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​​What is a Book Proposal?
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If you want a commercial publisher to consider your nonfiction book, you will need to write a book pro­posal. A lot of publishing gu­rus and freelance edi­tors will tell you what a daunting challenge it is to construct a proposal. My advice: don’t get intimi­dated. Writing a great proposal isn’t that dif­ficult, if you have a solid book idea. And the process of creating the proposal can help you refine your original conception and make it more appealing to an agent, a publisher, and, ulti­mately, your readers. 

This book will guide you through the process. I will lay out the essential information you need to construct a proposal that addresses the questions agents and ac­quisition editors will be asking and helps you to present your project in the most compelling way. I’ll be using examples from real book proposals written by my cli­ents to show the challenges these writers faced and how we overcame them. 

You may have read articles in periodicals like Writers Digest offering quick tricks and “foolproof formulas” for writing proposals. Some of them will tell you anyone can get a book pub­lished if you just follow a few simple rules. Don’t believe that for a minute. I’m a realist. I’ve been a lit­erary agent since 2008. I’ve worked on hun­dreds of book proposals and sent out thousands of submissions. I can tell you from experience–even with a strong book–breaking into publishing isn’t easy. 

This book isn’t magic. It won’t provide you with any kind of secret formula or alchem­ical knowledge. But it will provide you with something far more valua­ble: honest, practical advice based on real-world experience. Step by step, it will show you how to build a proposal that gives your book its best chance of success. 

There’s the old cliché that book publishing is the marriage of art and commerce. That’s true. But right now the marriage is a little kinky. It’s kind of an S/M arrangement with the commerce part holding the whip. The largest commercial publishers: Penguin-Random House, Harper­Collins, Simon & Schuster, Hachette, and Macmillan are owned by international multi-media conglomerates. There may have been a time when pub­lishing was a gentleman’s pastime, a cottage industry where deals were decided between friends at the leg­endary three martini publisher’s lunch. Those days are gone. Book publishing is a busi­ness, and the parent cor­porations put a huge amount of pressure on pub­lishers to make a profit on every book they produce. In spite of this, most books still lose money and are subsidized by the big best sellers. So in this en­vironment the writer has to think like a businessperson as well as an artist.

And in that spirit, a book proposal is a business plan. It’s a highly structured docu­ment lay­ing out what the book is, what is its relevance, who the audience is, why you are the best one to write about it, and what you will do to promote the book once it’s published. Final­ly, not to put too fine a point on it, the proposal must convince the publisher that your book will make mon­ey. Still, it’s important to remember ac­quisition editors are book lovers, just like you and me. Sure. The first question they ask­ themselves is: How will the book sell? But you still need to inspire them, to seduce them, to make them excited about the project, to make them fall in love. 

You can sell a non-fiction book project based on a proposal and a sample chapter. You don’t have to write the entire book, and I strongly advise against it. The one exception to this is memoir. Some memoirs can be sold with a proposal. But others are more like novels in that the book will be evaluated on the basis of the sto­ry, the style, the voice, and whether it has a compelling narra­tive arc. For these books, publishers will likely insist on the finished manuscript. But even if you have completed the text of your memoir, you should still submit a pro­posal that will make a strong case for pub­lishing the book. Likely, the editor will be showing the proposal around the office and making a presentation at the weekly acquisition meeting. You need to provide the editor with the ammunition he needs to convince the publisher, the editor-in-chief, the marketing direc­tor, and the sales director that this is a worthy project.

When I say proposals are highly structured docu­ments, I mean they usually employ the same standard organiza­tional scheme. Almost all proposals include ten sections. They are: (1) the Title Page, (2) the Proposal Table of Contents, (3) The Overview (4) Production Details, (5) The Audience, (6) The Competitive Analy­sis, (7) Marketing and Promotion, (8) About the Author, (9) Table of Contents and Chapter synopses, and (10) Sample Chapter (or two). A proposal might also have an appendix with additional information. A scholar would want to provide his curriculum vitae in the appendix. A photographer would include some sample photographs. Some­times you might use a col­lection of news clippings. Within this structure there is room for creativity and even a little fun. But I wouldn’t deviate too much from the format. Editors are used to it and find it easier to analyze the project when it is or­ganized in a familiar style and structure.

A bad book proposal can kill a deal for what would otherwise be a good book. Well, maybe if you’re Kim Kardashian, you can get away with a lousy proposal or none at all. But, if I may be so blunt: you, gentle read­er, are not Kim Kardashian. So you will need to sell your book the old-fashioned way, by making an honest and convincing ar­gument about the worth of your project.
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​​​First Steps to Getting Published
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​​The Query Letter
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Before your proposal gets to the desk of the acquisi­tion editor, you will likely need an agent. The legend­ary publisher, Alfred Knopf, once said: “An agent is to a publisher as a knife is to a throat.” Those days are gone, and now agents have an essential role in the pub­lishing process. We have become the gate keepers of book publishing. We filter out the bad stuff, and only deliver the best quality projects for publishers to evalu­ate. All the major publishers and most of the midsized ones will only accept agented submissions. You can submit with­out an agent to many smaller publishers and university presses. But still, it will be beneficial to have represen­tation. Finding an agent can be as difficult as finding a pub­lisher. I receive 10 to 20 unsolicited query letters a day. We call this “the slush pile”. From that, I might de­cide to represent only 5 to 10 projects in a given year. I don’t want to discourage you, though. Every agent will tell you “there is gold in that thar slush pile.” I discov­ered the author of my most successful book in the slush pile. It made The New York Times Bestseller list and has been optioned for a streaming series. 

