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How to Land a Literary Agent 

by Noah Lukeman 

 

 
Note: in the interest of grammatical simplicity, I opt to use “he” only, which is of course meant to apply 
equally to “he” and “she.” 
 

 

 As a literary agent, I’ve come into contact with thousands of authors over the years, 

and I can’t begin to tell you how many authors tell me the same story:  they spent years 

completing a manuscript, approached the publishing industry, were rejected, and gave up (if 

not in general, then at least on a particular manuscript).  When I ask them what their 

“approach” consisted of, they invariably tell me they sent their manuscripts to a handful of 

agents (usually about six) over the course of several years; based on those rejections, they 

deemed themselves to have been officially turned down by the publishing industry. 

 When I inquire further, I discover in nearly every case the authors made two fatal 

errors:  they approached inappropriate agents for their work, and they approached them 

improperly, so that even if they had been the right agents, the outcome likely would have 

been the same.  After years of working on their manuscripts, after laboring over every word, 

these authors never even gave themselves a chance. 

 There do exist immensely talented artists who simply do not know how to approach 

the industry, and as a result, never get discovered.  It is depressing, not because they’ve been 
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rejected by the publishing industry (in reality, they haven’t), but because a few simple tips 

could have saved them years of needless waiting, of putting their careers on hold—could 

have even, in many cases, made the difference in their being published.  These simple, 

concrete tips are precisely what this article sets out to offer. 

* 

To begin with, you will need to find an agent.  Querying publishers directly is a 

mistake. If you try, you’ll find the majority of them will simply return your query letter and 

instruct you to find an agent. And if by some remote chance a publisher does respond to 

your query letter and eventually accepts your manuscript for publication, you, as an un-

agented author, will likely be offered a smaller advance, and will be left to negotiate a 

contract on your own.  (There are a host of other reasons to have an agent, which I will not 

go into here.)  Additionally, querying publishers directly is potentially detrimental to a future 

relationship with an agent because, if you actually manage to get the attention of an editor at 

a major publishing house and your work is rejected (as will likely happen), and you 

subsequently find an agent, that agent will have a harder time submitting your work to 

publishers.  When an editor rejects a manuscript he rejects it on behalf of his publishing 

company. Because industry etiquette discourages agents from submitting the same work to 

two different editors at the same house, your agent will not be able to approach any 

publisher that has already rejected you. Thus, you may narrow a legitimate agent’s chance of 

success, which also means that agent will be less likely to offer you representation. (The only, 

rare, case where it might make sense to query a publisher directly would be if you had 

written a book you were confident agents would not want to represent—for example, if it 

were intended for a small, local, regional, academic, specialty or technical publisher.) 
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 So, for the vast majority of writers, the first step on the road to publication is to find 

an agent. It’s not as difficult as it might seem, but it does take time and effort.  After years of 

working hard on a manuscript, you might understandably be excited and eager to share it 

with the world; your first impulse will be to immediately get it onto other’s desks.  However, 

rushing into the submission process can end up hurting your chances, and counteract all of 

your hard work.  Indeed, it never ceases to amaze me that writers will spend several years 

writing their manuscripts, yet only a few hours deciding its fate by hastily choosing a list of 

agents out of a random (usually outdated) guide.  The reason 99% of manuscripts get 

rejected is, simply, because writers have approached the wrong agents to begin with.  As 

writers, we know there is no comparison between a good word and the perfect word. 

Similarly, there is no comparison between any agent and an appropriate agent. 

 To compile a list of appropriate agents, thorough research is required.  Not three 

hours worth, but three months worth.  Such information used to be difficult to obtain; today, 

however, there are an abundance of resources which were unavailable to writers 10 years 

ago. Indeed, because of them, today’s writer stands a much greater chance of getting 

published.  Writing is not a business, but getting published is, and when it comes time to 

approach the publishing industry, it is time to switch your writer’s hat for a private 

investigator’s, and spend time doing the research and preparation necessary to make sure 

your work is seen by the right people, in the right way. 

