exponential
advance of technology, basically means any novel taking place
before 2000. It is crucial to create (or research) this world in
conjunction with the story you’re creating, rather than creating it
“in general.”

The good news is that you don’t have to create a complete,
comprehensive world separate from your novel. You only need to
focus on the things that will impact your protagonist’s worldview,
as it relates to your story. For example: If religion isn’t involved –
either directly or in terms of how it has shaped the worldview/
actions of any character – then there’s no need for you to think
about it. What you want to do is create the rules/logic of the world
that will aﬀect your protagonist and come into play in your novel.
Without that, you can’t create your protagonist or anything else,
because you won’t have an idea of what their experience might
have been, let alone what it might have taught them, or even what
the consequence of their current action might be.

Scene: The smallest unit of a story. Characters come onto the
“stage” in one time and place, and one action occurs. As a general
rule of thumb, if there is a change in location, time, or point of
view, that indicates the start of a new scene. A scene may not oﬀer a
concrete conclusion to the action or idea presented, but it will most
deﬁnitely be connected to the next action or idea. It will lead to it
or point to it.

Second Person (Narrative Point of View): A point of view
suggesting that the reader is a character in the story. This is the
voice of “you,” as in “You think you know everything,” or “You were
never going to go through with it.” Notoriouslya very diﬃcult point
of view to pull oﬀ in a novel-length work, it is more often used in
guide books, self-help books and do-it-yourself manuals
(Prescriptive Nonﬁction).
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S-T

Shelf Awareness: A website that aggregates news from booksellers around the country. A great
way to learn what’s going on in the world of books.
Story (deﬁnition by Lisa Cron in Story Genius): A story is about how what happens (the plot)
aﬀects someone (the protagonist) who is in pursuit of a diﬃcult goal (the story problem) and how
the protagonist changes internally as a result. Story is about an internal change, not an external
one. A story is a single, unavoidable external problem that grows, escalates and complicates,
forcing the protagonist to make an internal change in order to solve it. In an even tighter
nutshell: Story is about how (and why) someone changes. And remember, all change is hard. In a
yet-tinier nutshell-ette: Story is about change.
Submission Guidelines: This is a set of standards adopted by each agent and/or agency
determining what genres they represent, and what is required to query them. For instance, some
agencies ask for just a query letter, some ask for a query letter and the ﬁrst ten pages, some ask
that it be sent pasted into the body of an email, or some prefer attachments. This information is
found on the agency website, and it is the responsibility of the author to individually research
agent sub guidelines as they are not universal. Submission guidelines vary so greatly that we
recommend keeping a spreadsheet while pitching to keep track of them all. Some agents will
refuse to read anything that does not adhere to their speciﬁc requirements.

Synopsis: This is a document summarizing the plot of a book, and giving away the ending.
Commonly but not universally requested by agents as part of either the initial submission
package or as part of later requested materials. Usually 3 double-spaced pages or less. Note that
the synopsis is sometimes referred to as a summary or overview in agent submission
requirements.
Third Person (Narrative Point of View): In third person, “someone” narrates the story but is not
part of the story. You can think of this as the person you are coaching, the author, or you can
think of this person as another all-knowing taleteller. Either way, a third person narrator is not
actually in the story; they stand outside of it.
Third-Person Limited: The narrator who closelyfollows the protagonist through the story,
knowing only what the protagonist knows, seeing only what she sees. In that respect, it’s not
dissimilar from writing in ﬁrst person, except it will be written as “She felt pampered” instead of
“I felt pampered.”
Third Person Omniscient: A narrator who sees all and knows all. The narrator can go anywhere
and peer into anyone’s head at any time. The general rule of thumb is to stay in one person’s
head per chapter or scene, or at the very least, per paragraph. See also “head hopping.”
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Twitter Pitch Contests: A speciﬁed day when authors can put out a description of their book under a speciﬁc
hashtag on Twitter and interested agents can “favorite” the pitch to request the author to query them. These
can include ones like #AdPit, #PitMad, #PitchMas, #DVPit, etc.
Two-Book Deal: An oﬀer from a publisher for more than one book.
Traditional Publisher: A publishing house that works in the traditional way of the book-publishing industry—
which is to say that they pay writers to publish, distribute and market their books to readers, and provide all the
services necessary to bring the books to market, including editing, proofreading, cover design, interior layout,
pricing, publicity and marketing. Note that the degree to which they will publicize and market a book depends
greatly on the advance they have paid to the writer. The bigger and advance, the bigger the investment in these
services.
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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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