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How to get an agent
Philippa Milnes-Smith demystifies the role of the literary agent.

This article is for all those who are prepared to dedicate themselves to the pursuit of
publication. If you are currently experiencing just a vague interest in being a writer or
illustrator, stop reading now. You are unlikely to survive the rigorous commercial assess-
ment to which your work will be subjected. If you are a children’s writer or illustrator do
not think that the process will be any easier. It’s just as tough, if not tougher.

So, what is a literary agent and why would I want one?
You will probably already have noticed that contacts for many publishers are provided in
the Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook. This means that there is nothing to prevent you from
pursuing publishers directly yourself. Indeed, if you can answer a confident ‘yes’ to all the
questions below, and have the time and resources to devote to this objective, you probably
don’t need an agent:
1. Do you have a thorough understanding of the publishing market and its dynamics?
2. Do you know who are the best publishers for your book and why? Can you evaluate the
pros and cons of each?
3. Are you financially numerate and confident of being able to negotiate the best com-
mercial deal available in current market conditions?
4. Are you confident of being able to understand fully and negotiate a publishing or other
media contract?
5. Do you enjoy the process of selling yourself and your work?
6. Do you want to spend your creative time on these activities?

An agent’s job is to deal with all of the above on your behalf. A good agent will do all
of these well.

So, is that is all an agent does?
Agents aren’t all the same. Some will provide more editorial and creative support; some
will help on longer term career planning; some will be subject specialists; some will involve
themselves more on marketing and promotion. Such extras may well be taken into
consideration in the commission rates charged.

I have decided I definitely do want an agent. Where do I begin?
When I left publishing and talked generally to the authors and illustrators I knew, a number
of them said it was now more difficult to find an agent than a publisher. Why is this? The
answer is a commercial one. An agent will only take someone on if they can see how and
why they are going to make money for the client and themselves. To survive, an agent
needs to make commission and to do this they need projects they can sell. An agent also
knows that if he/she does not sell a client’s work, the relationship isn’t going to last long.

So the agent just thinks about money?
Well, some agents may just think about money. And it might be all you care about. But
good agents do also care about the quality of work and the clients they represent. They are
professional people who commit themselves to doing the best job they can. They also know
that good personal relationships count – and that they help everyone enjoy business more.
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This means that, if and when you get as far as talking to a prospective agent, you should
ask yourself the questions: ‘Do I have a good rapport with this person? Do I think we will
get along? Do I understand and trust what they are saying?’ Follow your instinct – more
often than not it will be right.

So how do I convince an agent that I’m worth taking on?
Start with the basics. Make your approach professional. Make sure you only approach an
appropriate agent who deals with the category of book you are writing/illustrating. Check
to whom you should send your work and whether there are any particular ways your
submission should be made (if it’s not clear from the listings in this Yearbook or the agency’s
website). Only submit neat, typed work on single-sided A4 paper. Send a short covering
letter with your manuscript explaining what it is, why you wrote it, what the intended
audience is and providing any other relevant context. Always say if and why you are
uniquely placed and qualified to write a particular book. Provide your professional cre-
dentials, if any. If you are writing an autobiography, justify why it is of public interest and
why your experiences set you apart. Also, provide a CV (again, neat, typed, relevant) and
a stamped addressed envelope for the return of your manuscript. Think of the whole thing
in the same way as you would a job application, for which you would expect to prepare
thoroughly in advance. You might only get one go at making your big sales pitch to an
agent. Don’t mess it up by being anything less than thorough.

And if I get to meet an agent?
Treat it like a job interview (although hopefully it will be more relaxed than this). Be
prepared to talk about your work and yourself. An agent knows that a prepossessing
personality in an author is a great asset for a publisher in terms of publicity and marketing
– they will be looking to see how good your interpersonal skills are.

And if an agent turns my work down? Should I ask them to look again?
People say you should not accept rejection.
No means no. Don’t pester. It won’t make an agent change his/her mind. Instead, move
on to the next agency – the agent there might feel more positive. The agents who reject
you may be wrong. But the loss is theirs.

Even if an agent turns my work down, isn’t it worth asking for help with my
creative direction?
No. Agents will often provide editorial advice for clients but will not do so for non-clients.
Submissions are usually sorted into two piles of ‘yes, worth seeing more’ and ‘rejections’.
There is not another pile of ‘promising writer but requires further tutoring’. Creative
courses and writers’ and artists’ groups are better options to pursue for teaching and advice
(see Websites for writers, page 0, Creative writing courses, page 0 and Editorial, literary and
production services, page 0). It is, however, important to practise and develop your creative
skills. You wouldn’t expect to be able to play football without working at your ball skills
or practise as a lawyer without studying to acquire the relevant knowledge. If you are
looking to get your work published, you are going to have to compete with professional
writers and artists – and those who have spent years working at their craft.
If I haven’t put you off yet, it just remains for me to say good luck – and don’t forget to
buy plenty of stamps, envelopes and A4 paper. Many agents won’t take email submissions.
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Philippa Milnes-Smith is a literary agent and children’s specialist at the agency LAW (Lucas Alexander
Whitley). She was previously Managing Director of Puffin Books.

See also…
● Literary agents for children’s books, page 0
● Literary agents for television, film, radio and theatre, page 0


