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“Two top publishing pros, Jody Rein and Michael Larsen, offer here an invaluable guidebook for anyone trying to figure out how to best present your story so that those in power will pay attention. Step by step, they take you through the process of creating your proposal, giving you priceless insight into what will work best for YOU. They de- mystify and clarify, and make the whole process make sense. Trust them; you won’t be sorry.” —CHUCK ADAMS, Executive Editor, Algonquin Books

.......

“Jody Rein taught me how to write my very first book proposal, which resulted in my very first book sale, the New York Times best-selling 8 Simple Rules for Dating my Teenage Daughter. Now she’s taken that pragmatic advice and turned it into an indispensable guide for neophytes and seasoned professionals alike, full of hands-on, practical advice on what to do and when to do it to ensure a professional, winning book proposal!” —W. BRUCE CAMERON, best-selling author of A Dog’s Purpose

.......

“The fifth edition of How to Write a Book Proposal sets a new gold standard for aspiring authors.” —MADELEINE MOREL, literary agent, 2M Communications Ltd.

.......

“Michael Larsen’s How to Write a Book Proposal has been the respected standard in the field ever since it was first published. Now in its fifth edition, it continues to be the best resource for any author wishes to land an agent and a commercial publishing deal. The market is more competitive than ever, and this book gives you the edge you’ll need.” —JANE FRIEDMAN, publishing consultant

.......

“Jody Rein knows what publishers want. This book is a treasure trove of ideas to get your work published.” —MARK OBMASCIK, Pulitzer Prize-winning best-selling author of Halfway to Heaven and The Big Year

.......

“How to Write a Book Proposal 5th Edition is hands down the most thorough and helpful proposal-writing guide on the market. Rein and Larsen eliminate all guesswork and provide writers with exactly what they need to craft pitches that sell! I wish I’d had this gem years ago.” —TONI ROBINO, best-selling collaborator and coach, Windword Literary Services

“The fifth edition of this book will change everyone’s dream of writing and publishing a book into actual REALITY! The ideas in this edition have been integral to the publication of my last six books. And I love the inside scoop and behind-the-scenes stories of the publishing world. I LOVE this book! Thank you Jody Rein and Mike Larsen!” —MARK KISTLER, best-selling author of You Can Draw in 30 Days! and Emmy Award-winning host of PBS’s Mark Kistler’s Imagination Station

.......

“This book is truly the ultimate resource for writers who want to land a book deal; it’s written by two extremely experienced publishing pros who understand the industry and know what it takes to break in. If you are serious about taking the path to traditional publishing, buy this book now and absorb every word. Highly recommended!” —STEPHANIE CHANDLER, author of The Nonfiction Book Marketing Plan and CEO of NonfictionAuthorsAssociation.com

.......

“How to Write a Book Proposal is THE resource for aspiring nonfiction authors. It breaks down what we are looking for as agents with useful examples and tips from our side of the desk. I recommend it!” —GORDON WARNOCK, Partner, Fuse Literary Agency

.......

“Take it from someone who has seen A LOT of book proposals: the advice in this book is the real deal. More than simply a ‘how-to,’ the fifth edition of How to Write a Book Proposal shines a light on virtually every aspect of book publishing today. And it’s fun to read!” —JUDY KLEIN, former VP, Farrar, Straus & Giroux; owner, Kleinworks Agency

.......

“The no-nonsense title says it all. This book is your ticket to getting published, full of practical advice from pros with long records of helping authors turn good ideas into salable and successful books.” —CHARLES SLACK, author of Liberty’s First Crisis, Hetty, Noble Obsession, and Blue Fairways.


DEDICATION

To the writers this book inspires to do their best work and cast an affirming flame.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 5TH EDITION

Not too long ago, Michael Larsen moderated a panel of nonfiction literary agents during the San Francisco Writers Conference, which he cofounded and codirects. The stage stretched across the front of a large room, but it wasn’t big enough to hold all the agents, who sat in two rows of chairs extending from one end of the stage to the other, leaving standing room only for a third row of agents.

Staring back at the panelists was a sea of expectant faces: hundreds of writers eager to find representation for their nonfiction books, primed—just as you may be—to learn the fail-safe formula to getting published. One writer had just asked the big question: “What do you look for in a book proposal?”

An agent grabbed a microphone, stood, and said: “Paste the first ten pages of your proposal into your e-mail to me, right below your query letter.” He sat down and handed off the mic.

The next fellow said, “Don’t send me anything in the query but the query. I don’t want to see your proposal unless I ask for it.”

