


Step 1: Getting published in the UK.

What you're up against

Let's be honest. If you're reading a guide about how to get
published, you already know it's not easy. But knowing something is
difficult and understanding why it's difficult are two different things
- and the second one is actually useful. So, before we get into the
solutions, here's a brief, clear-eyed look at the landscape you'll be
navigating.

The money problem
The headline figures are hard to ignore.

In 2022, a large-scale survey of 60,000 UK authors found that
primary occupation authors - those who spend at least half
their working time writing - had median self-employed writing
earnings of just £7,000 per year, a fall of 38.2% in real terms
since 2018.

Additionally, the top 10% of authors take home roughly 47%
of all writing income, and men are typically earning 41% more
than women.

Lastly, the number of authors who earn all of theirincome from
writing had dropped from 40% in 2006 to just 19% by 2022. In
other words, the full-time professional author is rare, and
getting rarer.

Power is concentrated at the top

In 2024, the UK's Big Four publishers - Penguin Random House,
Hachette, HarperCollins and Pan Macmillan - increased their
combined market share to nearly 50%. PRH alone sold 26 titles
worth more than £1million each in 2024. That's almost half the
+£1million titles going to a single publisher.

For a debut author, this concentration matters. It shapes where
marketing budgets go, which books booksellers push, and whose
names and works appear at the front of shop displays.
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Submission silence

The submission process is arguably the most demoralising
experience for newcomers. The background research for this guide
found widespread frustration among writers at every stage, with
many reporting that the default response to a manuscript
submission is simply... nothing. That's not unusual or a sign your
work is especially bad; it's just shows how overstretched the
industry is.

So why bother?

DON’T GIVE UP. People DO break through - and they're not all
lottery winners. The ones who succeed tend to understand the
system rather than resent it. They approach agents strategically,
submit smartly, build readerships early, and treat writing as a craft
and a career simultaneously.

Which is exactly what this guide will help you do.

Step 2: How to land a literary agent

Why you need an agent (and what they do)

For most aspiring authors, getting a literary agent isn't just a good
idea. it's a must-have for traditional publication. Publishing houses
like HarperCollins and Penguin Random House simply don't accept

manuscripts without an agent in tow, which means there's no way
to contact them directly to get a publishing deal.

An agent is your entry point into
the publishing world. They pitch If an agent asks
your book to editors, negotiate
your contract terms, manage
rights (foreign, film, audio), and
act as your advocate and
sounding board throughout your

you to pay them
to read your
work, walk away.

career. The commission - typically
15% on domestic deals and 20% on international ones - comes out
of what you earn, not your pocket upfront.

The good news is that agents are genuinely looking for new talent.
The less-good news is that they're looking through a mountain of
manuscripts to find it. Getting your submission noticed requires
some preparation, some research, and an honest look at what the
process actually involves.

One: Find the right agents

Before you submit to anyone, you need to build a tight agent
shortlist. This means reaching out to warm possibilities, not
generic, shot-gun submissions. The key resources for UK writers for
this task include the Writers' & Artists' Yearbook, which provides
comprehensive listings of UK literary agents, publishers and
submission guidelines, and platforms like QueryTracker and
Manuscript Wishlist (MSWL), which help you identify agents
seeking specific types of stories and manage your submission

tracking.



The Writers' & Artists' Yearbook
(published annually by Bloomsbury) is
the UK's most trusted print reference for
this.

QueryTracker is free to use and lets you
filter agents by genre, track who you've
submitted to, and read reports from
other writers about response times.

MSWL is where agents publicly post
what they're actively looking for right
now - which is exactly the kind of intelligence that

turns a decent submission into a well-targeted one.

Once you've found candidates, go deeper. Read their agency bios.
Look at the authors they already represent. Check their social
media - many agents are surprisingly candid on X/Twitter and
Instagram about what excites them and what they're tired of
seeing. An agent who has recently sold three quiet literary novels is
a very different prospect to one whose list is full of high-concept
thrillers, even if both say they're "open to fiction."

Each agent and agency will have particular submission guidelines,
and they may vary significantly. Most will ask for a cover letter, a
synopsis, and the first three chapters or first 10,000-15,000 words.
Some agencies have submission windows; outside those windows,
your email may simply be deleted unread.

