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The Business of ficTion WriTing

GettinG an
aGent 101

by Jennifer D. Foster

Considered the “gatekeepers” to (large) publishing houses, literary agents are often your 
best bet to getting your foot in the door and making a name for yourself in the book (and 
even the motion picture, but that’s another story!) world. But do you really need an agent? 
And exactly how do you find one? What are the tell-tale signs of a reputable (and not-so-
reputable) literary agent? And how do you make the author-agent relationship work? Key 
insights, helpful tips and sound advice from authors, editors, publishing consultants, edi-
torial directors, literary agents, writing instructors and heads of professional writing or-
ganizations give you the inside track. 

What Literary agents Do

While the Writers’ Union of Canada website states that “about 70 per cent of the books 
published in Canada do not have an agent-assisted contract,” it’s a radically different sto-
ry in the United States. In her book Publishing 101: A First-Time Author’s Guide to Get-
ting Published, Marketing and Promoting Your Book, and Building a Successful Career (Jane 
Friedman, 2015), Jane Friedman reveals that “in today’s market, probably about 80 per 
cent of books that the New York publishers acquire are sold to them by agents.” But be-
fore taking the often-challenging plunge of getting a literary agent, do your homework to 
determine it you actually need one to get your manuscript published. And in order to fig-
ure that out, it’s necessary to understand what, exactly, literary agents are and what they 
do. Jennifer Croll, editorial director of Greystone Books in Vancouver, explains it this 
way: “Agents act as both scouts and filters—they sort through what’s out there and active-
ly search to find the authors and proposals that are most likely to be published.” Linden 
MacIntyre, award-winning journalist, internationally bestselling and Scotiabank Giller 
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Prize–winning author and former host of the fifth estate, concurs. “Agents know the 
world of publishing, who matters, and established agents are known and recognized by 
editors and publishers. A recommendation from a credible agent will usually assure that 
someone of influence in publishing will read the manuscript.” 

Trevor Cole, Toronto, Ontario–based, award-winning author of The Whisky King, 
Hope Makes Love and Practical Jean, further clarifies. An agent is beneficial “if you are 
committed to producing well-crafted book-length prose on a consistent professional ba-
sis.” And, he says, “if the agent is part of a large house, they will have international con-
tacts and sub-agents who can give your book its best chance at international distribution.” 
Quite simply, “if an agent loves a book you’ve written, they will go to bat for it hard,” he 
says, adding, “and once an editor agrees to buy the book, the agent’s job is to get the best 
possible financial deal for you.” Geoffrey Taylor, director of the International Festival of 
Authors in Toronto, Ontario, says that “an agent is the conduit for an author’s work. This 
could mean anything from national to world rights. It could include all print forms, elec-
tronic and video/film platforms.” He says that agents have a lot of “experience with con-
tracts and can usually negotiate better terms and a higher cash advance against future 
sales.” Terence Green explains further. “A book contract can easily be twenty pages or 
more. An agent familiar with the publishing business understands which clauses are ne-
gotiable, and to what degree, and can customize the boilerplate contracts often tendered 
as a matter of rote to ones that are more palatable and fair-minded to all parties.” Martha 
Kanya-Forstner, editor-in-chief of Doubleday Canada, and McClelland & Stewart, and 
vice-president of Penguin Random House Canada, reveals that “it is exceptionally diffi-
cult for authors to negotiate the value of their own work, [and it is] much better to have an 
agent secure the best deal possible and ensure that all terms of that deal are then met.”

Martha Webb, proprietor and literary agent with CookeMcDermid in Toronto, On-
tario, sees the agent’s role as that of career guide and activist. “We are an author’s advo-
cate throughout the life of their work, and the liaison between the author and publish-
er. Our goal is to find the best possible publishing arrangements for the author’s work…
to support and advocate for their interests throughout the process and to advise them 
throughout their writing career.” Carolyn Forde, literary agent and international rights 
director for Westwood Creative Artists in Toronto, Ontario, sums up the advocate role 
this way: “The agent supports and advises their clients. We do many, many contracts a 
year, and most authors won’t do more than one a year (and even that would be considered 
a lot), so we do know what’s industry standard, what’s author friendly and what isn’t.”  