But still, with all those query letters, you can proba­bly expect the agent to spend about a minute on yours. So you will need to put some thought into composing that letter. And if the agent expresses an interest, you need to send the book proposal to him right away. He won’t remember why he asked for the proposal, if you re­spond in a month. 

Authors seeking agent representation always seem to be fascinated and confused about how to write effec­tive query letters. They are looking for some kind of formula, a magic bullet that will get the agent’s atten­tion. The most popular classes I give at writers conferences are work­shops for composing query letters. I don’t think it’s an insuperable challenge, but most au­thors get it wrong. 

Since agents are busy and the slush pile is big, the most frequent mistake I see with query letters is they are too long. You can’t write a detailed synopsis of the plot and why it is important in a query letter. That will be the role of the book pro­posal. You have to be concise in describing the book and convincing the agent why it should be published. A fair rule of thumb is that it should be no longer than 300-400 words. (There are no hard and fast rules, so you have some wiggle room.) Agents will give you some indication of their prefer­ences for length when you go to the submission page of the agent’s website.

Normal­ly, a query letter will have a three-part structure. The first paragraph will usually state the title, the genre, and the estimated number of words in the manuscript. Next you will have the main body of the query, where you explain the concept of the book and why it should be published. You can also include some comparable titles. The final para­graph should have something about yourself, what you do in the real world, and why you have the authority to write the book. 

Always, always, always: maintain a professional tone. When you state your book’s genre, make sure it is a term of art that is common in publishing. Don’t say, for instance, your book is a “non-fiction novel.” You’d be surprised how often I hear that. And this is not an impressive way to start a query letter.

Project an air of confidence, but don’t overdo it. Sometimes I receive queries that start off like this: “I really don’t have much of a platform to write this book. I might have to self-publish it, but I thought I would show it to you first.” Well, this certainly makes a com­pelling case for me not to want to represent that author. 

Authors usually ask me whether they should indi­cate their familiarity with the agent and the agent’s client list. Some agents like this. I don’t. Frequently I get que­ries that begin by telling me how much the writer loved Cody’s, my bookstore for many years. That’s nice, but it always sounds a little like the author is just sucking up. Don’t waste words with your query. 

Avoid hype. Let me repeat that, because this is the most important point I will make in the book. Avoid hype. By now, you probably have intuited that I expect you to be honest. You might be seeking an agent who is a master of the wily arts of snake oil selling. If so, I’m not your man. Part of it is selfish. I need publishers to trust me. But you also need to understand that agents and editors have pretty good bullshit detectors. We’ve seen every form of hype. And it sends a bad message. Either the writer has delusions of grandeur, or else he is dis­honest. These aren’t good qualities. 

Here’s a list of some common hypes:

	“There is nothing like this book that has ever been published.” [This is one of the worst pitch­es you can make. It’s a classic delusion of grandeur. And it also raises the reasonable ques­tion of whether there is a good reason why there is no other book like it.]



	“This book will sell millions of copies.” [Really? – NOT!]

	“This book will make a great movie (or TV se­ries).” [I have never represented an author who didn’t have un­shakeable certainty their book was headed for Hollywood. There are lots and lots of entertainment deals for “options.” An option agreement is the right granted by the author to a producer, giving him an exclusive opportunity to sell the film rights to the book for a set period of time, usually a year, during which the producer will go hunting for a partner with the money and the power to produce the movie or TV show. Most of these options are sold for very little money. Most of them expire without a film deal. People in Hollywood don’t think like you and me. The first question they will ask about a film adaptation of your book is: “How will this appeal to sixteen-year-olds?” The sec­ond question is usually something like “How much will the sets and the costumes cost?”]

	“Oprah/Terry Gross will love this book.” [My standard advice to clients is don’t mention Oprah or Terry Gross.]

	“This book is like Eat, Pray, Love meets Malcolm Gladwell.” [Publishers like this kind of appeal to dualisms. I don’t know why. But I have seen far too many references to Eat, Pray, Love and Malcolm Gladwell in query letters in the slush pile. My response is to roll my eyes. Eat, Pray, Love has sold over 12,000,000 copies. Your book probably won’t. This is another example of delu­sions of grandeur meets clumsy efforts at manipulation.]