Always check the specific submission page on the agency's own
website, not a third-party listing, which may be out of date.

Two: Write a cover letter that does its job

The cover letter is NOT a summary of your book. It's a sales pitch.
Its only job is to seduce the agent or editor into reading or
requesting your work. Keep your letter to one page - around 300 to
400 words is best.

A strong cover letter has four working parts:

e The personalised opening. One or two sentences that
show you've done your homework. Why this agent,
specifically? Mention a book they represent that you admire,
arecent interview where they mentioned what they're
looking for, or a specific note from their MSWL post. This
signals professionalism and separates you from the writers
who mass-email 200 agents in one afternoon.

e The hook. Summarise your book in roughly 150 to 200
words. Think back-cover copy, not plot summary. Introduce
your protagonist, establish the central conflict, and hint at
what's at stake - without resolving anything. You want the
agent turning to your first page, not feeling like they've
already read the whole thing. Two comparison titles are
sufficient, but they must be recent, (ideally published within
the last three years), and chosen to show nuanced
understanding of where your book sits in the market rather
than flattering comparisons to bestselling household
names.



e The book details. Title, genre, word count. For most novels,
the minimum word count is around 50,000 words; if your
count sits outside normal genre ranges, some agents
recommend mentioning it at the end of the letter once 1
you've already hooked them.

Step 01: MANUSCRIPT READY

Complete, edited, critiqued, not ‘almost’ ready. Do this before anything else

Step 02: BUILD A TARGETED SHORTLIST

20-30 agents via Querytracker, MSWL, W&A yearbook. 1-2 weeks research
e The bio. Keep this brief and relevant. Writing credits, prizes,

relevant professional experience. If you have nothing to list 1
yet, that's fine - agents know that most slush pile

L : - , Step 03: PREPARE YOUR SUBMISSION PACKAGE
submissions come from first-time authors, and that's not a

Cover letter, one page synopsis, opening chapters as per guidelines.

disqualifier in itself. Don't pad it with unrelated
achievements. Don't apologise for being a debut writer.

Allow 1 week to polish

l

Step 04: SEND FIRST BATCH AND WAIT

Start with 2nd tier choices. Allow 6—12 weeks for processing

" ( Step 05: INTERPRET RESPONSES

No response: Usually a pass. Move on
Form rejection: Generic boilerplate, check genre fit and cover letter format
Personalrejection: Specific note—encouraging. Consider the feedback carefully
Full request: Send full manuscript, notify other agents with submission outstanding
1 R& R or offer: Best outcome. Revise thoughtfully.
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Step 06: ADJUST AND CONTINUE

AEOmsGRONEENS

10+ passes without a personal response?
Reassess cover letter, genre fit or manuscript




Three: Understand the timeline (and don't let it derail
you)

I know, the waiting is genuinely hard, but it is unavoidable. Just like
film-making, publishing moves at glacial pace. If an agency doesn't
specify submission response times on their website, a reasonable
working assumption is three months. After that, a single polite

follow-up email is appropriate. Keep it brief; one or two sentences,
no guilt-tripping.

Simultaneous submissions are standard practice and generally

accepted in the UK, as long as you're transparent if an agent asks.
Avoid submitting to multiple agents within the same agency unless
guidelines explicitly permit it. Submit in batches of eight to twelve
agents at a time. This way, if you start receiving feedback or
spotting patterns in rejections, you can adjust before exhausting
your list.

One practical tip worth following: start with your second-tier
choices, not your dream agents. Work out any kinks in your
submission package before you approach the agents you most
want to work with.

When following up, it's important to remember that agents talk to
each other. Being rude or pushy to one agent can affect how others

in the industry perceive you. Maintain professionalism throughout,
even when you're frustrated. Especially when you're frustrated. The
publishing world is far smaller than it looks.
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What agents are actually looking for

Remember: An agent isn't just evaluating your manuscript; they're
evaluating whether they can sell it. That means they're thinking
about their existing relationships with editors, current market
conditions, and whether your book has a clear commercial identity.
Literary merit and commercial viability aren't the same thing, and
understanding the difference matters.