And so it went:

“I want one sample chapter in your proposal and five-to-ten pages about your platform. Platform is crucial.”

“Platform matters, but editors are more interested in voice and story these days. Send me three sample chapters.”

“Open your proposal with your top ten sales tips; editors love that.”

“Don’t write sales stuff at the beginning of your proposal. Get to the writing immediately!”

The crowd looked a little queasy. The answers kept coming.

“Don’t forget the comps! List the top three books that compete with yours—only those published within the last two years.”

“Well, I think publishers want to see five-to-ten books in the comps and they don’t care when they were published.”

The mic was passed to a young agent in the second row, who rose confidently and said, “I need something that grabs my attention. Give me a great logline!” Three or four experienced agents looked around, confused. “What’s a logline?” they mouthed to each other.

Jody Rein was an agent on that panel, adrift in the ocean of conflicting answers. She looked at Mike; he looked at her. In that moment, she and Mike realized it was time for a top-to-bottom overhaul of the book you’re now reading.

THINGS. HAVE. CHANGED.

For years, proposals were proposals and publishing was publishing; standards were consistent and predictable. But publishing today is no longer the same landscape that it was a few years ago: The digitalization and consolidation of the industry have altered how books are developed, acquired, sold, and published. The results of these changes are extensive:


	Advice, even from agents, can be inconsistent.

	Since digital publication is easy and cheap, many agencies have removed genre fiction from their rosters. Nonfiction, on the other hand, is a stable and growing category. As a result, agents who have never sold nonfiction before now seek it—but in some instances they don’t have experience in developing proposals to sell it.

	Becoming an agent requires no certification or training, so people without publishing backgrounds jump into—and out of—the agenting business. This mounting wealth of agents creates opportunities for writers, but it also sometimes breeds inexpert advice.

	The self-publishing boom prompted many people to set up businesses offering editorial, production, and general publishing and career advice to writers. Some of these people have spent years in the publishing industry and are well qualified, while others learned much of what they know from the Internet.




	Publishers read proposals differently now, even though they may not be aware of it, and content expectations have changed.

	Proposals are read in print and on devices like Kindles and iPads. We interact with digital material differently than we read printed works, so proposals must be written and constructed to appeal in multiple formats.

	 Often, writers are expected to be partners in promotion and explain in their proposals how they will promote their book.





There’s one caveat to all this talk about industry changes: A beautifully written, professionally crafted proposal on a fresh, appealing subject by a credentialed, well-known expert will find a publisher, even if it’s missing a few pieces of information.

A WAY THROUGH THE NOISE

Writers need guidance to break through the infoglut. Confusion can lead to writer’s block. If a voice in your head is whispering that you may be going about your proposal in the wrong way, it’s hard to feel enthusiastic about writing it.

To lead you through the mire, this revised edition addresses recent industry shifts, provides informed recommendations for proposals in the new marketplace, and presents a writing method devised with your practical and emotional needs in mind.

New Structure, New Content

The book is organized progressively, but you can dive in anywhere. In Part One: The Basics, you’ll find general knowledge about proposals and how they’re used. You’ll also learn how to determine whether your concept is salable.

In Part Two: Organize for Success, we get pragmatic. Moving from “I want to write a book” to “Hey, I wrote a proposal!” has a lot to do with motivation, filing systems, and work habits. We think you’ll love our hands-on advice and step-by-step systems, which answer these important questions:


	How do I get started?

	How do I organize all that information?

	How do I stay motivated?

	What should I research?

	In what order should I write the proposal sections?



We suggest a writing sequence that enhances your productivity and prevents frustration and fear from standing between you and your book.

In Part Three: Proposal Breakdown, you’ll find clear instructions for writing each section of your proposal. The proposal sections broken down in Part Three are presented in the writing sequence we recommnded in Part Two. Each chapter opens with a graphic depiction of where that section will probably appear in your final proposal, along with alternative titles to consider. We include samples from more than thirty proposals, many of which have been sold to publishers in bidding wars and have earned six and sometimes even seven figures for their authors. (You may notice in some proposals we insert graphic identifiers, like [date here]; those are intentional omissions, not typos.)

Book proposals are as unique as the writers who craft them. We end each chapter in Part Three with guidance for modifying your proposal based on whether your work is promotion driven (as are most commercial or prescriptive books) or prose driven (as are most memoirs or other narrative nonfiction books). In Part Four: The Specialized Proposal, you’ll find detailed plans to customize proposals for unique or specific projects:


	more than one book at a time

	self-published books

	graphic novels

	memoirs

	cookbooks

	business books

	ghostwritten works

	novels

	the “letter of passion” for narrative nonfiction

	academic books, biographies, and anthologies



In Part Five: Pull It Together and Perfect It, you’ll learn how to build a structure that highlights your concept’s unique strengths. You’ll also find a full chapter on finding and expressing your voice.

