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LINGUISTIC INCLINATIONS IN QUERY LETTERS
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In traditional publishing, a writer sends out query letters in order to seek representation. 
Though previous query letter research has examined this document’s function when sub-
mitted to editors of magazines and journals, query letters submitted to agents for novels 
have only received attention from within the industry rather than as an object of academic 
inquiry. This study uses a corpus of query letters for fiction manuscripts to explore wheth-
er or not language proficiency and linguistic components bear weight on the success of 
querying authors. Ultimately, these findings stand as evidence of the empirical impact of 
language on acquisition odds and encourage further study on the matter. 

In the realm of traditional publishing, when 
a writer feels their manuscript is ready to 
transcend into the ranks of published 

novels, the next step for most is to acquire an 
agent: someone who represents the project on 
the writer’s behalf, acting as an intermediary 
between the author and potential publishers. 
Regardless of the agency, the genre, and the 
agent’s personal preferences, all manuscript 
submission guidelines require the inclusion 
of one thing: a query letter. Previous query 
letter research has examined the value of its 
function and the nuances of its rhetoric when 
directed at magazines (Jolliffe), nursing jour-
nals (Marinello and Hicks), and library science 
journals (Longmeier and Fagan, “Finding”; 
Longmeier and Fagan, “Library”). Drawing 
from Meris Longmeier and Jody Fagan’s defi-
nition for journal queries, the query letter is a 
professional document introducing the work 
and the writer, submitted to literary agents for 

representation consideration, which can also 
be defined as similar to a “cover letter for a 
job” with their degree of formal writing and 
their quest for writerly employment (“Library” 
270). Along these lines, previous cover letter 
research such as that of Pia Brandt and Philipp 
Herzberg–which found that language analysis 
can predict application success–has presented 
a call for future research to “test if [the] find-
ings hold true in other application contexts 
and job specializations” (427). Given the noted 
similarities between cover letters and query let-
ters, perhaps the traditional publishing indus-
try’s query letters may be perfect for heeding 
that call.

My working knowledge of how to craft a 
query letter stems from nearly a decade’s worth 
of experience as a fiction novel writer and five 
years spent in the querying trenches. It wasn’t 
until this last fall that I realized that I had never 
truly stopped to consider what, exactly, made 
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a query letter effective versus what did not. All 
of my advice on how to craft these letters was 
based on what I had picked up from my agent-
ed friends, industry experts like agents at con-
ferences, and from a copy of How to Publish 
Your Book by Jane Friedman that I’d been gift-
ed back when I first started querying. At this 
point last year, fellow writers were beginning 
to approach me for query critiques and letter 
advice for their young adult and adult fiction 
manuscripts. While I was happy to give advice 
and edits based on my working relationship 
with rhetoric, grammar, and language, I still 
felt that there was more I could do. It wasn’t 
until I was prompted by a textual analysis proj-
ect in one of my writing studies courses that I 
was urged to answer my earlier question: how 
does one write a query letter that sings?

My analysis is, in part, an attempt to an-
swer this question. This study concerns itself 
first with existing in-industry guidelines to 
establish a baseline for what publishing pro-
fessionals feel these particular letters should 
look like. From there, I introduce research in 
adjacent linguistic fields to explore the impli-
cation of query letter language proficiency and 
linguistic components on the success of query-
ing authors. Ultimately, these results serve to 
provide potential reasoning as to whether or 
not there is an empirical definition for what a 
successful query looks like, along with wheth-
er or not the language of query letters should 
continue to be considered for study both in the 
publishing industry and as a focus in academ-
ic research.