 Below are several good resources to help get you started.  As you do your research, 

write down not only the name of the agent, but also of the titles and authors. This 

information will be crucial when it comes time to approach the agent.  Don’t stop until 

you’ve gathered the names and contact information of at least 50 appropriate agents.   
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Free Resources 

 

“Publishers Lunch” (available at www.publisherslunch.com) 

 “Publishers Lunch” is a free e-newsletter (daily and weekly) that reports on the latest 

publishing deals and news. (The free version of the newsletter reports 25% of that week’s 

deals, while the paid version reports 100%.) It is probably the single best resource for 

writers, for several reasons:  it is free; it reports all deals, regardless of how big the advance; it 

offers up to the minute information; it lands right in your email inbox; it reports an 

abundance of deals, sometimes over 50 every week; and it names the agents involved in the 

deals, their agency, and a description of the book they sold.  If you study this newsletter 

alone for several weeks, you will likely be able to build an appropriate list of agents for your 

work. Potential downside: any agent (or editor) can report a deal, thus it is possible that in 

any given week there might be agents mentioned who are not as consistently effective as 

other agents, or who charge reading fees (more on this later). In general, look for the names 

of agents who land deals with major publishers or represent authors known to you.  And of 

course, all information gathered here (as with any resource) should be cross-referenced and 

triple checked with information gathered elsewhere. 

 

www.publishersweekly.com 

 Publishers Weekly’s Web site has a “Deals” link that offers reliable, free information on 

major deals consummated in the previous week or so, listing names of agents.  Possible 

downside: PW tends to be more exclusive than other sites when reporting deals. Many 

listings will likely be substantial (possibly six figures or more), which often means the 
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reported agents are more established, which often means they are less likely to take on new 

clients.  The site, in general, offers a wealth of free industry information, as does their free 

weekly e-newsletter, PW Daily. These resources might not be as directly relevant to your 

needs, but it never hurts to absorb industry information—and you might even encounter an 

article that drops the name of a agent who interests you. 

 

Agency Web sites 

 Many literary agencies now have their own Web sites.  Typing the name of an agent 

or agency into a major search engine (like Google) will often yield the exact URL within 

seconds.  Some agency sites are extensive, and you will be able to glean a lot of up-to-the-

minute information about the agency you won’t find elsewhere. Often you’ll find a 

comprehensive client list, recent deals, current submission requirements and preferences, 

change of address or contact information, or that the agency is no longer accepting 

queries—all of which can save you time and energy. 

 

Search engines 

 In addition to looking up specific agency Web sites, you can also browse the major 

search engines by typing in relevant search terms, such as “literary agent.”  (I just tried it on 

www.google.com and it yielded 582,000 pages.) It will bring up numerous links to excellent 

resources, such as directories of literary agencies (and new ones pop up all the time). It can 

take you months to sort through all of these pages, and much of the information might be 

irrelevant, but a casual search might reveal an agency site or listing (or other piece of relevant 

information) you missed elsewhere. 

 



6 

www.publishersmarketplace.com (the free information) 

 The website Publishersmarketplace.com much free information that can be of use to 

aspiring authors.  Most relevant will be their listings of the “10 most visited agents” on the 

site.  If you follow these links you can learn more about them, their clients, and the deals 

they’ve done. This feature is updated frequently, so it’s worth checking back regularly. 

 

Acknowledgments pages 

 Published authors often acknowledge their agents. The recent explosion of Google’s 

book search (www.books.google.com) has added a whole new dimension to help with an 

agent search which did not exist until very recently. Visit the site and type in the key word 

“acknowledgments” (I just did it and it brought up 12,300 pages). Most of these hits will lead 

you to the Acknowledgments pages of books, in which you may find names of 

acknowledged agents (perhaps even the name of an acknowledged agent who has worked on 

a book similar to yours). You can also spend some time in large bookstores (and libraries) 

browsing the acknowledgments pages of books that are relevant.  The information in 

Acknowledgments pages is often minimal, but it is yet one more source to be used for cross-

referencing. 

 

 

Fee-Based Resources 

 

www.publishersmarketplace.com (the fee-based information) 

 Membership to the site (now $20 a month) entitles you to many features, including 

the use of a searchable database.  Instead of being only able to access the top 10 most visited 
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agents on the site, you can access information on any agent in the site.  You can also enter 

the name of a particular book or author you feel is similar to your work to find the name of 

the agent.  The database might not be as effective for older deals (three years or older), but 

particularly for recent deals it is excellent.  