Your initial submission needs to convey the flavour of your work -
your unique voice and style - while simultaneously presenting as a
set of professional documents that show you take this seriously.
The manuscripts that get requests for full reads tend to have both:
something distinctive about the writing, and a clear sense of what it
is and who it's for.



Step 3: Writing a submission that

actually gets read

The first five pages carry everything

You've addressed your cover letter to the right agent, personalised
it properly, and hit send. Now comes the part most writers
underestimate: what happens when an agent actually opens your
manuscript.

The hard truth is that within a few pages a literary agent will decide
whether to call in a full manuscript or not.

first chapter or more, so the story starts further in with less
exposition to get bogged down in.

It's also worth considering whether scenes start at the latest
possible point and end at the earliest. If your protagonist is still
waking up, looking in a mirror, or thinking about their past on page
one, you've almost certainly started too early.

A good first page must create intrigue - some question posed that
the reader needs answered. That can relate to character, place or
event. [t doesn't have to be a dead body. Think of Daphne du
Maurier's opening to Rebecca: "Last night | dreamt | went to
Manderley again." Already the reader is curious, before a single plot
point has occurred.

This isn't agents being lazy or brutal, it's simply the reality of
reading hundreds of submissions a month.

Your opening pages carry the weight of the entire
submission. They have a lot of work to do.

Agents are looking for engaging writing that feels vibrant and
fresh, characters that compel curiosity even if they're not

entirely likeable, and a sense that the author is in control of
their story. Too much description and scene-setting at the \
start, where it's hard to get any sense of what might unfold,
is one of the most common reasons a submission loses
momentum before it's had a chance to build any.

A practical test: does your story actually start where you
think it does? Many submissions benefit from cutting the

FOCUS FIRST 5 PAGES
ARE CRUCIAL
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The synopsis: Not a blurb, not a plot dump

The synopsis is probably the most widely misunderstood
document in the submission package. Writers often treat it as
either back-cover marketing copy or a chapter-by-chapter
breakdown.

It's neither.

The synopsis is a functional document. Its job is to show the agent
that your story has a beginning, middle and end, that you
understand narrative structure, that you can build to a climax, and
that you know how to resolve it.

One agent's approach is to number one through ten down a page,
put the first major event at the top and the ending at the bottom, fill

in the major beats in between, flesh out into paragraphs - and that's
your skeleton. It's not poetry. It just needs to be clear.

Common synopsis errors that trip people up:

First: You mustinclude the ending. Explain what happens. Don't
make it vague. Agents need to see how the story resolves to assess
whether it is effective and compelling.

Second: Keep the cast tight. Don't include too many character
names. A page cluttered with them becomes confusing and
difficult to follow. Give us the protagonist, their core motivation,
and the main conflict. Secondary characters only appear when
they're essential to understanding what happens.

Third: Keep it short. One page is enough. No literary agent worth
their salt will object to a really good one-pager. And if you can't

summarise your story in a page, there's a reasonable chance
something in the structure isn't working yet - the synopsis process
is often how writers discover that.

Word count and genre: get these right before
anything else
These two details feel administrative, but they're the first filter
many agents apply.

Agents ask for the word count for a reason: if it's outside the
accepted range for the genre, many will simply skip to the next
query without reading the premise at all.

The broadly accepted ranges for debut fiction in the UK are:

e Literary and commercial fiction 80,000-110,000 words

e Crime and thrillers 70,000-100,000 words

e YA50,000-80,000 words

e Fantasy 90,000-120,000 words (with more flexibility than
most other genres)

e Middle grade 25,000-40,000 words.

A well-paced debut at 90,000 words is an easier sell than a
sprawling 160,000-word epic - unless you're Tolkien, and you're
not, and neither is anyone else submitting a first novel.

Genre framing is equally important. Misidentifying your genre
isn't just confusing, it means you've been targeting agents who




don't represent it. If you're unsure, look at the books on your shelf
that feel most similar to what you've written, check how
booksellers and publishers categorise them, and use that language
in your submission.