A proposal serves no purpose sitting on your computer. Find real-world guidance on securing an agent and a publisher—and for using your proposal to create a self-publishing plan—in Part Six: Find a Happy Home for Your Book.

We hope Part Seven: Inspiration and the Future will fill you with positivity about your writing future. And in the Appendices, you’ll find additional sample proposals and an index of all the proposals in the book, an at-a-glance schedule of the publishing process, and advice on the virtual media kit.

Seeking even more information? We’ve provided an opinionated glossary of industry terms and two useful and downloadable checklists online at www.writersdigest.com/book-proposals. All terms defined in the glossary are printed in italics in the book.

A Few Notes

That confusing agent panel shook us up. It’s hard enough to be a writer today; you don’t need conflicting advice from professionals to increase the burden. We want to set the record straight about the ingredients for a successful proposal. So Jody talked with scores of people across the spectrum of the publishing business: agents, ghostwriters, publicists, and freelance writers, many of whom privately shared additional proposals. She assessed submission criteria and sample proposals posted on many agency websites, and she talked extensively with corporate publishing people: editors, editors-in-chief, and publishers who decide each day whether or not to champion proposals in every book category.

When advice conflicted, we relied on publishers more than agents because publishers ultimately decide whether to make an offer on your book. We filtered everything through the lenses of our combined decades of experience in publishing and pitching books. Sometimes we didn’t agree. In those cases or when we’re telling stories, we specify who is saying what.

Throughout the book, we use the words editors, publishers, and agents interchangeably as the people to whom you will submit your proposal. If our advice only applies to one type of reader, we say so in the text. For example, while the fundamental components of your proposal don’t change with each submission, we do recommend a few minor tweaks when you submit directly to a small publisher, and don’t use an agent. You’ll find such suggestions scattered and highlighted throughout the book.

No one recipe for a proposal exists. Every book is different, every writer has his own voice, and many agents have their own systems. We hope this edition of How to Write a Book Proposal helps you clearly and confidently express your voice and vision, and get your book into the hands of thousands of passionate readers.


Part One 
THE BASICS

Eight Ways Your Proposal Gets You Published

Why Writing a Book Proposal is Never Wasted Work

The Parts of a Proposal (a List)

No Cookie Cutters, Please

How to Test Market Your Idea

Answers to Common Questions


1
WHY BOOK PROPOSALS MATTER


“I like proposals. They’re a hell of a lot easier to deal with than full manuscripts.”

—MARK GOMPERTZ, GROUP EDITORIAL DIRECTOR, SKYHORSE PUBLISHING



If you’re a nonfiction book writer who wants to get published, you have to write a book proposal. Publishers and agents expect proposals from writers just starting their careers, as well as writers who have already been published. If you’re self-published but want a publisher, get ready to write that proposal, whether your book is fiction or nonfiction. Perhaps most surprising, even if you’ve already completed your book, publishing pros usually won’t read the full manuscript until after they’ve decided to work with you. They prefer proposals.

A proposal is a twenty- to sixty-or-so-page document that convinces agents to represent you and motivates publishers to offer you a book deal. The proposal expresses key facts about you, your book, and your book’s audience, ideally all wrapped up in a package so engaging that publishers and agents can’t put it down, even though scores of other proposals, manuscripts, contracts, calls, e-mails, and meetings clamor for their attention.

Sound daunting? Or at least stress-inducing? We hope the proposal-writing system we provide in this book makes the process manageable, enlightening, and even fun—but the biggest motivator may be an understanding of what proposals do, and what writing one can do for you.

The most obvious upside of proposals is this: Because publishers prefer proposals, you don’t have to write the whole book before you get paid. Publishers acquire nonfiction books based solely on their proposals, and often pay advances to help allay the expense of writing the book.

In fact, the benefits of writing a proposal run surprisingly deep. Book proposals force you to consider the kinds of fundamental questions, both personal and professional, that alter lives. Writing one helps define who you are as a writer and how you want to make your mark on the world. It provides a systematic context that encourages you to focus your work, memorialize your ideas, and celebrate you. Writing a proposal can be—and often is—a transformative experience.