In an online interview with Authornomics, agent Katherine Sands, with the Sarah 
Jane Freymann Literary Agency in New York, takes it even further, explaining that “lit-
erary agent now means content manager…the work is hands-on with a role in develop-
ing and marketing an author’s name and material for print, digital and other media—not 
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just centered around a book deal.” She believes “the digital age is revolutionizing every-
thing and reinvented agents are now far more involved in creating opportunities for writ-
ing clients’ content in emerging markets: for books, to be used online, with partners, in 
podcasts, in products, and in digital media to accrue sales. The new agent focus is on how 
writers can market and maximize their works across a wide slate.” Lori Hahnel, Calgary-
based author of After You’ve Gone, Love Minus Zero and Nothing Sacred and creative writ-
ing teacher at Mount Royal University and the Alexandra Writers’ Centre Society, notes 
another role of the agent—that of editor. “Today more than ever, agents are taking on an 
editorial role. As publishers employ fewer and fewer editors, they need the manuscripts 
they get from agents to be in nearly publishable form when they’re submitted.” 

Agents also handle other types of administrative and editorial-type tasks, such as 
checking royalty statements and hunting down overdue royalty checks; submitting books 
to reviewers and literary contests; and submitting future manuscripts to editors/publish-
ers.

Determining neeD

“Academic writing, and those working in less commercially successful genres likely don’t 
need an agent,” says Webb. Friedman, in her blog post “How to Find a Literary Agent for 
Your Book,” adds that “if you’re writing for a niche market (e.g., vintage automobiles) or 
wrote an academic or literary work, then you might not need an agent.” Why? “Agents are 
motivated to take on clients based on the size of the advance they think they can get. If 
your project doesn’t command a decent advance, then you may not be worth an agent’s 
time, and you’ll have to sell the project on your own.” Kelsey Attard, managing editor 
of Freehand Books in Calgary, Alberta, says that “it depends on your goals…and also it 
depends on your genre. There are virtually no agents who represent poets, for example.” 
Anita Purcell, executive director of the Canadian Authors Association, expounds further. 
“If you write poetry, short stories, or novellas, agents are not likely to take you on, and you 
have a better chance pitching directly to smaller presses that specialize in your particu-
lar genre.” And, she adds, “authors who have been offered a contract with a publisher may 
want to get an agent to represent their interests before actually signing the contract. It is 
far easier to land an agent when you’ve got a firm offer from a publisher in hand.”

Croll notes that those who want to work with an independent (indie) publisher can 
most likely get by without an agent. But, literary representation is essential for any writer 
wanting to make money by accessing most major publishing houses and editors, especial-
ly since the merging of many publishing companies has resulted in huge conglomerates 
with multiple imprints. “Editors often review agented submission first—and give them 
more consideration—because those submissions have already gone through a sort of vet-
ting process,” says Croll. And, shares Attard, “those biggest publishers typically don’t ac-



68

GettinG an aGent 101

cept unsolicited submissions from unagented authors.” In the same online interview with 
Authornomics, Sands paints this picture: “Try this test at home: call a leading publisher 
tomorrow and try to get anyone to discuss your work. An agent has the greenlight to do 
this, but a civilian is unlikely to penetrate the publisher’s robotic turnaround, shielding 
editors from unrepresented writers.” And, she poses, “betcha you can’t find out which 
newly-hired editor would really love your literotic chiller about a sexy ichthyologist who 
must solve eco-system crime in Namibia.” 

Dawn Green, British Columbia–based author of In the Swish and How Samantha Be-
came a Revolutionary, has this perspective. “I think any author who wants to just be an 
author, just be writing novels full time, requires an agent who will allow them time to fo-
cus on their craft.” Stephanie Sinclair, senior literary agent with Transatlantic Agency in 
Toronto, Ontario, shares Dawn Green’s sentiment: “The contracts are often very tricky, 
and without an agent, the process can end up taking up so much time, the author has no 
time/energy left to write! My job is to help my authors, so they can just focus on the writ-
ing.” Like Sands, Dawn Green also holds that “an agent needs to help a writer market and 
brand themselves. It’s that classic difference between art and business.” And, she adds, 

“today, it seems that more time needs to be put into the social media and networking side 
of things, and that is not easy for most introverted writers to do.”  