ONGOING CONTEXTS 
AND CONVERSATIONS

IN-INDUSTRY ADVICE

Several literary agencies have query advice 
included in their submission pages: Trident 
Media Group states the letter “should in-
clude only a paragraph about yourself, a brief 
plot synopsis, and your contact information” 
(“Submissions”). Writers House, however, asks 
that the query letter contains the writer’s “cre-
dentials” and “an explanation of what makes 
your book unique and special” (“Agents + 
Submissions”). Other agencies, such as Folio 
Literary Management, have more detailed 
guidelines: “no longer than one page,” with “a 
catchy but professional introduction” and “de-
tails about the project in a short paragraph” 
(“Submitting Fiction”). Although these agen-
cies are beginning to establish some vague 
definitions for what a query letter should con-
tain, these guidelines lack the concrete detail 
necessary to establish what an optimal letter 
consists of linguistically. 

A vast source of advice within the industry 
comes from individuals with experience in the 
writing community: people who have earned 
offers of representation and have developed a 
working knowledge of query letter craft. The 
advice for query letters suddenly becomes more 
specific: the details of the project now mean 
the “genre/category, word count, title/subti-
tle” and “a description of [the] story” at around 
“150-300 words” (Friedman, “The Complete 
Guide”). However, some elements maintain 
their vagueness, such as personal information, 
described as “something about yourself, usually 
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50-100 words” (Friedman, “The Complete 
Guide”). Another author details in her blog 
post that the letter should “quickly introduce 
[the] novel with title, word count, and genre;” 
“summarize [the] book in one or maybe two 
paragraphs;” and include one’s “writing cre-
dentials,” with a note “comparing [the] novel 
to other similar books” as optional (Hawk). 
This advice is directly contradicted by another 
author, who suggests that the book’s pitch or 
plot should be contained in “two to three para-
graphs” and that the metadata–the facts and 
specifications of the manuscript being que-
ried–ought to include “two comps, or ‘compa-
rable’ titles,” as it is “important” for convey-
ing a grasp of the “current market” (Fulmer). 
While these writing blogs are distinctly pre-
dominant and often chief resources for fledg-
ling creators, their advice could also be a direct 
result of the author’s personal—and potential-
ly emotional—experience with publishing. In 
order to determine if it is possible to empiri-
cally define an ideal query letter, the conver-
sations outside of the industry must be consid-
ered as well; in short, those within the scope of 
empirical research studies. 

ACADEMIC CONVERSATIONS

In a more academic context, previous research 
on query letters appears rather varied. One 
study examined the effectiveness of query let-
ters based on a set of criteria: “writer experi-
ence, skill displayed, research, article idea, 
appropriateness to the market, and overall 
quality” (Jolliffe 1). While the study seems 
to suggest that the letters’ intended audience 
was drawn most to the marketable appeal and 

the writer’s skill, this study was conducted on 
query letters for magazines, not with respect 
to query letters for full-length fictional novels. 
More research and advice prevails with respect 
to Library and Information Science (LIS). One 
article, in particular, explores how to write a 
successful query letter to the LIS journal ac-
cording to its general purpose: a query letter 
is one’s chance to “‘sell’ [them]selves” to the 
recipients (Longmeier and Fagan, “ Finding” 
270). This research responds and expands 
upon that of Michael Marinello and Rodney 
Hicks, who establish that the query ought to 
contain an introduction, which “demonstrates 
alignment of the work, (. . .) [and] positions the 
work in context of the (. . .) audience” (147). 
Such advice serves to further emphasize the 
importance of the metadata in conveying the 
manuscript’s appeal to readers. Both of these 
studies, however applicable their findings may 
be for crafting a query letter to an agent, are 
written with respect to query letters received 
by editors. Another article by Longmeier 
and Fagan, “Library & Information Science 
Journal Editors’ Views on Query Letters,” also 
discusses the appeal and necessity of query let-
ters from the editorial point of view. They sug-
gest that in the context of “professional writing 
tips for library science, query letters are spe-
cifically addressed in the writing of book pro-
posals” (900). While their stance holds true for 
personal reflections as seen by the blog posts 
or by examining the official suggestions by 
various literary agencies, the brunt of peer-re-
viewed research and analysis of query letter 
construction does not appear at present to be 
centered in letters intended for agents in tradi-
tional publishing. 
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Though there are many blog posts, guide-
lines, paid seminars, and conference workshops 
available to writers to craft a query letter, there 
is little uniform definition outside of the three 
main components of the letter: the metadata, 
the plot, and the biography. And few of these 
agent and author-led advice events for query-
ing have examined the actual elemental differ-
ences between successful query letter content 
and unsuccessful query letter content; as such, 
there exists a gap in the context of publishing 
where I find myself looking for answers. Do 
query letter contents for fiction manuscripts 
differ linguistically from overall writing and, 
when applicable, traditional story language; if 
so, do query letter contents differ significant-
ly with respect to the unsuccessful queries or 
the successful ones? Here, overall writing re-
fers to the language comprising the cumulative 
categories of writing, such as technical, formal, 
social, and personal, as defined and outlined 
by the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 
(LIWC) database (Boyd et al.). Traditional 
story language is similarly defined as the over-
all linguistic concentrations of novels and short 
stories that have been traditionally published 
and are contained within the LIWC’s referen-
tial database (Boyd et al.). 