The personalisation signal that works

Agencies consistently note that they appreciate thoughtful
approaches demonstrating an awareness of an agent's individual
tastes and interests. One genuine sentence explaining why you
chose this agent specifically - not flattery, but specificity - does
more work than a perfectly structured cover letter that could have
been sent to anyone.

Check what the agent has said in recent interviews. Look at their
current client list. Read their MSWL posts. If there's a genuine
alignment between what they've said they're looking for and what
you've written, say so clearly. Specificity is what turns your
submission from just one in a pile into something that lands.

/' DEAD O ARRWNAL

The submission killers

e Sending the same cover letter to every agent without
personalisation. Agents notice immediately when a cover
letter has no specific reason for approaching them. It
signals that you haven't done the research, and raises

questions about whether you'll be professional and attentive
as aclient.

Ignoring the submission guidelines. If an agency has
specific instructions- a particular format, a specific word
limit on sample chapters, a preference for submissions only
during certain windows - not following them is putting
yourself at a disadvantage before you've even been read.

Submitting before the manuscript is finished and fully
edited. It can be frustrating for an agent to request a full
manuscript, only for the writer to explain itisn't ready yet.
That's a missed opportunity that's very hard to recover with
that agent.

Comparing yourself to Dickens, Rowling, or any other
household name in your covering letter. It signals a lack of
perspective on where you currently sit in the market and
makes agents nervous rather than excited.



Step 4: Getting useful feedback (not just

silence)

Why you're hearing nothing

Silence after a submission isn't personal, it's structural. Most
agents simply don't have the time to deliver feedback, which
means you could be getting standard rejections with no idea why.

The writers who make progress don't wait for the industry to explain

itself. They find feedback through other channels.

WHEN YOU GET NOTHING BACK
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Reading the rejections you do get

Rejections aren't all equal. What they say can tell you a lot:

e Aformrejection - phrases like "didn't resonate" or "not
quite right for my list" - is boilerplate. These phrases sound
personal but are still too general to be genuine feedback,

and reading specific meaning into them is likely to mislead
you. They usually signal a genre mismatch or a query letter
that didn't land, not a fundamental problem with the writing.

e A semi-personal rejection - one that mentions something
specific about your work - is genuinely encouraging. A revise
and resubmit (R&R) is even better. It means you're almost
there, but the manuscript needs a bit more work. If you put
that work in, the agent may reconsider, though resubmission
doesn't guarantee a yes.

The pattern to pay attention to is repetition. If three different
agents flag the same issue, that's not coincidence - that's a signal.

Paid assessment: The reputable options

If you genuinely can't tell what isn't working, a professional
manuscript assessment is worth the investment.

The reputable UK services are The Literary Consultancy (TLC),
which has been operating since 1996 and matches every
manuscript to an editor suited to its genre and creative vision,
providing a market-aware appraisal with practical developmental
advice. Jericho Writers and Curtis Brown Creative both offer
similar services, with editors drawn from publishing and agenting
backgrounds.

Costs typically run from a few hundred pounds and upward for a
full novel. No service should promise publication - and the
reputable ones won't.

10



The free alternative

Beta readers and critique partners cost nothing and often deliver
more useful feedback than a paid report, if you choose them well.
Look for readers who are well-read in your genre, not friends who'll
spare your feelings, but people who understand the conventions
you're working with and whether you're meeting reader
expectations. Find them through local writing groups, Scribophile,
the Absolute Write forum, or genre-specific Facebook
communities.

One rule above all:

Don't submit to agents until someone has read and critiqued your
novel in its entirety. Getting third-party feedback to uncover issues
you can't see in your own work is critical, and it will only strengthen

your manuscript before it reaches a submission inbox.

Step 5: Improving a debut writer’s chances

What publishers actually want from a first-timer

Talent gets you in the room. Commercial fit is what gets you a deal.
Publishers are businesses, and debut authors are a risk, so the
more you can reduce that perceived risk before you submit, the
better your odds. There are three levers worth pulling: publication
credits, competitions, and platform.

Publication credits that still matter

Short fiction isn't the commercial route it once was (more on that in
Section 06), but publishing credits in respected literary magazines
do carry weight as a signal of craft and professional seriousness.
Mslexia's readership is itself a meaningful audience, and
publication in the magazine is a credible credit for a debut writer
building their submission profile. Granta is worth monitoring too —
a placement in the magazine, particularly in one of their themed
issues or their Best of Young British Novelists lists, has historically
been a career-defining moment for literary fiction writers.