Taylor Brown, Wilmington, North Carolina–based bestselling author of the novels 
Fallen Land, The River of Kings and Gods of Howl Mountain, views the author-agent rela-
tionship from this lens. “Once your work has been published in book form, your agent’s 
help only becomes that much more important. I think of an agent as a ‘corner man’ or 
woman of sorts.” As well, he says, “they can do everything from giving feedback on man-
uscripts to helping interpret communications from your publisher to acting as a sound-
ing board for important career changes. I could hardly imagine this career without an 
agent.”

Before the Query

Most (good) literary agents receive hundreds of submissions a week from prospective 
clients, so time is precious, and second chances are rare. Part of doing your homework 
in finding an agent, before even entering the literary agent querying process, is ensur-
ing your manuscript is the absolute best it can be. You want to be ready to hit “Send” as 
soon as an agent requests pages. In a guest blog post about finding a literary agent for The 
Writers’ Workshop, novelist Harry Bingham says that means having a rock-solid product. 

“Write a good book. A stunning one. A dazzling one. One that echoes in the conscious-
ness. One that makes a professional reader (i.e. agent/editor) sit up late with tears in their 
eyes.” Sands agrees. In her book Making the Perfect Pitch: How to Catch a Literary Agent’s 
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Eye (The Writer Books, 2004), she says, “Literary agents must be enchanted, seduced, and 
won over to take you on as a client.” 

But how do you ensure this? Have your manuscript professionally evaluated; give it 
to trusted beta readers for invaluable constructive feedback. “They will find idiosyncra-
sies in your manuscript that will surprise you and also offer suggestions. Then after you 
make the edits, send the manuscript to a copy editor. Agents can spot professionalism a 
mile away,” says Lynne Wiese Sneyd, owner of LWS Literary Services in Tucson, Arizo-
na, and literary consultant for the Tucson Festival of Books. Hiring a professional editor 
will ensure the manuscript is error-free and at-the-ready for agent consideration. Brown 
shares Wiese Sneyd’s philosophy. “A professional editor who has a record of helping shep-
herd books to publication is simply invaluable. You cannot depend on the agent seeing 
the potential in your work. They are not looking for potential. They are looking for a book 
they can sell right now.” 

the Query: some Dos anD Don’ts

Also, make sure your pitch to an agent is bang-on in every aspect. If you can’t write an en-
ticing query letter, you may not convince a literary agent that you can write a compelling 
book. Jan Kardys, a literary agent at Black Hawk Literary Agency LLC in Redding, Con-
necticut, and chairman of the Unicorn Writers’ Conference, offers these tips for honing 
your query and book summary: “It is helpful for writers to study book publishers’ web-
sites and study catalogue copy. Once you study author’s bio(s) and read the descriptions of 
their books, you get great ideas.” Sinclair explains the pitch process this way: “Know who 
you are submitting to. When people send letters referencing some of my other clients and 
my taste, I know they have done their homework, which makes me immediately pay close 
attention.” According to Sands, “it’s the pitch and nothing but the pitch that gets a writer 
selected from the leaning tower of queries in a literary agent’s office… The writing you do 
about your writing is as important as the writing itself.” It is “part ‘hello,’ part cover let-
ter, part interview for the coveted job of book author,” she says. Agents, she stresses, “are 
looking first for a reason to keep reading, then for a reason to represent you…you want 
your pitch to give crystal clear answers—fast.” 

Some of those answers, says Croll, include being able to clearly describe the market 
for your book—who is going to buy it. “Selling your manuscript to a publisher is how an 
agent makes a living—that is their source of income. They are motivated to take on au-
thors who will create work they can actually sell.” And remember that your query letter is 
a form of communication, “so try to come across as a real person and not a pitching ro-
bot following a formula,” advises Webb. Purcell couldn’t agree more. “Always personal-
ize your letter: make sure you use the agent’s name and spell it correctly. If possible, find 
something you share in common, whether it’s having the same birthplace, a mutual love 
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of horror, or having met at a writers’ conference.” Like Webb, Purcell says “the query let-
ter should not read like a form letter that is sent to every agent and publisher.”

