Writing a Book Prospectus:

Things to Keep in Mind

Paul Spickard, 5/17/09
Prospectuses can take many forms.  Some authors write a letter of three or four pages.  Some write documents of eight or ten pages with detailed descriptions of the various things listed below.

Remember two things:  (1) Editors like to live in the world of smart people with ideas, and they love to interact with authors about their projects.  They will want to spend time with you, and they will be interested in talking about your ideas, dreams, and projects.  Compared to the rest of the stuff they do, this is what they find really compelling.

(2) Editors are in the business of selling books.

Don't forget that a prospectus is a sales document.  The publisher's first question always is: “Why will people want to read this book?”  The next is, “Who will buy this book?”  Make sure you articulate persuasive answers to both questions.  If there are courses in which this might be used as a textbook, say that succinctly (editors love this; it means they can use your book to help pay for those other books that don’t sell a lot of copies).  Do not claim too much—not every book is going to be on the shelves of every thinking person in the English-speaking world, and editors have pretty good bullshit detectors.  But do make a persuasive case for what you believe will be the audience for this book.

Early in your prospectus, explain succinctly your point in writing this book.  Explain its contents, its methodology, its sources, its argument, and where it fits in the existing literature.  Identify by name other books that might be conceived of as competitors and explain the specific new thing your book does that they do not.

Always include a proposed table of contents.  Describe each chapter briefly.  Either in the first section of the prospectus or in your description of the book’s first chapter (better still, in each of the chapter descriptions), it would be good to tease the reader with a few of your findings.  Make her want to read this book.

The prospectus needs a brief paragraph describing the author (in a multi-author book, each author).  If you have published a relevant book or article before, mention that in your author description.  One of the things you have to sell is that you already are a successful author in this field.  I usually append a short version of my CV.

Always include a timeline to completion of the manuscript that includes a description of the current status of the various chapters.

If you use in-text citations, the prospectus needs a list of works cited.  If I work in your field, I may be able to guess most of the books and articles to which you refer, but your editor will not know much of the literature.  Do her the favor of letting her know where to look for other books in the field.  Simple author last names and dates won't do.  You can avoid this by using footnotes, which are superior in any case.

Offer to send sample chapters and to talk by phone or in person if that is possible.

I have examples of some prospectuses that have worked and that I can share with you.