For example, in your proposal you must tell publishers how long you think it will take to complete your book. At first blush this seems straightforward—just turn on a timer while you write, and extrapolate. The question gets more profound, though, when you realize that your job and family responsibilities leave only a few hours a day for writing. How much time are you willing to allocate to this dream? What must you sacrifice in your life in order to reach it? What are your financial goals, and how will they be affected by your decision to devote time to writing a book?

A simple scheduling question can place you on a path to self-realization. Who knew?

YOUR PROPOSAL AS A TOOL FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Whether or not you finish your proposal—and of course we want you to finish your proposal—going through the process helps you decide if you truly want to write a book and if your concept is viable. It can also shine a light on skills you need to develop—things that, when attended to, may advance your career in unexpected ways, as it did for these authors:


	Best-selling author Joseph M. Marshall III hit a wall writing up a detailed outline for the proposal. He stepped back, gave the matter a great deal of thought, and realized he was trying to merge two separate ideas. He had two books, not one. He reconfigured his concept as a two-book proposal and nabbed a two-book deal with Viking for The Lakota Way and The Journey of Crazy Horse. Both books spawned other titles and continue to influence his writing career.

	Best-selling author W. Bruce Cameron got stuck in the audience section of the proposal for his first book; he couldn’t easily identify his readers. To beef up this part of his proposal, he spent more than a year growing the readership for his hilarious essays. He built up a large e-mail subscription base and worked with Jody to obtain a tryout as a columnist for his local—but nationally syndicated—newspaper. His column was a big hit. The newspaper and its affiliates’ large national audience helped Bruce land a publisher for 8 Simple Rules for Dating My Teenage Daughter and set in motion a series of writing and speaking gigs that enabled him to quit his day job and focus on writing full time.

	Aspiring author Trisha Pritikin struggled to succinctly describe her writing style and her brand. Heeding what her proposal-writing obstacles were telling her, she decided to clarify her message and persona online. She built a website and wrote blogs about her extensive experience as an advocate for victims of nuclear radiation poisoning. Her online forays brought her speaking invitations across the country and around the world and eventually a call from a reputable publisher who invited her to lunch to discuss book ideas.



YOUR PROPOSAL AS A SELF-PUBLISHING PLAN

The publishing business has undergone a sea change. A rejection from a publisher once meant the death of a writer’s dreams. Now you’re in control. Your book will be published if you want it to be. If you can’t get a publisher on board, self-publishing empowers you to bypass the gatekeepers.

Your proposal provides a thorough framework for an actionable self-publishing plan. (Learn how to turn your proposal into a self-publishing plan in chapter forty-one.) Having written your proposal, you can move into self-publishing with the most difficult goals already accomplished. Your book will have been outlined, your means to promote it largely in place.

YOUR PROPOSAL AT THE PUBLISHER’S OFFICE


“In some ways, a really good proposal can do your job for you. It gives bones for the sales force to use to presell your book to retailers until we have a full manuscript. We rely heavily on proposals, especially since materials have to be put together earlier and earlier.”

—RENEE SEDLIAR, EDITORIAL DIRECTOR, DA CAPO PRESS/HACHETTE BOOKS



The primary occupation of the proposal is to get you published, but its job doesn’t begin and end with the sale. Proposals have power. They can create industry buzz for a book long before it is published and help establish your reputation as a writer—even if you’re rejected.1

Editors remember great proposals for years. A few editors interviewed for the fifth edition of this book mentioned proposals submitted to them more than ten years before! Here are eight ways your proposal helps your book get published:


	PROPOSALS DETERMINE HOW MUCH MONEY YOUR PUBLISHER WILL PAY YOU AS AN ADVANCE. Publishers base their financial offers in part on one number: how many copies of your book they expect to sell in a year. They land on this number by researching the sales of similar titles and then making an educated guess about what your book’s sales will be, relative to those numbers. If several publishers offer to publish your book and a bidding war ensues, publishers often revise their guesses upward in the heat of negotiation. The more impressive the proposal, the more copies publishers estimate they’ll sell and the more money they can justify paying you.

	PROPOSALS GENERATE PRE-ACQUISITIONS ENTHUSIASM FROM THE PUBLISHING TEAM. Editors share your proposal with colleagues from all departments—and sometimes with sales reps or buyers from book chains—to support their pitches to their bosses.

	EDITORS USE YOUR PROPOSAL TO INTERVIEW YOU. If you’re meeting with editors on the phone or in person before the sale, they’ll study your proposal to decide what to ask.

	AFTER ACQUISITION, PROPOSALS ARE USED TO INFORM AND MOTIVATE THE SALES TEAMS. Before you deliver your manuscript and well before publication, your proposal is used to excite the in-house sales and marketing force at “launch” meetings.