Hahnel, like Wiese Sneyd, suggests soliciting feedback from respected beta readers. 
The input will help “polish your query and your sample chapters until they shine.” Pur-
cell suggests taking it a step further. Writers “should ask experienced authors to review 
their query letter before submitting it.” Why go to all this effort? “The bar is very, very 
high now, and so anything you can do to put your best foot forward is in your best inter-
est,” stresses Forde. 

Hahnel also recommends having “a synopsis ready. Not all agents ask for them, but 
some will.” As for a query letter, she says “don’t clutter it with unnecessary information, 
such as courses you’ve taken or retreats you’ve gone on.” Be polite and professional, says 
Hahnel, and ensure a confident and positive tone. “Don’t say negative things like, ‘I’m 
not sure if you’ll like this.’ or ‘You probably won’t want to read all of this.’” Attard recom-
mends this: “Be brief, engaging, and also (at least for literary writing) let your manuscript 
be the star.” Forde offers similar sound advice for a query. “Keep it short and concise—tell 
me about the book and about you. Don’t try to be cute or memorable. Don’t compare your 
book to the best book in the genre. If you say it’s the next Harry Potter, what I hear is that 
you have unrealistic expectations.” Purcell has this sage query-writing advice. “Agents of-
ten say that what catches their interest most is when writers manage to avoid some of the 
pitfalls of new writers, such as telling the agent that they’re good writers (show, don’t tell), 
or that all their family and friends loved the manuscript (of course they did, they love 
you), or that they’ve been wanting to be published authors since they were six years old 
(few writers haven’t).” She says what also catches agents’ interest is “when writers seem to 
have a strong understanding of their genre, as well as the distinction between commer-
cial, upmarket, and literary writing.” 

a feW Wise WorDs on PLatform  

Purcell says that it’s all about branding right now “And writers should look at their social 
media platforms and their website, if they have one, with a critical eye that asks: ‘What is 
my current brand and how appealing is that brand to a potential agent or publisher? Are 
there any posts or images that might turn an agent or publisher off?’ And, she adds, “if 
they’re unpublished, writers need to think about what makes them stand out as good can-
didates for representation by the agent. Have they won any writing competitions? Are 
they authorities on the subject matter?”
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Where to finD agents

Once your manuscript is ultra-polished and ready for publication, and you’ve decided to 
take the leap and find an agent, one way is to conduct online research. “I think a writer 
should be a good sleuth,” says Dawn Green. “And most agents/agencies are clear on their 
websites about what they are looking for.” She also suggests researching to see if agents 
have given (online) interviews and made additional comments about what they’re looking 
for in a manuscript. 

Publishers Marketplace is a helpful online research tool. For a $25 monthly member-
ship, writers/authors can get snapshots of top literary agencies, seeing which books agents 
have sold and editors’ buying patterns. A membership also offers industry news updates 
and deal reports. The “Dealmaker” lists a contact database and a rights and proposals 
board posting—all helpful for determining which agent to pitch and also for knowing 
how to entice each one. “It’s one of the most extensive databases of agents,” says Wiese 
Sneyd. “It’s an amazing resource.” 

Word of mouth is also helpful. Ask authors (especially in your genre) you know and 
trust, and whose work you respect who their agent is and request a candid assessment of 
their professional and personal style. “Referrals from existing clients are also an excellent 
way to get an agent’s attention, so if you are able to ask an established writer, do so,” rec-
ommends Forde. With Brown, he’s the one making the connection for the writer. “In sev-
eral cases, I have come across an unrepresented writer whose work I admire and recom-
mended them to my agent.”