METHODOLOGY
Ryan Boyd and Andrew Schwartz decree that 
psychological language analysis can provide 
potential insights into the psychological func-
tioning of the language itself. This sentiment 
is shared and bolstered by Yla Tausczik and 
James Pennebaker, who have crowned this age 
as a “technological revolution” for its ability 

to produce pragmatic analyses and insights 
into how language functions in a plethora of 
settings (24). This method of study has been 
applied to several different fields and research 
pursuits, from the autobiographies of famous 
persons to determine their internal processing 
(Ferrer and Ponterotto) to the necessity of cov-
er letters in appealing to hiring minds (Brandt 
and Herzberg).

My study is the first to examine query let-
ters with respect to the psychological facets of 
their language. It employs the LIWC’s refer-
ential dictionary and database, which is made 
up of over 12,000 words and 100 dictionaries 
that underwent a highly nuanced and detailed 
seven-step process in order to be capable of 
processing text and rating the diction’s cate-
gorical prevalences (“How It Works”). Defined 
in plainer terms, the LIWC “reads a given text 
and compares each word in the text to the list 
of dictionary words and calculates the percent-
age of total words in the text that match each 
of the dictionary categories” (“How It Works”). 
By arranging and identifying the language fre-
quencies and inclinations, the program is able 
to quickly and efficiently highlight any trends 
in the language, along with what those par-
ticular trends relate to in psychological terms. 
In order to display the raw data and draw de-
scriptive statistics from it, this study also uses 
IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Scienc-
es (SPSS), specifically the Statistics Version 28. 

To compile a corpus of query letters, I pre-
sented a call for query letter submissions to col-
leagues and strangers alike in the writing com-
munity via the #WritingCommunity hashtag 
on social media (namely, the platform formerly 
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known as Twitter), obtaining writers’ permis-
sion to use letters they voluntarily submitted to 
me for the purposes of this analysis. From an 
initial number of 38 letters, 20 letters were se-
lected at random to form the corpus, specifical-
ly with ten random successful queries and ten 
random unsuccessful queries. Each letter was 
labeled using a simple alpha-numerical system, 
with the queries referenced by the letter “Q” 
followed by a number ranging from 1-20 to re-
flect its place in the sample. The individual let-
ters then underwent a cursory pass to remove 
identifying information, such as social media 
handles and email addresses. I hand-coded 
each based on three key elements: “P” for the 
plot of the novel being pitched, “B” for the bi-
ographical information about the author, and 
“M” for the novel’s metadata. Each of the 20 
letters was entered into the LIWC program 
and analyzed for word count, and nine cate-
gories chosen from the LIWC database, name-
ly “I” words, positive tonal language, negative 
tonal language, social words, cognitive pro-
cessing, allure, moralization, analytic language 
and authentic language (see below for further 
details). The queries were then divided into the 
three elemental parts established above and re-
introduced to the LIWC accordingly. Lastly, 
the letters were divided one final time between 
the queries that received offers of representa-
tion versus the ones that did not. The numbers 
produced by the LIWC were then transferred 
into the SPSS and analyzed accordingly (see 
Appendices 1-4 for a full account of the data).

