HOW TO WRITE A GOOD QUERY TO GET AN AGENT
by Gini Graham Scott, Ph.D.

At one time the best way to initially query an agent was by regular mail with an SASE to get a response. But today most agents are receptive to initial e-mail queries, and if they express interest, you can follow-up with more information by e-mail or regular mail, depending on the agent’s preferences. However, don't send any attachments unless you get permission, since many people won’t open attachments due to problems with viruses, unless the e-mail is from someone they know and the e-mail specifies what the person is sending. What works best -- and what is most likely to get through the various spam filters today is a simple text message without any special graphics or photos.  
As for phone queries, the vast majority of agents don’t want them, with a few exceptions.  And almost universally, agents don’t want unsolicited manuscripts.  So don’t send the full manuscript unless it’s requested, and this way, you keep your costs down, too, since copying and mailing manuscripts is expensive.  The only exception is if you are writing short picture books, since most agents invite you to send it with a postal query.  

Agents vary widely in what they want to review – ranging from a synopsis to a few chapters to a full manuscript. Since it is not always certain what agents want and whether they are open to new clients, a good way to make a first contact is to start with an initial query letter in which you include a brief description about your project and yourself and any past publications and PR.  If you send this by e-mail, you will typically hear back with 1-2 days, sometimes within hours. 

If you are initially sending a postal query, you can include a few additional pages, such as a synopsis and press clips.  If the agents are interested, they can ask for more.  This approach cuts down on your expenses of sending more detailed full proposals or outlines and chapters on the first round, so you only send these additional materials to agents who request them. This preliminary query approach also avoids the problem of sending your material to an agent who wants an exclusive look to consider it (typically asking for about 2-4 weeks to do this) until you have an initial show of interest.  
Another advantage of an initial brief query is it enables you to send out multiple queries quickly and at little expense.  This multiple query approach also increases your chances of finding an agent and choosing among those who are interested in your project, since agents commonly have a high rejection rate – about 95-98% for many agents, and some agents who show interest could be very busy and overextended.  Thus, with multiple agents expressing interest at this early stage, you can be more selective in whom to follow-up with by sending additional information.  

Once an agent has expressed interest to your initial query, the agent typically wants to see certain basic materials.  While different agents may have slightly different requests in what they want, generally, agents want to see the following materials, which are what they would send to a publisher if they represent you.  So have these materials prepared and ready to go on request.   
An advantage of creating this basic package is you have the information that most agents will want – and you can add or subtract materials from this basic package depending on the agent’s requests.  .   
 

For Nonfiction - Have a proposal which includes: 

Table of Contents 
            Overview of the book 
            Chapter by chapter outline, with brief descriptions for each chapter 


 1-3 sample chapters (up to about 50 pages) 


 Description of the market 


 Your bio, including your credentials for writing the book, and 
                                 any promotional support you can provide 
 

For Fiction – Have the following: 


Brief synopsis 


1-3 sample chapters (typically 10-50 pages) 


Then be ready to send the whole manuscript on request 
 

For Children’s Books: 
For younger children: send the whole picture book
      (if you didn’t already send it with your query letter). 
For older children: follow the non-fiction or fiction guidelines 
 

For Scripts and Screenplays: 
Send a treatment if it’s based on a book (you can adapt a detailed chapter by chapter outline to create this) 
Send the full script in standard script format if it’s an original script. 
* * * * * *
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