Another method is to read the acknowledgment section of books with a similar audi-
ence or vibe to yours, as well as those of your favorite authors, who often list their agent 
with a huge “thank you.” In a Forbes’ blog post by contributor Nick Morgan, he succinct-
ly explains the process: “Find books that are similar to what you hope yours will be, and 
that you like, and read the acknowledgements. Every writer thanks her agent fulsomely in 
the acknowledgements, or she’ll never publish again.” 

Writers’ conferences are also another viable route to find agents who are actively 
seeking new titles/authors. These agents are often speakers/panelists there, offering writ-
ers the chance to meet with them one-on-one to pitch their manuscript. “Face-to-face 
meetings with agents can help you get a foot in the door—as long as you keep it profes-
sional and respectful,” notes Purcell.  Hahnel knows “two people who were able to sign 
with agents at ‘speed-dating’ sessions at conferences,” but, she stresses, “I understand it’s 
not a super-common occurrence.” Taylor says to attend myriad industry events, includ-
ing in-store appearances, book launches and festivals. “Talk to people. Often those in at-
tendance are part of the book industry. Always tell people you are an author. You never 
know who you may be talking to.”
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QueryTracker.net has helped more than 2,400 authors find a literary agent. Among 
its many online freebies are a detailed database of more than 1,500 agent profiles, includ-
ing author comments from their experience with said agent; an agent query-tracking fea-
ture; and data that lists agent reply rates, typical response times, etc. Writersdigest.com 
also offers a handy online feature called “New Agency Alerts” that profiles “new literary 
agents actively seeking writers, books, and queries now. These agents are building their 
client lists.” Agentquery.com, which says it’s “the internet’s largest free database of liter-
ary agents,” lets you search for agents (around one thousand of them) by category, offers 
an online social networking community (great for the query process) and provides agent 
and agency updates. Attard maintains that authors and writers should check out the deal 
listings on Publishers Weekly, and Quill & Quire, investigating the agents listed in those 
deal announcements. And annual print directories, such as the Literary Market Place: 
The Directory of the American Book Publishing Industry (which offers listings to “reach the 
people who publish, package, review, represent, edit, translate, typeset, illustrate, design, 
print, bind, promote, publicize, ship, and distribute”), are often available in your local li-
brary’s reference section, says Purcell. 

Brown suggests submitting to literary magazines and contests. “These publications 
still attract the attention of agents,” he assures. He also recommends using social media. 
Brown “drew the attention of a couple of agents after becoming active on Twitter.” Why? 

“I believe some of the younger literary agents monitor social media for young writers who 
are making waves with their essays or stories.” Attard is in agreement. “Some agents are 
active on social media, so follow a few and get a sense of what they like and don’t like, and 
what you should avoid doing! It can be really valuable to get a sense of how they work.”

And while a seasoned, big-name agent may be able to get you an impressive advance 
on your book and secure an ironclad contract, don’t be afraid to go with a newer literary 
agent, someone who’s “hungry” and will most likely have more time and offer a high level 
of personal attention to champion not only your book, but also your literary career. At-
tard suggests that “if an agent is new without many prior sales, consider their history in 
the industry. Do they have the connections necessary to be successful?” And, cautions 
Webb, “a junior agent—and everyone needs to start somewhere—should be a junior agent 
within a reputable agency, who has the support of more senior agents behind her.” In the 
same vein is the size of the literary agency. “This doesn’t necessarily correlate with the 
quality of the agent or the size of the deal you can expect,” verifies Friedman in her blog 
post “How to Find a Literary Agent for Your Book.” 

the “gooD” agent

What are the signs of a good literary agent? According to the website of the Canadian Au-
thors Association, “reputable agents will be up to date on current publishing trends… and 
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serve as experts in market sales, so they will help ensure your book gets a good cover de-
sign, and more attention from the publisher’s publicity department.” Purcell affirms that 
agents “represent you [the author], not the publisher, and will negotiate for more money, 
subsidiary rights, and protection clauses. Good agents are also in it for the long haul: they 
are as interested in building the author’s career as they are in selling the first book.” 