The participants were members of the writ-
ing community, some of whom I knew prior to 
their decision to volunteer and some of whom I 
did not. I did not ask for, nor did I require, the 
submission of demographic information such 
as gender, identity, or age. I did not receive ex-
plicit permission to quote the actual letters, so 
I have not included them directly.

RESULTS

DESCRIPTIVE 
STATISTICS OVERVIEW

The queries averaged a length of 320.80 words 
long. Divided into the three primary compo-
nents, the plot held the highest average word 
count of 189.10 words, with the biography 
averaging 62.15 and the metadata averaging 
66.30 (see table 1). These findings do align 
with Friedman, in that the plot’s range of 
106.00 to 310.00 adheres to her advice of keep-
ing the story’s description at around “150-300 
words” (Friedman, “The Complete Guide”). 
This may further suggest that it is the range 
most frequently used by querying authors. 
However, the biography’s range of 0.00 to 
175.00 does not align as well with her sug-
gestion of “50-100 words” (Friedman, “The 
Complete Guide”). Indeed, two queries lacked 
a biography entirely; five queries lacked a full 
biography section, though they contained at 
least one of its elements; two queries lacked a 
full metadata section, though they contained 
at least one of its components.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics Overview

 LIWC Averages LIWC Story Averages 
Full Query 

Means 
Plot 

Means 
Biography 

Means 
Metadata 

Means 

Word Count   320.8 189.1 62.15 66.3 

I Words 4.27 3.22 1.93 0.12 6.79 1.58 

Allure 6.95 5.48 4.71 4.89 5.43 4.02 

Moralization 0.26 0.21 0.43 0.55 0.05 0.28 

Analytic 49.63 60.28 79.66 75.8 72.15 87.52 

Authentic 49.95 39.78 14.34 9 47.33 18.3 

 

As stated in the methodology, this study 
sought to examine whether or not the various 
concentrations of elemental components in the 
queries differed significantly from their con-
centrations as reflected in overall writing and 
traditional story language. The LIWC averag-
es for these two modes of writing serve as a 
reference from which the query letters could be 
compared, with “LIWC Averages” indicating 
that the variable correlates to the LIWC’s over-
all writing average and “LIWC Story Averages” 
indicating it correlates to the LIWC’s average 
for traditional story language (see table 1).

“I” WORDS

“I” words are those words that refer to the self, 
such as “I,” “me,” and “my” (Boyd et al.). This 
variable, in particular, was selected in order to 
see to what degree the self is referred to in the 
queries, paying particular attention to the bi-
ographical section, assuming the more authors 

had to say about themselves in terms of relevant 
experience, the more they would need to use 
personal pronouns. Studying the Descriptive 
Statistics Overview revealed that none of the 
mean statistics for the frequency of “I” words 
in the queries were similar to the LIWC’s over-
all frequency of 4.27: the overall query had a 
mean of 1.93; the plot’s was .11; the metadata’s 
was 1.58 (see table 1). Predictably, of the four 
groups, the biography was the only one that 
contained a prevalence of “I” words above av-
erage, with a mean of 6.79 (see Table 1). Seeing 
as the current in-industry advice and academic 
conversation has solidified the biography as the 
part of the query letter that is designated for 
introducing oneself and one’s applicable pub-
lishing experience, this increased frequency 
may be indicative of the high concentration of 
words required to refer to the self in order to 
speak on one’s accomplishments and grounds 
for writing the manuscript. 
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ALLURE

Given the query letter’s function as a business 
or sales pitch from writers to agents, it became 
especially pertinent to examine the prevalence 
of allure in the queries as well. The coding for 
this particular facet of linguistic examination 
focuses on words that are indicative of a mo-
tive or desire, such as “know,” “have,” or “like” 
(Boyd et al. 12). Because the LIWC categorizes 
allure as a facet of motive, perhaps the allure of 
a query influences an agent’s desire in offering 
representation. The mean for overall allure in 
average writing was 6.95 (see table 1). In com-
parison, the average concentration of allure in 
both the overall queries–with a mean of 4.71–
and the individual plot, biography, and meta-
data sections–with means of 4.89, 5.43, and 
4.02, respectively–were all under the average 
(see table 1). This may suggest that the actual 
inclusion of motivational language is not a key 
component of the queries.