 

Publishers Weekly (www.publishersweekly.com) 

 For $180 a year, you can subscribe to the Virtual Edition of Publishers Weekly. This 

will give you more deals information, and more publishing news in general. 

 

www.writersmarket.com 

 www.writersmarket.com (the online counterpart to the successful Writers Market 

book) offers a service, for approximately $30 a year, that gives you online access to its 

database of agents.  The information is fairly comprehensive, and is up to date, since it’s 

online.  Of the fee-based online services, this is certainly one of the least expensive, and can 

be very helpful for cross-referencing information.  Incidentally, writersmarket.com also 

offers a free newsletter. 

 

Agent Research & Evaluation (www.agentresearch.com) 

 AR&E is a fee-based service that gives you information on the agents in its database.  

They offer a variety of services, which tend to give in depth information about each agent. 

The downside is that their fees can get expensive. Also, their criteria for including an agent’s 

deals in their database tends to be so rigorous that their “report” on an agent might not 

necessarily include every deal that agent has actually done.  
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Books 

 There exist several books (updated yearly) devoted to listing agents and their needs.  

The advantage of these books is that they are relatively inexpensive and yield a tremendous 

amount of information.  The disadvantage is that they can get dated quickly (often there is at 

least a six month delay between the time the information was collected and the time the 

book appears in print). So any information gathered in these books must be verified with 

other sources. 

 A few of the good books out there are Writers Digests’ Guide to Literary Agents, 

Writers Digests’ Writers Market, Jeff Herman’s Writer's Guide to Book Editors, Publishers, and 

Literary Agents, and Literary Marketplace (known as the LMP).  The latter is expensive (around 

$300), so is probably best used as a reference in your local library.  It tends to list little 

information on agents’ particular needs, but it is selective as to which agents it includes (an 

agent must receive three referrals by industry professionals in order to get listed), so the 

information is usually reliable.  Jeff Herman’s guide tends to give a lot of in depth 

information on agents’ particular needs, although it doesn’t list every agent or agency. 

   

Magazines 

 Magazines are likely to be more current than books, given that the information is 

usually only a month or two old by the time it hits the newsstands. Also, you are more likely 

to stumble across an in depth article or interview with an agent that yields a lot more 

information than you might find elsewhere.  Poets & Writers, of course, has always been an 

excellent resource, and continues to be.  The same holds true for The Writer, Writer’s Digest 

and Publisher’s Weekly, the hard copy of which yields unique information on agents in its 

“Deals” section and sometimes in the “Forecasts” section at the end of its book reviews.  
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Even some literary magazines occasionally run interviews with agents.  And of course all of 

these magazines have informative Web sites, where you can garner much information for 

free. 

 

Conferences 

 There are a plethora of conferences out there, and I wouldn’t necessarily recommend 

all of them.  But there are a handful that attract good agents.  The key in choosing a 

conference (for this purpose) is finding out in advance which agents are attending, how 

many of them will be attending, and the ratio of agents to writers.  If there are 2 agents for 

500 writers, it would probably be less worthwhile than if there are 10 agents for 200 writers.  

Sometimes (though not always) it is possible to establish a personal connection with an agent 

at a conference through a consultation, workshop, talk, or chance meeting.  At the very least, 

you can walk away knowing more about the needs of a few.  Possible downside: These 

conferences can be expensive for many writers; thus I would only recommend attending if 

you have the money to spare. 

 

* 

 As you do your research, also take into account other variables:  consider how 

established this agent is (how many years he’s been in the business and how many books he’s 

sold), to which publishers he’s sold books (large or small, literary or commercial), how many 

clients he already represents, and whether he is actively looking to take on new clients.  All 

of this information will be helpful in determining not just the agent’s legitimacy (to be 

explored below), but the agent’s appropriateness for you.  For instance, if the agent has been 

in business for 5 years, he will be less likely to take on new clients—even less so if he has 
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been an agent for 10 years.  If an agent has sold a book similar to yours, he might not want 

to take on a work too similar, for fear of competing with his own clients. 