MacIntyre shares the same mindset. He says that many writers aren’t interested in 
the “bureaucracy and the fine points of the book business,” so a good agent, “in addi-
tion to possessing literary instincts and professional connections, has a mercenary skill 
set. An agent should be a partner and a friend, but strong enough to speak truth to vanity. 
An agent will offer an essential service but is not a servant.” He also says good agents at-
tend myriad international book fairs; have strong professional relationships with influen-
tial editors; “play bad-cop where money matters matter; play mom/dad when the creative 
muse becomes petulant and sulky; pick up the tab (now and then); offer tactful commen-
tary and advice (but not instruction) on creative issues; and know the difference between 
momentary insecurity and reality-based despair.”  MacIntyre also believes good agents 
have “the sensibilities and judgment of an editor; the skills of an accountant; the temer-
ity of a union boss; a sense of humour, irony; good taste in food, drink and literature; and 
patience.” 

Kanya-Forstner stresses that “the best agents search widely and actively for new, di-
verse and challenging voices; for writers who bring something essential to the conversa-
tions in which they participate.” She says that “the best agents are the most discerning, 
taking on only those clients whose work they know they can champion with the utmost 
integrity and confidence. The work they then submit comes with the weight of their en-
dorsement and credibility.” To Kanya-Forstner, “the best agents make it their business to 
be familiar with the sensibilities and interests of individual editors and with the publish-
ing identity and strengths of individual imprints. The best agents pride themselves on be-
ing successful matchmakers.”

Kardys says a “talented agent” will suggest to a writer several tactics, such as build-
ing a platform before the book deal—social media, contact lists, and doing events or writ-
ing articles/stories; provide ideas on how to market the book; and edit the writer’s book 
summary.” For her, “ideally, the best literary agents have a background as a former book 
editor, subsidiary rights experience at a book publisher, or the agent has started their pub-
lishing career by working for another literary agency before leaving to start their own 
agency.” 

Cole sees a good agent as “someone who seems to ‘get’ your work, who understands 
what you’re writing now, and what you want to write in the future.” And, adds Kanya-
Forstner, since “publishing is a constantly changing business, the best agents stay on top 
of market trends, shifts in buying habits and retail practices.” Terence Green describes 
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the good agent in these terms: “A good agent knows editors and what they are looking for. 
They can provide shortcuts to editors. Many editors won’t even look at unsolicited manu-
scripts, trusting the judgment of respected agents.” So, the good agent, he says, is “in es-
sence, the editor’s first reader, winnowing the field appropriately for the editor.” Friedman 
believes a good agent is not only an author’s business manager, but also an author’s “men-
tor and cheerleader.” She shares these wise sentiments in her blog post: Literary agents 
are “also there to hold your hand when things go wrong with the editor or publisher. They 
prop you up when you’re down, they celebrate your successes publicly, they look for op-
portunities you might not see, and they attend to your financial best interests as well as 
your big-picture career growth.” Purcell stresses that “because the bulk of their work in-
volves sales and negotiation, [editors] should be confident and assertive in their dealings, 
but always professional and respectful in their treatment of people, including you.” She 
also believes agents should be “strategic thinkers” with strong social media skills. And 

“being well-organized is also a useful quality in a literary agent, since they need to juggle a 
variety of authors, editors and projects.”

the “BaD” agent

While the list of qualities and skills of a good agent is long, the list for a “bad” one is com-
parable. Since there is no worldwide professional organization responsible for vetting 
agents and maintaining agent standards, virtually anyone can hang out their “Agent” 
shingle. Beware of sweet-talking scammers, secretive behavior, those who don’t treat you 
as a business partner, those who don’t communicate respectfully and clearly, and those 
who don’t reply in a timely manner. They aren’t legit agents. Never, ever give a literary 
agent money upfront—not as a retainer, not for administrative expenses and not for a 
reading fee/feedback. An agent only gets paid—somewhere between 10 and 15 percent of 
an author’s earnings—when an author gets paid and the publisher’s advance is received. 
And 20 to 25 percent is standard for foreign sales (when translation rights are licensed to 
foreign book publishers), since the commission is often split between foreign and domes-
tic agents. Cole says that “if you send a manuscript to an agent and she doesn’t respond af-
ter a few months, that’s an agent I wouldn’t bother approaching further.” And, he stresses, 

“if you’re working with an agent, and she can’t give you a list of the publishers she’s sent 
your manuscript to, that’s an agent who probably isn’t working hard for you.” Similar-
ly, Taylor says that “if your agent is not directing you towards a deal, perhaps it is not the 
best fit.”

