
PUBLISHING 101: 

AN AUTHOR’S GUIDE TO SECURING A 

PUBLISHING DEAL 

In this, the second and final part of our guide to 

securing a publishing deal, leading literary agent Kizzy 

Thomson of KT Literary Agency (KTLA) offers advice on 

finding the right agents to approach, and writing a 

submission that will get you noticed.  

Once you have written your book—or, with non-fiction, at least have a clear 

and detailed idea of its subject matter, structure, and contents—it is time to 

approach literary agents. 

For works of fiction, depending on the agency you approach, you may be 

asked to submit the full manuscript, part of the manuscript (typically up to 

30,000 words), or a selection of chapters. With non-fiction, this is not 

always necessary and, instead, you may be asked to send over a 

comprehensive outline of the book you intend to write.  

In either case, however, you should do your homework before making the 

approach, as literary agent Kizzy Thomson of KT Literary Agency explains:  

“Like a job interview you must do your research,” she says. “Research your 

market to make sure the agent you’re submitting to represents your genre. 

http://www.ktliteraryagency.com


“You may want to query an agent or agency first if it’s not clear whether 

they represent your genre.” 

And as with any industry, not all literary agents and agencies are created 

equal. While most are legitimate and trustworthy, some may not have the 

author’s best interest at heart.  

Izzy continues: “You need to research the agency as you would with any 

situation that requires you to commit or sign a contract. 

“Look at their client list, and whether they’ve secured deals—i.e., are their 

clients’ books published, and by reputable publishers? 

“Have they received good feedback or testimonials? For example, I have 

endorsements on my LinkedIn page from happy clients. 

“One of the most obvious things to look out for is agents that charge 

reading fees. This is not how the industry works.  

“A good agent works on commission—i.e., the agent takes you on because 

they believe they can secure a deal for you, and therefore they only earn if 

you earn—so if an agency or agent charges a reading fee or asks for money 

upfront to read your work then avoid like the plague!  

“Sometimes you just need to be a good judge of character and go with your 

gut. If you get warning bells about an agent, or you’re unsure about the 

legitimacy of the agency, trust your intuition. 

“If in doubt, there are organisations like the Society of Authors and other 

resources that authors can consider for support or advice.” 

The next step is to make the approach, and this must be handled carefully 

because, as Izzy notes, “first impressions are lasting!”. 

https://www2.societyofauthors.org


She continues: “The publishing industry is tough full stop, just like the 

music industry. It’s a sea of talented people all vying for the same thing. 

“You must always approach agents in a professional manner, and 

presentation is important.  

“Care and effort put into a submission will ultimately pay off. A badly 

formatted submission can put a literary agent off at once and stop them 

from wanting to read more.  

“There are people out there who put in no effort whatsoever. I can’t tell you 

the number of people who have contacted me via LinkedIn, or somehow 

found out my personal email address, and have tried to submit when they 

haven’t so much as looked at my agency website to find out what I do, or the 

appropriate way to contact me.  

“I even once had a book proposal sent to me that didn’t even have a title or 

explain what their book was about!” 

Though every agent or agency will have its own guidelines on the form and 

contents of a submission, Izzy has some general guidance that every author 

should follow. 

She says: “As far as seeking literary representation, the best way, as always, 

is via email. However, it’s always best to check each agency’s submission 

guidelines, which is usually found on their website.  

“The submission needs to flow. Put simply, if you can’t easily read or 

interpret an author’s submission then that doesn’t bode well for reading 

their body of work.  



“You could have the best book idea in the world, but if you can’t sell it to a 

publisher then it’s a waste of everyone’s time.  

“If an agent has to spend too much time fixing the presentation of 

proposals, re-writing complete sections and ultimately re-jigging a badly 

put-together proposal in order to send on to a publisher then it’s a false 

economy because, ultimately, it’s going to be an issue throughout the rest 

of the process.”  

She continues: “When I receive a submission, I want to know about the 

author’s idea, their unique selling point (USP), and why they’re best placed 

to write the book.  

“I want to know who their readers would be—i.e., their audience. Why is 

their book important or needed? What’s the market/appetite for their 

ideas?” 

Once the submission has been made, the amount of time before you receive 

a response will vary from agency to agency but, says, Izzy, most agents 

allow eight weeks to respond. 

“Sometimes, though, depending on workload, it can be much quicker,” she 

adds.  

“And sometimes a submission just catches your eye! Also, the energy, 

connection, fate—whatever you want to call it, can also play a part. 

“I personally work very much by word of mouth and referrals. I often must 

‘close submissions’ as I get too many.  

“I started my agency from scratch—and it’s just me—so there’s only so 

much I can do.  



“To give you an estimate, there have been weeks where I’ve tried to get 

through up to 20 submissions, but it doesn’t work. There’s a lot more to it 

than just reading.  

“You need to think clearly about the potential of the author, and if it’s not 

quite ready, be able to see if there is potential.  

“Agents also need to be able to see the bigger picture and be forward 

thinking. Is this concept one that has potential, and does the author and 

their platform support this?”  

According to Izzy, the most marketable literary genres at present are self-

help, memoir, and biography for non-fiction, and psychological thrillers, 

mystery, romance, and science fiction and dystopian novels for fiction.  

By contrast, she says memoirs by unknown authors, unexceptional non-

fiction books in the areas of personal development or novels that don’t have 

all the ingredients of a bestselling fiction novel—“i.e., great writing, plot or 

characters”—are least likely to attract a literary agent. 

Reportedly, only four percent of authors will secure an agent—an indication 

of just how tough the market is. 

If, however, you do receive an offer of representation—having made sure to 

maximise your chances by doing the necessary research, submitting a 

winning proposal, and, of course, having a book that has market potential—

what comes next? 

“Normally, when I fall in love with a submission, I’ll request a meeting with 

the author to discuss further,” explains Izzy. “This gives me the chance to 

get a better feel for the project and its potential.  



“If the meeting goes well, and I’m certain I can secure a deal for the 

author’s work (although nothing is 100 percent guaranteed), then I’ll write 

to the author to offer them agency representation and will share a draft 

agency agreement for their consideration.  

“It’s always a lovely feeling when someone is so delighted to be offered 

representation. I hear all the time how difficult it is to secure an agent, let 

alone get a response or acknowledgement that their submission has been 

received.  

“My agency prides itself on responding to every submission, even if it is just 

to say it’s not something we’d consider.”