Competitions worth entering

@ Novel competitions are one of the
most underused tools available to

debut authors. You don't need to win.
A longlist or shortlist is often enough
to attract agent attention. Agents are
always on the lookout for talent and
will sometimes ask for more material
from shortlisted or longlisted entrants,
even without a win.

The competitions with the strongest
track record in the UK include:

e the Bath Novel Award (open to unpublished and
independently published novelists in all adult genres, with
full manuscript feedback for shortlistees).

11



e The Bridport Prize (which has a novel category as well as
short fiction).

e The Curtis Brown/Women's Prize Discoveries programme
(free to enter, with the winner receiving £5,000 and
representation by Curtis Brown).

e The Penguin Michael Joseph Undiscovered Writers' Prize
which specifically targets authors from underrepresented
backgrounds, offering a publishing contract worth at least
£10,000 plus representation by Janklow & Nesbit, with all
shortlisted writers receiving one-to-one editorial feedback.

Building an author presence before you're published

Agents and publishers increasingly factor in author platform - not
just for non-fiction, where it's long been expected, but for
commercial fiction too.

This doesn't mean you need a viral following. It means having a
clear sense of who your readers are, some evidence that you've
started finding them, and a professional web presence that makes
you easy to discover.

The key principle: give readers something before you ask for
anything. Share your writing process, your influences, your reading
life.

Be a genuine participantin the literary community you want to join,
not just a marketer of your own work.

Step 6: Do short stories still open doors?

The honest answer: Sort of

Short fiction as a commercial route into book publishing is largely
gone. Most agents and publishers prioritise novel-length work, and
a collection of brilliant short stories won't, on its own, translate into
a novel deal. The factis, it's easier to get a novel published than a
short story collection. Agents typically avoid collections

because they're difficult to sell to publishers unless the author
is already well-known.

However, this doesn't mean short stories are useless:

e Whattheycan'tdoisreplace the novel.
e Whatthey can dois build the CV, sharpen the craft, and
open doors to a specific kind of credibility.

Where short fiction still counts

Publication credits in respected outlets signal to agents that you
take the work seriously and that editors have already backed your
voice.

The UK venues worth targeting include Mslexia, The Stinging Fly,
Structo, and the White Review, as well as competitions like the
BBC National Short Story Award (for writers with an existing
publication record) and the Bridport Prize.
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Keep in mind that some of the most successful published authors
have drawers full of unpublished short stories and manuscripts
that never found a publisher - but no word is wasted, because they
were honing their craft.

~ [ IT'S MY NEW
SHORT STORY.

When to stop and write the novel

If you've been publishing short fiction for a few years and it hasn't
generated meaningful agent interest for your longer work, it's a
signal - not to stop writing short fiction, but to shift your primary
submission energy to the novel.

Treat short stories as a craft training ground and a credibility
builder. They're not, by themselves, a path to a book deal.

Step 7: Self-publishing done properly

The baseline reality

Self-publishing has never been more accessible - and never more
crowded. The barriers to getting a book online are essentially zero,
which is also why visibility is so hard to achieve. It’s also a financial
black hole. The majority of self-published authors earn very
little. The ones who break out aren't lucky - they treat publishing as
a business from day one.

The minimum professional standard

Before you think about marketing your book, get the product right.
This means professional editing, a professionally designed
cover, and properly formatted files. These aren't optional extras.
Ensuring your book is discoverable means setting local UK pricing
and providing clean, complete metadata - description, keywords,
and correct categories - to boost both trade and online
discoverability. A book with a homemade cover and no metadata
strategy is invisible before it's even launched.

Which platform?

The two main platforms for UK self-publishers are KDP (Amazon's
Kindle Direct Publishing) and IngramSpark. They serve different
purposes and most serious indie authors use both. The Alliance of
Independent Authors recommends simultaneously publishing

13



print-on-demand on both KDP Print for Amazon's ecosystem and
IngramSpark for its global distribution to bookstores and libraries.