Kardys feels the following are red flags: “A writer should not work with an agent who 
has no experience in the book field or hasn’t offered suggested changes in the manuscript.” 
However, she says, “if the book requires major work, an agent shouldn’t sign up a writ-
er as a client.” And “if the agent doesn’t know the basic points of a contract, the payment 
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structures for an advance and the latest changes in the book marketplace, you should be 
cautious,” she warns. Friedman, in her blog post, stresses that “if an agent passes you a 
publisher’s boilerplate contact to sign with no changes, you may be in big trouble.” Hahn-
el says to avoid agents with “non-existent client lists or sales history.” And, she alerts, “be-
ware of agents who only work with a few publishers.”

According to a Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers of America blog post by A.C. Crisp-
in, “real agents don’t advertise. They don’t have to. If you see an agency name in a spon-
sored Google ad or in the back of a writer’s magazine, odds are they’re a scam.” And, says 
Crispin in that same post, “any agent that claims their client list is ‘confidential’ should 
be regarded with wariness, and their credentials should be investigated with extra care.” 
Also, avoid agents who don’t help with improving your query and/or proposal package. In 
her blog post, Friedman says only a few authors can put together a “crackerjack proposal.” 
She stresses that “an agent should be ensuring the pitch or proposal is primed for success, 
and this almost always requires at least one round of feedback and revision.”

Membership in the newly founded Professional Association of Canadian Literary 
Agents (PACLA), which only permits established literary agents to join and has a strict 
Code of Practice, or in the Association of Authors’ Representatives, Inc. (AAR), for which 
its some 400 member must meet the highest standards and subscribe to its bylaws and 
Canon of Ethics, is a positive sign, but not necessarily a guarantee. Friedman states that 

“people in the industry should recognize the name of your agent.” She also warns that if 
no online mention or reference to your agent can be found and if the agent isn’t a mem-
ber of the AAR, “that’s a red flag. Check his track record carefully. See who he’s sold to 
and how recently.” And, forewarns Purcell, “generally speaking, if an agent is pursuing 
you rather than the other way around, think twice—most agents already have a stable of 
promising authors and rarely need to be the wooer.” These are all reasons why, says, Ter-
ence Green, “one must do one’s ‘due diligence’ in the matter, just as one would before ven-
turing into any business investment.” 

hoW to KeeP the gooD ones

If you do secure a literary agent, be mindful that, like in any good relationship, the au-
thor-agent “marriage” can only thrive on mutual trust and respect, shared enthusiasm 
and open communication. Says Purcell: “I think it’s important to have a connection with 
your literary agent. If there isn’t a genuine and mutual feeling of respect and liking for 
one another, the relationship may sour over time.” Sinclair thinks “it’s important that 
you can enjoy a meal together. It’s an intimate relationship in a way, so you want to be 
sure you like each other!” Cole advises to “be reliable, meet your deadlines and appreci-
ate [your agent’s] hard work.” And Webb says to “be open to feedback and trust that your 
agent wants to make a success of your book and your career.” But, don’t’ expect to sit back 
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and let your agent do all of the legwork. “Be proactive about your career, boosting your 
platform whenever you can, and be someone who editors want to work with,” she advises. 
Wiese Sneyd concurs. “Learn the business ahead of time. Respect an agent’s time. Avoid 
excessive emails. Don’t expect an agent to teach you the ins and outs of publishing. You’ll 
have questions, of course, but enter the relationship as a savvy author.” 