	PROPOSALS SPARK PROMOTION AND PUBLICITY IDEAS. Your publishing team will draw on your proposal to develop promotion plans with you and to write catalog copy, back-cover copy, metadata that makes the book searchable online, and press releases.

	PROPOSALS GENERATE SPECIAL SALES. Special sales are books sold to corporations and other specialty retailers. Often publishers make those deals based solely on your proposal, long before you’ve turned in your full manuscript.

	PROPOSALS GENERATE FOREIGN RIGHTS AND MOVIE RIGHTS INTEREST BEFORE THE BOOK IS PUBLISHED. Your agent or publisher sometimes uses your proposal to obtain deals for translated editions from foreign publishers. Even if they can’t close the deal before you turn in your book, they’ll use the proposal to create an early buzz around the world. The same goes for film rights: Jody has optioned several books to film producers based solely on the proposal. Plus, big publishing deals always trigger calls from eager film agents long before publication.

	PROPOSALS CONFIRM THAT YOU’VE WRITTEN THE BOOK YOU WERE CONTRACTED TO WRITE. Your proposal can be your biggest ally in compelling your publisher to accept your completed manuscript. Editors come and go; publishing plans change; enthusiasm wanes. Deliver the manuscript your proposal promises, and you have powerful ammunition for combatting mercurial publishing decisions.




1. Sound unbelievable? Editors frequently fall in love with proposals that the big brass nix. Perhaps another editor has just signed a similar book, or the company has decided to publish fewer books in the category. Editors don’t forget. They track and talk about the book that got away.


2 
THE PARTS OF A PROPOSAL


“The scariest moment is always just before you start.”

—STEPHEN KING



Most proposals are divided into clearly labeled sections. Think of each section as a building block: movable if necessary, combined when appropriate. In Part Three, we’ll guide you through writing each of the following sections.


	PIZZAZZ*: Arresting material placed at the front of your proposal to intrigue editors.

	OVERVIEW: A persuasive introduction that expresses the reasons your book will appeal to a large and reachable audience who is eager to purchase it.

	BOOK SPECS: Often included under a subhead at the end of the overview; describes important stylistic and objective aspects of your book and its creation.

	AUTHOR BIO: Your biography as it relates to your book, often leads directly into the author platform section.

	AUTHOR PLATFORM: The systems you have in place to reach your readers.

	PERSONAL PROMOTION*: Specific actions you will take, on your own time or at your own expense, with the publisher’s approval, to promote sales of your book, often placed immediately after or within the platform section.

	AUDIENCE: The people who are likely to buy your book and where they can be found.

	COMPS: Descriptions of books that compete with or are otherwise comparable to your book, usually published within the past five years, should clearly define a book’s market position relative to other published titles.

	DETAILED OUTLINE: An expanded table of contents for the proposed book, with brief, compelling descriptions of each chapter’s content.

	SAMPLE WRITING: Text that reads as if excerpted directly from your book, selected to engage and excite potential publishers.

	SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL*: Articles, reviews of previous books, platform-related lists, or any other meaningful support that would disrupt the flow of the main body of your proposal.

	FRAMEWORK PAGES: Stand-alone pages that provide context for readers, including the title page, the proposal contents page, and optional divider pages.



THE PUBLISHER’S MIND-SET

Let’s crawl into the publisher’s brain for a moment. All publishing professionals expect three types of information in a proposal:


	Sales and marketing information.

	Description of the book’s content.

	Sample writing from the book.



All proposals must answer, for publishers and agents, these five questions:


	What’s in the book?

	Can the author write it well?

	Is the author qualified?

	Will people hear about it (usually through the author’s efforts)?

	Will people buy it?



But the most important question a proposal must answer for agents, editors, and publishers is: “Will this book make us money?”1

STACK THE BUILDING BLOCKS

Even though publishers expect all proposals to answer the same questions, they dislike proposals that read as if they were machine made from some template. How do you give them what they want without writing a cookie-cutter proposal?

Draft each appropriate proposal section, but think of them all as building blocks you will sort, sculpt, and stack to suit your book later, when you pull the sections together into a full proposal. In Part Five, you’ll find subject-specific recommendations for customizing those blocks to optimize your proposal

One high-level area of customization is important to consider now, though, before you begin. Is your proposal, in essence, prose-driven or promotion-driven?

Promotion Driven or Prose Driven?