MORALIZATION

One finding that stood out, in particular, was 
the frequency of moralization-coded language 
in both the overall queries and the plots, spe-
cifically. In this case, moralized language ex-
ists in any words that impose a moral dichoto-
my or stance upon the literature, such as words 
like “wrong,” “honor,” “deserve,” and “judge” 
(Boyd et al. 11). Of the four variables, only 
that of the overall queries and the plots were 
noticeably larger than the LIWC’s overall av-
erage of .26 and the LIWC’s story average of 
.21 (see table 1), with the plot specifically being 
more than double those averages with its mean 

of .55 (see table 1). A possible explanation for 
this result may be that because the query’s plot 
is specifically designed to introduce the pro-
tagonist(s) along with the obstacle that they 
encounter and what stakes are present, often-
times the plots contain a choice the character is 
forced to make: head versus heart; mind versus 
matter; duty versus love; so on and so forth.

ANALYTIC LANGUAGE

Analytical language was coded to identify 
any metrics of “logical” or “formal thinking” 
(Boyd et al. 11); in this case, it is most likely 
that the LIWC was detecting the latter when 
processing the language present in the query 
letters. Much like an office email, these letters 
have standard opening and closing remarks 
that were noticed in all 20 of the letters. These 
letters, with their polite openers of “Dear 
Agent” and respectful closings that thanked 
the agent for their “time and consideration,” 
seem to suggest a widespread understanding 
and employment of formal writing regarding 
query letter construction. Concerning the 
degree of analytical language in these letters 
compared to writing elsewhere, the descriptive 
statistics revealed that all four variables con-
tained higher grades of analytic writing than 
both of the control variables (see Table 1). The 
highest of all four belonged to the metadata, 
with a mean of 87.52 (see Table 1). Seeing as 
the metadata seeks to classify the manuscript 
based on several objective elements as defined 
by the current in-industry advice–more spe-
cifically, the word count, genre, title, intended 
audience, comparable titles, and content warn-
ings–this evidence would suggest that this is 
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also the section that retains the most detached, 
formal and objective language to convey these 
essential details. 

AUTHENTIC LANGUAGE

In stark contrast, the frequency of authentic 
language does not seem to share in the statis-
tical fervor of the analytic coding. Authentic 
language has been defined as any language 
that denotes “perceived honesty” or “genuine-
ness” (Boyd et al. 11). This coding was selected 
as a counter for the analytic language to see 
exactly how the two would compare and con-
trast. This time, when comparing the variables 
to the controls, each sits distinctly below the 
averages for the overall language authentic fre-
quency (see Table 1). The only variable that 
came close to meeting the average was that of 
the biographical section. I found myself liken-
ing this data to what I would expect to see in 
a cover letter: though the document strives for 
professionalism and businesslike conduct, it 

also demands a certain degree of authenticity 
that would be found in the section where the 
candidate (or in this case, the querying author) 
is expected to introduce their previous rele-
vant experience.