KDP gives you Amazon reach and up to 70% ebook royalties on
books priced between £2.99-£9.99. IngramSpark gets your physical
book into bookstore ordering systems. Without it, physical retail is
essentially closed to you.

Draft2Digital is also worth considering for distributing ebooks on
Apple Books, Kobo, and other platforms without managing each
separately.

The discoverability problem

Getting published is the easy part. Getting found is the hard part.
Your Amazon product page - the cover, description, keywords, and
category choices - functions as your primary shop window. Get

Spotting vanity presses

One warning worth repeating: there is a significant difference
between legitimate self-publishing platforms and vanity presses.
Legitimate platforms cost nothing to upload to (KDP and
IngramSpark are both free at the point of publication).

If acompany is asking you for thousands of pounds to publish your
book and promising distribution, that's a vanity press, not a self-
publishing service.

The Alliance of Independent Authors maintains a watchdog list of
recommended and non-recommended self-publishing services at
selfpublishingadvice.org.

Suggested budget for self-publishing in the UK

4

those wrong and no amount of social media
will compensate.

Beyond the page itself, the tools that actually move books for
self-published authors are:

e ARC (advance review copy) readers who post reviews
before launch

e Alaunch team of engaged supporters who create noise
on day one

e Newsletter advertising platforms like BookBub and
Written Word Media

e And, or genre fiction especially - Amazon Ads.

Budget tier: lean Budget tier: standard Budget tier: premium
£600-900 £1,500-2,500 £4,000+
Recommended for debut
Service Lean Standard Premium
Developmental editing = £500-900 £1,200-2,000
Copyediting [ proofreading £200-350 £350-600 £600-1,000
Cover design £150-300 £300-600 £600-1,500
Interior formatting £80-150 £150-250 £250-400
ISBNs (Nielsen UK) £89 £164 £164
Launch marketing £100-200 £300-600 £600-2,000+

14



Step 8: Building a readership before you

approach anyone

Why platform matters earlier than you think

Agents and publishers increasingly look at author platform as a
signal of commercial viability - not as a substitute for good writing,
but as evidence that the work might find an audience. And if you're
self-publishing, platform is everything.

You don't need a viral following, just a small, genuinely engaged
audience and the beginnings of a direct relationship with readers.

Newsletter over social media

The single most durable thing you can build is an email list. Social
platforms change, algorithms shift, and followers you've built over
years can become invisible overnight. An email list is yours. A
newsletter allows you to communicate directly with readers who
are already interested in your work. This means sharing updates
about your writing progress, new releases, and special offers and it
gives you more control over your audience than relying on social
media platforms, where algorithms can limit your reach.

For new and unpublished authors, Substack can be a useful tool
for building your profile while your book is out on submission to
agents and editors. In some cases, editors and publishers have
approached authors directly after discovering them on the
platform. However, as shown below, Substack also has problems
to overcome.

The truth about Substack

Starting out on Substack sounds straightforward — but the reality?
It's a grind. Here are the main hurdles new writers face:

Discoverability is brutal. Substack's biggest weakness for new
writers is discoverability - content from large accounts with
thousands of followers dominates. Without an existing audience,
growth is genuinely tough.

Spam suspensions hit out of nowhere. Writers have been
suspended after publishing their very first post, with no clear
explanation of what triggered it. And when it happens, your
subscriber list gets hidden, appeal responses take 40+ hours, and
accounts are sometimes flagged incorrectly.

Converting readers costs. On average, only 5.7% of free
subscribers convert to paid - meaning you'd need 175 free readers
just to land 10 paying customers.

BookTok and Bookstagram

These platforms can accelerate discovery, especially for genre
fiction. With over 200 billion views on #BookTok, it is currently the
most influential organic discovery platform available, working
particularly well for romance, fantasy, thriller, and YA. But viral
success is not a strategy. The principle that consistently works is
the 80/20 rule: 80% community content, 20% promotion. Show up
as areader and a participant in the literary world first. Build trust
before you ask for anything.

15



Step 9: What can you earn?

The writer’s Advance

The first thing most writers want to know when they get a book deal
is: how much? The honest answer for UK debut authors is that
most advances are modest.