Subject matter and platform, rather than literary merit or story, drive the sales of promotion-driven books, also known as commercial nonfiction. People purchase promotion-driven books to learn or to be entertained. Titles in this category include how-to books, inspirational books, books on or by pop-culture influencers, business books, and cookbooks. Publishers expect authors of these books to be recognizable experts in their fields and to be engaged with their audiences.

Prose-driven books are recognized for literary quality, journalistic distinction, voice, and storytelling. They are called narrative, upmarket, literary, serious, or academic nonfiction. Memoir falls into this category, as do explorations of significant historical events like Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals. Prose-driven books don’t have to be tomes: Many are gripping, like The Boys in the Boat by Daniel J. Brown, or fun, like Sarah Vowell’s Assassination Vacation.

Of course, good writing is important in promotion-driven books, and prose-driven nonfiction often hits the best-seller lists. But broadly, deciding whether your book is chiefly promotion driven or prose driven will bring focus to your proposal throughout your research and writing process.


* Askterisked sections are optional; their use varies with the book proposed.

1. Yes, sometimes a publisher will publish an obscure book that it knows will lose money. Do you think it’s for love, though? Nah. The publisher is looking either for (1) a moneymaking next book by the author or (2) moneymaking books submitted by other authors who are drawn to the publisher because it published the money-losing book. We say this with hearts full of love for publishers.


3 
IS YOUR IDEA BOOKWORTHY?


A New Yorker cartoon published in 1999 by Mick Stevens shows Adam and Eve sitting together under a tree in Eden. Adam says to Eve, “I can’t help thinking that there’s a book in this.”



Adam had a great idea. Do you? If you’re uncertain, this chapter will help you decide if the time is ripe to write your proposal. It will also reveal the likelihood of finding a publisher. If you’re absolutely certain that your concept is compelling and salable, skip this chapter. If not, read on.

Someone once said, “Getting an idea should be like sitting on a pin; it should make you jump up and do something.” Here are five “somethings” you can do to determine if your idea is salable:


	Examine models.

	Test-market your concept.

	Clarify your goals.

	Write the manuscript.

	Take our quiz.



Let’s take a closer look at each one.

1. EXAMINE MODELS

Models abound for any kind of book you want to write. Read the most popular similar books on your topic, and browse through several others. Assess what comparable titles don’t do so you can make your book different and better. If you can’t come up with a fresh angle, you’ve stumbled upon a red flag. The market for your book may be saturated.


HOT TIP

If you come up with an idea for a book that has never been done, it means one of two things:


	You have an opportunity.

	The market for the book isn’t big enough.



Can you prove through additional research that your book will appeal to consumers? If so, you’ve struck gold. If not, consider self-publishing.



2. TEST-MARKET YOUR CONCEPT

Take the guesswork out of publishing by trying one or several of these ideas:


	Talk about your concept with trusted communities and local booksellers. Ask people invested in your subject if they find your idea appealing.

	Write blogs on your subject on your own website, and contribute guest blogs on other websites in your field. Notice the comments and feedback. Are people responding positively? Are they sharing your work on social media?

	Release completed chapters of your book on your blog the way Andy Weir did for his novel The Martian. Share chapters in online magazines like Medium (www.medium.com) or online reading communities like Wattpad (www.wattpad.com). Note the feedback and the number of shares.

	Submit articles and op-eds related to your topic to reputable online and off-line publications and newspapers like the HuffPost (www.huffingtonpost.com). This can help you establish your credibility and measure popular reaction.

	As you write articles, consider whether you’ve only scratched the surface of your idea or if it can be fully explored in short form—and therefore won’t sustain a book-length treatment.

	Give talks or readings. Audience feedback will help you determine the focus, the structure, and even a title for your book.

	Consider whether you will easily be able to obtain a foreword or endorsements from experts in your field. This is a good measure of your credibility in that field, which is important to publishers.

	Test-market your book by self-publishing it (see chapter twenty-two). Take this step only after careful consideration of the costs and time involved.




IDEA STEALING

“Will someone steal my idea?” This is a common, somewhat justified fear: You can’t copyright an idea, and the Internet makes for easy swiping. Jody realized the power of the purloin when she approached publishers with W. Bruce Cameron’s proposal for 8 Simple Rules for Dating My Teenage Daughter. One editor, who had learned about the essay on which the book was based on Today, accused Bruce of plagiarizing his own writing! This scenario had a happy ending: Today acknowledged Bruce’s authorship, Jody sold the book, and it became a New York Times bestseller and a popular sitcom.

