
QUERY LETTERS: Your Elevator Pitch on Paper

Imagine you’re in an elevator with the literary 

agent or publisher of your dreams. You’ve got a 

scant sixty seconds to get them intrigued about 

your nonfiction project. That’s exactly what a 

query letter aims to do, but instead of talking to 

a stranger in a lift, you’re relying on the magic of 

written text.

Another way to look at it is as a movie trailer for 

your book. Start with a hook, which means a 

sentence that leaves them wanting more. For a 

nonfiction piece, this could be a fascinating fact, a 

thought-provoking question, or a glimpse into the 

problem your book addresses.

Next, offer up the core of the piece. This means 

introducing your book’s main idea, its unique 
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angle, and the target audience. This is your 

opportunity to showcase your expertise – why are 

you the perfect person to write this book? This is 

not a time to be shy! Share your qualifications and 

any relevant credentials. Sell yourself as an expert 

in your field.

Something to remember: keep it concise and 

clear. Agents and publishers are busy folks; they 

appreciate brevity. Wrap up with a polite thank-

you and a closing.

And oh, the most important part: personalize your 

queries! Agents receive metaphorical mountains of 

queries in their inboxes. A generic one can make 

yours fade into the background. Show you’ve done 

your research. Mention why you’re reaching out 

to that specific agent or publisher. That personal 

touch can go a long way.

 

BOOK PROPOSALS:  

Your Nonfiction  

Project’s Blueprint 

Now, let’s zoom in on  

book proposals.  

Imagine you’re an  

architect. The book  

proposal, then, is  

your blueprint for your  

nonfiction masterpiece. The proposal gives  

agents and publishers a detailed view of what 

your book will be. 

First, start with an overview of your book. Like the 

query process, this is the hook. You want to grab 

them fast. What’s the core idea? What problem  

does it address, and how will your book provide a 

solution? This is your chance to make the concept 

sound irresistible.

Next, dive into the market analysis. Who’s your 

target audience? What’s the demand for this type 

of book? How does your book stand out from 

the competition? Show them you’ve done your 

research and that your book fills a unique niche. 

They need to know this to acquire, so help them 

out by showing you know who you’re writing your 

book for and who will buy it.

Next, outline your chapters or sections. Give a brief 

summary of each one, highlighting the key points 

and takeaways. The outline helps the agent or 

publisher see the structure and flow of your book. 

Brevity is key here. Don’t bog them down with too 

much information. They’ll get the full scope when 

you send the proposal. 

Include your author bio! This is where you shine. 

Mention what makes you an expert in the field and 

share your experiences and achievements. Do you 

have a strong social media presence? Give those 

stats. Already have a robust website? Include that 

link. Demonstrating that you have an existing and 

growing platform helps show your relevance in 

your field.

Finally, remember to include sample chapters. 

These should showcase your writing style, 

demonstrate your unique voice, and highlight 

the essence of your book. Make them irresistible.

	



 DO’S

	 •	 Do your research: Customize your  

		  queries and proposals to the specific  

		  agent or publisher you’re reaching out  

		  to. Show you’ve taken the time to know  

		  what they’re about and what they seek  

		  to acquire.

	 •	 Do be concise: Brevity is your friend.  

		  Nobody has time for rambling, especially  

		  agents and editors.

	 •	 Do showcase your expertise: Let them  

		  know why you’re the person to write  

		  what you’re proposing.

	 •	 Do proofread: Typos and grammatical  

		  errors are the quickest way to the reject  

		  pile, so make sure what you send is clean  

		  and error-free.

 DON’TS

	 •	 Don’t overdo it: Keep your pitch focused  

		  (see Do be concise). Resist the urge  

		  to share every detail. Save it for the full  

		  submission.

	 •	 Don’t be vague: Specificity is your friend.  

		  Being specific means your target agent/ 

		  editor doesn’t have to try to fill in the  

		  blanks. If they have to work to understand  

		  your proposal, it’s a tick against you.

	 •	 Don’t neglect the guidelines: Agents  

		  and publishers often have submission  

		  guidelines. Follow them to the letter.

	 •	 Don’t take rejection personally: It’s a  

		  part of the process. Everyone faces it,  

		  even John Grisham and J.K. Rowling.  

		  If you get rejections, you’re in good  

		  company.

TO WRAP UP: 

A query letter is like an invitation to a party. It’s quick and catchy.

A book proposal is the featured entertainment at the party, and it’s so 
good no one dares leave till the end.

OUR DOS AND DON’TS IN THE QUERYING & BOOK PROPOSAL PROCESS

There you have it, writers. Crafting query letters and book proposals doesn’t have to be a bear. 

With some creativity, a little bit of research, and persistence (because it is a numbers game), you’ll 

be on your way to grabbing the attention of agents and publishers who are as excited about your 

nonfiction masterpiece as you are. 