	“This book was previously self-published and had very good sales.” [Normally when I look in­to this further, I discover that the writer’s idea of “very good sales” means about 500 copies, which is to say: “not very good sales”. But even if your sales were good, if it turns out that you were selling an e-book for 99 cents or even giv­ing it away for free, as is often the case, agents and editors won’t be impressed.]



These kinds of pitches are dishonest and decep­tive. I won’t make this pitch to an editor, and you shouldn’t make this pitch to me. 

As an exercise in applying my rules for queries, I gave myself an almost insurmountable challenge, to cre­ate a query for one of the longest and most complex novels in the western canon and to try to describe the book and its importance in only a few sentences. Here is what I have described immodestly as “The Greatest Query Letter Ever Written.”

I am submitting War and Peace, a 350,000-word work of historical fiction. 


War and Peace is the epic story, written in a realistic style, of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia and how 3 char­acters, members of the Russian nobility, live their lives or die in the course of the novel. In addition to the dra­matic and interrelated stories of the deeply human, but often hapless, Pierre Bezukhov, the beautiful, vibrant, and sometimes impetuous, Natasha Rostova, and the gallant and proud Prince Andrei Bolkosky. I also bring in themes that explain how the events in the narrative help us to understand the inexorable truths of history. Some of the memorable secondary characters are real historical figures, notably Napoleon and the Russian general, Kutuzov. My description of the climac­tic Battle of Borodino is so realistic the read­er can almost smell the gun powder. 

The book has received enthusiastic praise from some of the most distinguished novelists of all time. Thomas Mann said of War and Peace that it was “the greatest war novel in the history of literature.” John Galsworthy has called War and Peace “the best novel that had ever been written.” 


War and Peace will appeal to readers who have read classic works of 19th Century Russian and European fic­tion such as The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Middlemarch by George Eliot, The Three Musketeers by Alexander Dumas, and Les Miserable by Victor Hugo. It will also appeal to those who read con­temporary historical fiction such as The Name of the Rose by Umberto Eco and the novels of Hilary Mantel.



I am a published novelist, author of the best-selling novel, Anna Karenina that has been translated into every major language in the world and adapted for film mul­tiple times, most recently in 2012 from a screenplay by Tom Stoppard starring Keira Knightly and Jude Law. I have also written works of short stories, philosophy, and social criticism. 

The manuscript is complete and available at your request.

Count Leo Tolstoy

Here’s a real query letter I received from Jennifer Buhl, author of Shooting Stars: My Unexpected Life Photo­graphing Hollywood’s Most Famous. I called her up before I had even finished reading this one. How could I resist?

“I am seeking representation for my memoir: Shoot­ing Stars: My Unexpected Life Photo­graphing Holly­wood’s Most Famous, a tell-all book about today’s hottest celebri­ties from the inside eyes of one of Hollywood’s few female paparazzi. 

Chock-full of celebrity anecdotes, Shooting Stars provides an authoritative look into a world everyone’s heard about, but few will ever experience. All of the tabloid favorites are here: Brit, Linds, Cam, Jen, Becks, Zac. Fans can read about how “paps” get the shot and the tricks some celebs use to keep us from getting it. 

As a woman in a profession dominated by men and marked by ugliness, I struggled to gain acceptance while dealing with embarrassment, harassment, ridi­cule... and a rapidly ticking biological clock. Yes, woven among the true stories of my encounters with the world’s most fa­mous is my own story, the story of a woman in her mid-thirties looking for love, babies... and adrenaline.

The completed 115,000-word memoir spans my work as an L.A. paparazza from 2006 to 2009. Previ­ous to that I worked as a CNN guest producer (“booker”). I have been a guest on CNN’s Larry King Live and Nancy Grace, and on NPR, as well as other media outlets. My photographs have appeared copious­ly in publications and TV shows around the world, including TMZ, People Magazine, Britain’s Daily Mail, and Entertainment To­night. As a freelance photogra­pher, I own the copy­right to, and the right to reprint, all of my photos.

The first two chapters are pasted below and the full book will be available for review in early December. Thank you for your consideration.”

Here’s a query letter from Caitlin Vincent. I love this letter, because I love this book. It was published by Charles Scribner’s in 2025 to great acclaim. It isn’t ex­actly in the classic format. It doesn’t include the estimated word count or comp titles. What grabbed me about the query letter (other than me being an opera lover) was the clarity of the concept, its connection to issues important now, her confident and authoritative voice, and her very impressive platform.


In the 21st century, the opera industry faces a num­ber of seemingly insurmountable challenges. Rising costs. Shrinking audiences. A weighty four-century leg­acy. And, in the time of #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, increased scrutiny over its ap­proach to diversity and representation. 

Many of Western opera’s most popular works re­flect outdated views of race and gender. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, opera has long been characterized by its exclusionary practices, with both women and practi­tioners of color seeing low rates of representation. But the divide also extends far beyond the stage, provoking broader questions—and disagreements—about what the artform should actually look like in the 21st
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