 As a rule of thumb, beginning writers stand a much better chance of landing an agent 

if they target an agent who is just starting out, someone who has been an agent for three 

years or less, someone who has proven himself by securing at least a few deals with major 

houses but is actively looking for more clients.  (This factor alone can make the difference in 

finding an agent.)  Just because an agent is starting out doesn’t make him any less competent 

or capable; in fact, it often makes him work harder on your behalf—which can make the 

difference in getting you your first deal. 

 

* 

Once you’ve completed your research and compiled a list of 50 agents, you are ready 

for the next phase of action: the approach. If 50 names seems excessive to you, keep in mind 

that it also might make the difference in getting published.  No matter how appropriate an 

agent may seem, landing one (like landing a publisher) is ultimately a numbers game.  As an 

agent, nearly every book I’ve sold has first been rejected by at least 20 or 30 publishers.  If 

I’d given up after 10 or 20 or even 29, these books would never have been published.  I 

don’t take it personally when the rejections come; I understand that no matter how 

appropriate an editor may seem, editors have different needs at different times.  If multiple 

editors end up wanting the book, great; if not, I am prepared.  The same should hold true for 

your landing an agent.  

 Your first step is to write a query letter. This is an art form in and of itself, and entire 

books have been devoted to only this. Often you’ll read conflicting advice, making it even 

harder to grasp; it is by no means a science. I have written an entire book on the topic 
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myself, How to Write a Great Query Letter, which is filled with 100 pages of valuable 

information, and which I also give away for free on Amazon Shorts. I advise you to 

download it. 

I recommend your sending a query letter to five or ten agents at a time, for instance, 

in five rounds of ten agents.  I would wait no longer than 2 to 4 weeks to hear back from 

that round; if you haven’t landed an agent by that time, send off the next round.  This is 

important, because many writers wait for months or even years to hear back, and this 

unnecessarily delays the process, and can even hold up your career.  I can’t tell you how 

many writers I’ve met who tell me they’ve been querying agents for many regarding a 

particular manuscript and are waiting to “see how it goes” before they think about their next 

book.  In actuality, the entire process of querying 50 agents should take no longer than six 

months. 

 If one or more of these agents requests sample pages, do send them, but also keep 

querying other agents; if an agent requests exclusivity—that he be given an exclusive time 

period to consider your manuscript—then, to oblige this, it will put your querying process 

on hold for that given time period, and you need to decide if it’s worth it.  You need to 

decide on the seriousness of the agent’s interest, the quality of the agent or agency, and the 

amount of exclusive reading time requested.  In general, I would advise you to indeed give 

the exclusivity, but to limit it to a certain period of time (for instance, 6 or 8 weeks for a 250 

page manuscript), and to advise the agent of this.  If you don’t hear back in the given time 

period, keep querying. 

 Of course, this can get messy:  if during that exclusive time period another agent 

contacts you and requests to see the manuscript, you are in a tough spot.  The best thing to 

do is to simply wait until the exclusive six or eight weeks are over, and if you haven’t heard 
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back positively from that agent, send it off to the second agent.  However, what if the first 

agent you sent it to is less desirable, while the second agent is your dream agent?  Do you 

risk potentially alienating the dream agent by making him wait eight weeks? And would you 

even want to sign with a less desirable agent if the dream agent is potentially interested? 

To prevent situations like this, it is best, when sending out your rounds, to start with 

your most desired agents first.  Still, publishing is not a science, and awkward situations can 

easily arise.  Every situation will be different.  In general, the best thing to do is to be up 

front with everyone, to honor your word when you give it, and to be very careful when 

deciding who you will make a commitment to.  No matter how awkward it might potentially 

become, it is still better than the alternative, which is waiting for several months or years 

while agents consider your query letter and manuscripts one at a time. 

   In general, don’t call, since agents (who are overpressured as it is) will construe this 

as too much pressure.  When in doubt, always err on the least aggressive path:  not calling or 

not showing up at an agent’s door will never hurt you—but calling, faxing, emailing or 

“dropping by” unannounced might just tip the scales in the wrong direction. 

 If an agent asks to see a revised version of the work—and his comments are specific 

for what he’d like to see revised, and you agree with them—then I would say give it a shot.  