UNSUCCESSFUL VERSUS 
SUCCESSFUL QUERIES

Of the 20 letters that comprised the original 
corpus, half were queries that never resulted 
in an offer of representation, while half were 
the letters that landed the writers their agents. 
In order to see whether or not there were any 
differences between the language of successful 
queries and unsuccessful queries, the LIWC’s 
stats for unsuccessful queries were compiled 
and compared to the compiled stats for the 
successful queries (see table 2). From there, 
IBM’s SPSS Statistics program was used again 
to run the descriptive statistics for the queries 
to minimize inserting human bias and error 
into the calculations.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Unsuccessful Queries Versus Successful Queries

 LIWC Av. 
LIWC 

Story Av, 
U. Full 
Query 

S. Full 
Query U. Plot S. Plot U. Biography S. Biography U. Metadata S. Metadata 

Word Count   312.8 328.8 178.9 199.3 67.1 57.2 63.1 69.5 

I Words 4.27 3.22     7.83 5.5   

Allure 6.95 5.48 4.84 4.58       

Moralization 0.26 0.21   0.32 0.78     

Analytic 49.63 60.28 75.17 84.15 73.06 78.54 74.21 69.56 83.77 91.27 

Authentic 49.95 39.78 20.53 8.15 13.52 4.5 45.92 49.09 26.37 10.23 

 



40   |   Young Scholars in Writing

My initial observation was that the mean 
statistics for the unsuccessful queries were dis-
similar to those of the successful queries. The 
first notable difference was that, on average, 
the successful queries were longer than the un-
successful ones (see Table 2). Even when exam-
ining the outliers for both, the successful que-
ries had higher word counts overall. This may 
be the result of several confounding variables: 
that the unsuccessful queries have less to say, 
that their writers were consciously reluctant to 
write longer queries, or that they were uncon-
sciously unaware of the length’s impact. 

“I” WORDS

Not every mean examined reflected this trend, 
though. I inspected the biographical sections 
of the queries for each group to see whether or 
not there was a linguistic difference between 
the two, namely a variance in the frequency 
of words that refer to the self. Initially, I felt 
that if the query letter contained more talk 
about the writer’s publishing accomplishments 
to date, the agents would feel they were a bet-
ter candidate. However, the frequency of “I” 
words in the failed queries ended up being 
higher, with a mean of 1.83 versus a mean of 
.47 for the successful queries (see Table 2). This 
directly contradicted the original assumption 
by suggesting that this part of the letters fac-
tors differently than previously hypothesized. 
It is worth mentioning here that two of the 
successful queries that were picked during the 
random selection lacked a biographical section. 
Drawing from previous LIWC research that 
suggests the usage of “personal pronouns” can 
“reflect attentional allocation” (Tausczik and 

Pennebaker 30), this might offer a window into 
the reader’s perception of the writer and their 
work. Furthermore, given that readers pick up 
on signals about writer identity in anonymous 
review processes (Tardy and Matsuda), it may 
be that queries highlighting a greater focus on 
the self through the heightened use of first-per-
son are perceived negatively by readers.

MORALIZATION

As shown in the initial descriptive statistics, 
there was a large concentration of moralized 
language in the section that serves to pitch the 
story’s premise. The mean concentration of 
moralization in the unsuccessful queries was 
.32; in the successful ones, it was .78 (see Table 
2). I returned to my corpus and noticed that 
the unsuccessful queries that had the highest 
counts of moralized language were also the 
queries that, while they did not receive an of-
fer of representation, they did have the most 
requests (either for a partial submission of the 
first three chapters or 50 pages, or a full request 
of the complete manuscript) based on the data 
each writer provided to me. This substantial 
finding suggests that the ability of the writer 
to clearly elaborate on the moral dilemma the 
character is confronted with in the story is a 
significant factor in the agent’s decision, be it 
to request further material or offer representa-
tion. The strength of these findings prompts 
a secondary question similar to Brandt and 
Herzberg’s about whether cover letter language 
is indicative of application decisions and is 
perhaps suitable for further research: given the 
plot summary’s ability to moralize lends itself 
so intimately to the query’s ultimate verdict, is 
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this section all that is necessary to predict the 
letter’s success? 