Kardys advises to “always put in writing the obligations and duties of the writer and 
the agent” and to “encourage open communication and timelines.” She also stresses to 

“listen carefully when your agent tells you to build your social media platform and make 
a list of email contacts, as later you will not have time to do this intense work when your 
book is published.” Brown’s suggestions are also a list of dos. Only a small percentage 
of writers get to have an agent represent their work, he says, and “there will be ups and 
downs and stressors of all kinds.” But, he notes, “it’s important to keep in mind that many 
writers only dream of having such problems! So try to enjoy the whole experience, even 
the worries and frustrations. They are all part of the story.”

maKing the finaL Decision

Kanya-Forstner advises that “agents are only as good as the authors they represent, or for 
new agents, as good as the writers whose work they champion on social platforms and 
in public discourse about books.” Refer to an agent’s client list, which rights they’ve sold, 
when and in which countries, view their photograph, their (literary) likes and dislikes 
(Goodreads is a good resource to check), their Twitter feed, their website or their compa-
ny’s website, and weigh it all with any kind of gut feeling you may have to help you make 
your final choice. It all boils down to feelings and sensibilities—a kind of personal chem-
istry. MacIntyre concurs: “Basically, it will come down to a gut-level response, based on 
impressions and the compatibility of personalities.” Author Chuck Sambuchino takes a 
similar stance. In his online WritersDigest.com article entitled “11 Steps to Finding the 
Agent Who’ll Love your Book,” he says that, after making your list of agents to contact, 
“rank agents in the likelihood of a love match.” 

the suBmission Process in a nutsheLL

After doing your research into finding suitable agents, it’s absolutely essential to find out 
what each agent wants in a submission. “Be professional, read about the formatting de-
tails the agency wants and let your story do the selling,” says Dawn Green. Purcell shares 
in her tips, adding, “it’s important to find out what their preferences are and to follow 
their guidelines faithfully. If they want the manuscript double-spaced in the courier font 
with one-inch margins, that’s what you should give them. You’re sending them a message 
if you don’t.” Sambuchino concurs in his online piece. “Getting through the front door is 
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often about playing by the rules. Don’t send anything less—or more—than each agent has 
asked for.” If the agent specifies that they don’t want attachments, “that means they want 
the query letter and up to ten pages of the manuscript imbedded in the body of the email, 
even if that looks ugly,” says Purcell. Also, says Sambuchino, be sure you’re submitting to 
four to eight agents only at a time, giving each agent their own separate email or mailed 
package. “Keep things professional. No gimmicks.” And don’t argue if/when you get a 

“no thank you” reply. “An agent is not attacking you. They know the business, they know 
what sells, and they are honestly trying to help your words get noticed,” says Dawn Green, 
adding not to take agent criticism personally. Taylor suggests that if you receive a “no,” be 
sure to “follow up with a thank you and ask if they might suggest who might be interest-
ed. Sometimes advice comes your way, or even your work gets a second look. Often pub-
lishing is luck and timing.” 

BeyonD the Query

Be sure to keep track of your submissions and their results. Sambuchino says that “if you 
aren’t getting any page requests, your query needs work. If you’re getting partial requests 
but then nothing, your first draft pages aren’t snagging the reader. If you’re getting full 
requests but no nibbles, it’s time to take a look at the full manuscript again.” Use each re-
jection and any feedback you may get from an agent to fine-tune your next set of submis-
sions. “This is not an easy business, and rejection is the norm, not the exception. I like 
to think of rejections as marks of honor,” says Brown. “It’s not how many times you get 
knocked down; it’s how many times you get back up. Each rejection is one step closer to 
publication. Keep the faith. Keep going. It’s worth it.” And be prepared to wait for as long 
as it takes to find your perfect match. “My experience,” clarifies Terence Green, “has al-
ways been that this is not a business for the impatient.” 

Perhaps the best advice to keep in mind during this journey comes from Cole: “Too 
many beginning writers with a half-finished manuscript think the first thing they need to 
do is get an agent, as if that will solve everything and ensure a flourishing writing career. 
It doesn’t work that way,” he warns. “The first thing you need to do is master your craft 
and produce a damn good book. An agent can’t make you a good writer. An agent can’t 
make you a success. That’s up to you.”

Jennifer D. Foster is a Toronto-based freelance writer, editor, and content strategist. Find her 

online at lifeonplanetword.wordpress.com.