On average, the advance for a debut author in the UK ranges
between £1,000 and £10,000, fluctuating based on genre,
publisher size, and market appeal. Commercial fiction and thrillers
tend toward the top of that range; literary fiction and niche non-
fiction sit lower.

The six-figure deals you read about in The Bookseller are real but
genuinely rare, and planning a career around them is not a strategy.

Advances are also paid in instalments - typically a third on signing,
a third on manuscript delivery, and a third on publication. That
means the final payment may come two years after signing, making
other income streams essential for debut authors relying on this
money.

The earn-out problem

Keep in mind that an advance is not a bonus, it's an advance
against future royalties.

On a paperback priced at £8.99 with a 10% royalty, an author earns
approximately 90p per copy. After earning out a £5,000 advance,

they will need to sell roughly 5,556 copies before any additional
royalty income arrives.

Industry data suggests only around 25% of books earn out their
advances. That doesn't mean failure. Publishers can still profit
from backlist sales, and it establishes your credibility for future
deals. But it does mean most debut authors won't see royalty
cheques beyond the initial payment.

How the long game works

The proportion of authors who earn all their income from writing
has dropped from 40% in 2006 to just 19% in 2022.

For most writers, especially early in a career, writing income is
supplemented by teaching, workshops, speaking, journalism,
editing, or other creative work.

Once again, this isn't failure, it's the reality for the vast majority of
professional authors at every stage. The writers who build
sustainable careers tend to treat the first book as a credential, not
a salary, and diversify from there.
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What your income could look like across a decade

STAGE 01

Debut
Year 0-1

£1k-£10k

First advance, paid in
instalments over 12-24
months. Most authors
supplement with teaching,
editing, journalism, or a day
job.

£70k
£60k

£50k

£40k 2;9’
£30k
£20k
”-
£10k
N |
£0

Debut

@ Advance income @ Royalties & rights

STAGE 02

Early career
Year 2-4

£8k-£20k

Second book advance. First
book backlist royalties if
earned out. Some speaking
or event income. Writing still
not primary income for
most.

Early career

STAGE 03

Established
Year 5-8

£20k-£50k

Larger advances on track
record. Backlist
compounding. Foreign
rights, audio deals.
Workshop and festival
income. Writing may
become primary
occupation.

Established

N Teaching [/ events [ other

STAGE 04

Mid-list author
Year 8-10+

£30k-£80k+

Multiple income streams:
advances, backlist royalties,
rights sales, teaching,
events. A small percentage
exceed this — most
professional authors settle
in this range.

7

Mid-list
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Step 10: The realistic path forwards

The UK publishing industry is genuinely difficult. But it is navigable
and this guide has tried to show you how.

The writers who make it tend to share a few things in common: They
understand the market they're writing for. They submit strategically
rather than hopefully. They seek honest feedback before they send
anything out. They build a readership while they're still writing. And
they treat writing as a long-term career rather than a single high-
stakes bet.

The controllables - craft, research, persistence, platform, and
realistic expectations - matter far more than luck, though luck
plays its role too. The key thing is to focus on what you can actually
change.

For ongoing guidance, the most reliable UK resources are:

e The Society of Authors (societyofauthors.org)

e Jericho Writers (jerichowriters.com),

e Reedsy (reedsy.com)

e QueryTracker (querytracker.net)

e The Alliance of Independent Authors
(selfpublishingadvice.org).

Now go and write that book.

////// 1y

About Chris Godfrey

Chris is a professional writer with more than 35 years’ experience
as a freelance creative. Currently, he is the founder of Freelance
Words — a marketing hub, Thrilla Films — a showcase for scripts for
TV and Film, and the forthcoming Darkhouse — a digital magazine
for new and emerging writers due for launch in Q4 2026.

Chris has been active in the UK advertising industry since the
1980’s, working for clients as varied as British Airways, Rothman’s
Tobacco, Pirelli Tyres, Fred Perry sportswear, Ford Motor Co, Wells
Fargo Bank and more. He also worked in the publishing industry as
a freelance editor, and was the CEO of White Knuckle Films, a Los
Angeles-based content producer to the major studios, TV networks
and streamers.
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