Most appropriation is inadvertent. Mike has seen “The Hook, the Book, and the Cook” concept from this book used elsewhere without attribution. So, yes, things happen, but don’t let fear overwhelm you. Publishing pros often say, “Ideas are a dime a dozen.” They care much more about how you approach your subject. Nobody writes like you. Nobody else has your voice or your vision. So, yes, vet the people you deal with; for example, make sure you include your name in the body of any guest blog posts you write. Be thoughtful but not paranoid. And be willing to let a harmless copycat go now and then, and move on. You’re a creative soul and an excellent writer; you’ll come up with something else wonderful soon.



3. CLARIFY YOUR GOALS


“Begin with the end in mind.”

—STEPHEN COVEY, THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PEOPLE



Why do you want to write your book? If you’re not sure, your uncertainty will show in your writing. To identify and stay focused on your goals, try the following:


	Tape on your wall a one-page summary of your personal and professional literary and publishing goals and how you will reach them.

	Write down the advance payment you want for your book. We’re talking desire here, not necessity or reality.

	List the ideal publisher(s) for your book.

	Copy and paste the latest New York Times best-seller list into a new document. Replace the number-one bestseller with the title of your own book. Print it out, tape it to a wall, and be inspired! This worked for Chicken Soup for the Soul series co-authors Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen.

	For fun, design a full-page ad for your book as it might appear in the New York Times Sunday Book Review, with quotes from ideal reviewers.

	Write a dream review of your book for the newspaper or magazine in which you’d most like to see it.

	Use the Photoblend app or a similar app to create an image of your ideal reader.



4. WRITE THE MANUSCRIPT

For concepts that are not time sensitive, Mike’s a fan of writing your manuscript before writing your proposal.1 (Remember: Whether or not your manuscript is written, you will still need to submit a proposal to agents and publishers.) There are several benefits to writing the book first:


	You’ll be able to obtain valuable feedback from objective, knowledgeable readers.

	Picking the best sample chapter will be easier.

	You’ll have extra material handy for agents or editors, your blog (save newsworthy revelations for when they’ll do your book the most good), and public-speaking and corporate gigs.

	You can speed up the whole publication process.



5. TAKE OUR QUIZ

If the answers to any of the following questions are “No,” or “I don’t think so,” stop and reflect. You have uncovered an area where you’ll need to improve before you start writing.


	Have you studied the craft of writing? If not, you may want to reconsider writing a serious memoir or other literary work until you train up a bit.

	Are you committed to writing another book if this one doesn’t work? (Publishers generally aren’t interested in one-hit wonders.)

	How did test-marketing your idea as an article go? If the article didn’t get a great response or if it didn’t inspire you to write more on the subject, you may want to explore another topic or approach.

	Would you buy a book by you on this subject?

	Is the help you provide easily found for free online? If so, people may not be willing to pay for it in book form.

	Do you have a means to reach the market for your book even if the publisher does nothing? If not, don’t count on many sales.

	Does the topic have longevity? Will people be interested in it a year from now? Two? Books often take two years to publish.

	Is your topic a great conversation starter at cocktail parties? (If it’s fun to talk about, it will probably appeal to editors, too!)

	If you’re writing a memoir, why are you writing your story? Below are typical reasons. (Hint: Only the last two are surefire reasons to seek professional publication. See chapter twenty-seven for more on this topic.)

	I want my descendants to understand their history.

	I want others in my situation to learn from my experiences.

	My life has been different from most, and I think others would be interested in my story.

	Everyone tells me my life could be a movie.

	I’m interested in using memoir to stretch my skills as a writer.

	I’m driven. I must write this book.






1. No matter what, we recommend you flash-write thirty pages as your first proposal-writing step. (See chapter six.)


4 
CLEARING UP SOME QUESTIONS


The most frequently asked question: When should I write my proposal? The answer: Before you send out your query to agents or publishers.



A few common questions about proposal creation may already be on your mind; let’s clear them up now before setting up your office.

Q. When do I send publishers or agents my proposal?


A. If you’re submitting to an agent, send your proposal only after: 1) you have sent a query letter following the agent’s online guidelines, and 2) the agent has requested the proposal. If you’re submitting directly to a small press, follow the press’s guidelines. Some small publishers ask for a query; others for the proposal.

Find detailed submission instructions in Part Six, and a graphic overview of the process in Appendix A.