ANALYTIC LANGUAGE

The successful queries had a higher concentra-
tion of analytic language, or formal writing, 
with a mean of 84.14 versus a mean of 75.12 
(see Table 2). The unsuccessful ones catered 
more towards warm, either informal or per-
sonalized diction, as supported by the finding 
above about increased uses of the first person. 
Two of the queries (one successful, one unsuc-
cessful) in the corpus were made exclusively to 
send to one agent and, as such, contained more 
personalized diction that addressed a specific 
individual. This leads me to suggest that, as 
Longmeier and Fagan suggest, treating the 
query letters as a business proposal is more ef-
fective than a connective pitch. Speaking from 
my own experience, I do feel that this held 
true for me: the projects I pitched wherein I 
attempted to personalize my query for every 
agent ultimately fizzled out faster and earned 
fewer requests than the ones in which I em-
ployed a more impersonal tone.

DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS

These results suggest that there is a distinct 
difference between query letter language and 
average writing, be it overall writing or tradi-
tional story language. Between the letters that 
died in the querying trenches and the ones 
that went on to earn their writers an agent, 
this LIWC research also reveals key differenc-
es in linguistic components between success-
ful and unsuccessful query letters. However, 
I acknowledge that descriptive statistics and 

analysis aside, my corpus size stands to poten-
tially limit the significance of these findings. 
Where the numbers that drove the overall 
mean up higher were concentrated primarily 
in the successful queries, such as was the case 
with the moralization and the analytic lan-
guage, this was not the case for the “I” words in 
the biography. This raises a question of the bi-
ographical information’s importance, one that 
this analysis cannot answer definitively here, 
and calls for further study with an increased 
corpus. Similarly, more LIWC research could 
be conducted to suggest more strongly whether 
or not a query letter’s success can be defined by 
particular linguistic elements. Other questions 
include whether personal demographics im-
pact the resulting textual and statistical anal-
ysis and also whether the particular fictional 
genre being queried makes a difference; I did 
not specify a genre, other than that the manu-
script was fictional in nature.

Given that research devoted to query let-
ters remains at present largely unexplored, the 
potential for further study that reflects either 
previous research or contemporary factors is 
rather high. Tardy and Matsuda were able to 
discern how, where anonymized manuscripts 
were examined by journal editors, elements of 
authorial identity were assumed; having agents 
conduct an anonymized query letter read could 
further expand the results of this research1.

1. After this research was conducted, generative AI 
came to our attention, and I was struck by its ability 
to create query letters of its own with a few basic 
prompts. It could be of merit to have letters written 
by artificial intelligence compared to those written 
by humans to see if agency does in fact play a crucial 
role in determining query letter success.
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Tausczik and Pennebaker point out that the 
study of language and psychology’s interwoven 
nature is “in its earliest stages” (30). Regard-
less of the field, the document(s) examined, 
and the nature of its creation, the value of con-
tinuing to broaden the scope of this field and 
its findings is monumentally high. Be it that 
the query letter language itself is what elicited 
the offers of representation or that it was some 
other extraneous, confounding variable, the 
queries examined in my rhetorical analysis do, 
in fact, reflect a significant difference in the 
concentrations of certain linguistic elements 
with respect to the LIWC’s average language 
and average traditional story language. I be-
lieve that to be reason enough for why a query 
letter’s linguistic construction deserves sincere 
consideration. 

MOVING FORWARD: THE FUTURE 
OF TRADITIONAL QUERYING

This research contributes evidence in sup-
port of a query letter’s linguistic impact on its 
subsequent success, creating a framework for 

empirically defining what a query ought to 
look like as well as encouraging the current 
discussion to consider the linguistic compo-
nents more closely alongside the elemental 
components. Further research may serve to 
broaden publishing’s horizons by making que-
rying more accessible, especially with regard 
to groups that have been historically margin-
alized by traditional publishing. It is my firm 
hope that this research presents encouraging 
statistical evidence in favor of considering 
language as a tool for directly impacting and 
improving a querying writer’s chances for suc-
cess. Furthermore, I believe this study stands 
to advocate for the continued use and merit of 
examining query letters (and other genre texts) 
with respect to their psychology. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The author wishes to thank Doug Downs for 
his extensive guidance and support and Shurli 
Makmillen for her critical eye and insight-
ful edits.