However, don’t assume a nice or long rejection letter detailing problems with the work is an 

invitation to revise and resubmit—only assume so if the agent specifically requests to see 

another version.  In most cases, if an agent rejects a work and does not ask to see a revision, 

the agent will be biased against it if it comes back revised (even dramatically), and the 

chances of his ever accepting it will be remote.  You don’t want to fall into a trap of 

following false leads and revising a manuscript endlessly. 
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 I don’t like advising writers to spend money, but if money is not an issue, then it may 

be worth spending on guaranteed overnight delivery (such as Fed-Ex) when querying and/or 

when sending requested pages.  When a package arrives via Fed-Ex it just might stand out 

from the masses, and it might also signal to the agent that a certain level of time and care has 

gone into the query, and might help it give it that smallest edge in being taken more 

seriously.  Then again, maybe not—and it might even have the opposite effect of annoying 

an agent (thus by no means is Fed-exing mandatory). 

However, if an agent requests your manuscript, then it is always best to follow up as 

soon as possible so that your query will remain fresh in the agent’s mind. There have been 

many times when I’ve requested to see 30 or so pages based on a query and eight weeks later 

pages will arrive with no cover letter and no reference to my original request.  Hundreds of 

queries and manuscripts will have passed through my hands in those eight weeks and I’ll 

have no recollection of who sent these 30 pages, or why I requested them.  Thus, when 

sending requested pages always include a photocopy of your original query letter, a copy of 

the agent’s request to see it, and an adequate SASE.  Additionally, if the agent requests 10 

pages, send 10 pages; if he requests 23, send 23.  Many times I’ll ask for 50 pages and receive 

250, with a note saying “You just had to see what happened on page 248!”  This is the first 

red flag. 

* 

 Unfortunately, as you begin approaching this world, you’ll find there are agents in 

the industry who prey on unsuspecting writers; often this comes in the form of a requested 

reading fee, or “editing” fee, or in the form of a referral to a book doctor or organization, as 

a prerequisite of agency consideration.  Be wary of scams, and stay as far away from these 

companies as possible.  Some legitimate agents will ask to be reimbursed for certain office 
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expenses (i.e. photocopying, postage) from clients they have already agreed to represent, but 

this will always come in the form of a detailed invoice, and will only be directly related to the 

submission of your work. 

 If you are asked to sign an agency agreement and you are unfamiliar with the agency 

or cannot easily verify the agency’s track record, you might want to first show the agreement 

to a publishing or entertainment attorney, or to some other industry expert (I believe that 

the Authors Guild offers a free service in this regard).  If you do not have the funds or 

access to do this and are intent on moving ahead with the agent, then at the very least you 

might request that the agreement either be limited to a specific time period (for instance, one 

year) with a mutually agreeable option to renew, and/or that you have an “out” clause, 

which allows you to terminate at will, usually with 30 or 60 days notice.  Such concerns 

should escalate in proportion to your lack of knowledge of the agent or agency, or in 

proportion to your level of discomfort with (or lack of understanding of) the agreement you 

are requested to sign. 

 There are many good sources that offer guidance on various scams, and on agency 

dealings and agreements.  www.anotherrealm.com/preditors offers some good tips;  

www.aar-online.org has some good questions you might ask an agent in advance.  In general, 

be careful, and follow your instincts.  The only thing worse than not landing an agent is 

landing an agent who is a scam artist, is ineffective, or who keeps you bound to an 

agreement you can’t get out of. 

* 

 If you’ve followed all these steps carefully and your work has been rejected by all 50 

agents, you can at least take comfort in knowing you have given your manuscript a fair 
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chance.  You can at least rest assured that the problem lies not in your approach.  Likely (but 

not always), the problem lies with the writing itself. 

 There are countless ways to work on and improve your craft as a writer, from 

workshops, to writing groups, to conferences, to MFAs, articles, books on the craft of 

writing, to the process of sitting down and writing itself, which is ultimately most important.  

How hard you’re willing to work, how much time you’re willing to devote, how long you’re 

willing to stay with it until you get your break—this will make the difference.  Robert Penn 

Warren’s first two novels were rejected; so were Stephen King’s first four.  But they never 

gave up, and the world is a better place for it. 

 Neither should you. 
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