Q. Do I write my proposal in first-person or third-person point of view?


A. The selling sections of the proposal—everything but the outline and the sample writing—were once always written in the third person, as in this example: “Fred Writerly was born in Toledo and educated at Harvard.” Recently, though, first-person proposals have become popular, and either first or third person is acceptable to most editors. As Marian Lizzi, editorial director at TarcherPerigee/Penguin Random House, says, “I tend to like an unfiltered first person. I’m not reading something that’s meant to be published; I’m reading something that’s written for me. So first person is probably more natural—but third person is okay, too because I’ll read past that for the content and who the person is.”

Choose the style that suits your personality and your book.



Q. How do I format my proposal?


A. Find guidelines in chapter thirty-four.



Q. How can I describe the contents of my book before I’ve written it?


A. Editors don’t expect the manuscript to match the proposal exactly, but they do expect you to thoroughly conceptualize your book at the proposal stage. This is an instance where the only way through it is to do it. We’ll give you some tools, but thinking the whole thing through—and doing the requisite research to get it right—must be done at the proposal stage. If you’re writing memoir or other work that you believe will evolve organically, mapping out the content will involve educated guesswork. You still must demonstrate, through the contents and outline, that you’ve carefully considered how the story will continue to hold the reader’s interest from beginning to end.



Q. Can I include guesses in the promotion and platform sections?


A. No. Your proposal must include accurate information. Find instructions throughout Part Three.



Q. Is longer better than shorter?


A. No. The length of your proposal must be dictated by what you need to convey. Editors have little time to review the scores of submissions they receive. Don’t frustrate them by padding your proposal. Keep your information pertinent, concrete, and streamlined. (See chapter thirty-five to find out how.)



Q. I’ve heard a proposal is a “business plan” for my book. What does that mean? Should I care?


A. Business plans are dry, fat documents that people seeking funds for their business submit to banks, venture capitalists, corporations, or other investors. Think of them as Kickstarter campaigns without the kick.

A proposal is similar to a business plan in that it is a well-researched, well-written sales document created to convince a publishing corporation to invest its capital—or an agent to invest his time—to develop your proposed product and bring it to the market.

A book proposal doesn’t have to look like a business plan, and—thank the heavens—it doesn’t include financial statements. But understanding how it works may make writing it less daunting:

[image: ]


	YOU offer the product—the book—but need money and distribution.

	 The PUBLISHER offers money and distribution but needs the product.

	 ACQUISITION OCCURS where your and the publisher’s needs collide. Fireworks!



Writers often balk at business, but writing with this objective mind-set can remove the worry that you’re being judged personally.




HOT TIP

PUBLISHING IS A BUSINESS. SO WHAT?

We’ve seen much online vitriol that castigates publishers because they seek profitable books. Publishers have to make money. They must keep the lights on and hire good people so they can continue to publish books. This means they say no to projects they don’t believe they can sell. Sometimes they’re right, and other times they turn down worthy projects, but in any event we want publishers to publish selectively and keep those lights on. Financially stable publishers are good for writers and good for the world.



Q. Where can I view sample proposals?


A. Appendix D contains an index to the more than thirty proposal samples in this book. You can find other proposals on some agencies’ websites. Confirm that the agent or the author has sold books to reputable publishers before using any proposal as a model. (The samples in this book have been supplied by experienced agents.)



Q. Should I write a proposal for my novel?


A. Proposals are not used in fiction, with two-and-a-half exceptions:


	 EXCEPTION ONE, THE SELF-PUBLISHED NOVEL: Present your self-published novel with a proposal that spells out its sales history, along with other information. We show you how in chapter twenty-two.

	EXCEPTION TWO, THE GRAPHIC NOVEL: The term graphic novel describes intensively illustrated fiction and nonfiction. (They look like comics in book form.) You can sell graphic novels with proposals. (See chapter twenty-three.)

	EXCEPTION TWO-AND-A-HALF: In some uncommon instances, you may be asked to send both your novel and a mini-proposal. We explain in chapter twenty-six.





Q. Should I include photos, charts, and video links in my proposal?


A. Yes. The editors assessing your work were raised in the visual age and are accustomed to seeing visual representations of ideas. And ... no. Use illustrations selectively and wisely, only if the media enhances your words. Never forget: You’re selling a book. Photos, charts, and videos are discussed throughout this book.



Q. Agents post differing submission requirements on their websites. Does that mean I need to write a different proposal for each agent?


A. No. A good proposal is a good proposal. If you cover all the bases described in this book and have a strong concept, agents will recognize your writing quality and professionalism. They will happily work with you to revise the proposal to suit their requirements and make it as salable as possible.

If you’re still not convinced, check with the agent after she has asked to see your proposal. Once that request has been made, communication channels are open. Here’s an example of how to handle it.
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