WORKS CITED
“Agents + Submissions.” Writers House, A Literary Agency, https://www.writershouse.com/submissions. 
Boyd, Ryan L. et al. The Development and Psychometric Properties of LIWC-22. LIWC, 2022, https://

www.liwc.app/static/documents/LIWC-22%20Manual%20-%20Development%20and%20Psycho-
metrics.pdf 

Boyd, Ryan L., and Andrew H. Schwartz. “Natural Language Analysis and the Psychology of Verbal 
Behavior: The Past, Present, and Future States of the Field.” Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 
vol.40, no. 1, 2021, pp. 21–41, https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X20967028. 

Brandt, Pia Magdalena, and Philipp Yorck Herzberg. “Is a Cover Letter Still Needed? Using LIWC to 
Predict Application Success.” International Journal of Selection and Assessment, vol. 28, no. 4, 2020, pp. 
417–29, https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsa.12299. 

https://www.writershouse.com/submissions
https://www.liwc.app/static/documents/LIWC-22%20Manual%20-%20Development%20and%20Psychometrics.pdf
https://www.liwc.app/static/documents/LIWC-22%20Manual%20-%20Development%20and%20Psychometrics.pdf
https://www.liwc.app/static/documents/LIWC-22%20Manual%20-%20Development%20and%20Psychometrics.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X20967028
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsa.12299


Quick   |    43

Ferrer, Caitlin, and Joseph Ponterotto. “Exploring the Final Years of the Life of John F. Kennedy Jr.: A 
Mixed Methods Psychobiographical Case Study.” Qualitative Report, vol. 25, no. 10, 2020, pp. 3583–
3601, https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.4504. 

Friedman, Jane. How to Publish Your Book. The Great Courses, 2015. 
———. “The Complete Guide to Query Letters.” Jane Friedman, 18 Dec. 2022, https://www.janefried-

man.com/query-letters/. 
Fulmer, Erin. “The 5 Essential Ingredients of an Effective Query Letter.” Erin Fulmer, 7 Mar. 2022, https://

erinfulmer.com/2022/03/07/five-ingredient-query-letter/. 
Hawk, Tiffany. “How to Write a Query Letter That Wows Literary Agents + Template.” Tiffany Hawk, 

https://www.tiffanyhawk.com/blog/how-to-write-an-awesome-personalized-query-letter. 
“How It Works.” LIWC, www.liwc.app/help/howitworks. 
Jolliffe, Lee. Magazine Article Placement: How Editors, Regular Contributors, and Novice Writers Rate Query 

Letters. 1989, https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED311507. 
Longmeier, Meris M., and Fagan, Jody C. “Finding a Good Fit Faster: Tips for Writing Query Letters to LIS 

Journals.” College & Research Libraries News, 2021, vol. 82, no. 6, pp. 269–77, https://doi.org/10.5860/
crln.82.6.269. 

———. “Library and Information Science Journal Editors’ Views on Query Letters.” College & Research 
Libraries, 2021, vol. 82, no.6, pp. 899-922, https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.82.6.899. 

Marinello, Michael, and Rodney W. Hicks. “Reemphasizing the Value of Query Letters in the Digital Age.” 
Journal of the American Association of Nurse Practitioners, vol. 31, no. 3, 2019, pp. 147–48, https://doi.
org/10.1097/JXX.0000000000000200. 

“Submissions.” Trident Media Group Literary Agency, 8 Nov. 2019, https://www.tridentmediagroup.com/
submissions/. 

“Submitting Fiction.” Folio Literary Management, https://www.foliolit.com/fiction-queries. 
Tardy, Christine M., and Paul Kei Matsuda. “The Construction of Author Voice by Editorial Board Members.” 

Written Communication, vol. 26, no. 1, 2009, pp. 32–52, https://doi.org/10.1177/0741088308327269. 
Tausczik, Yla, and James Pennebaker. “The Psychological Meaning of Words: LIWC and Computerized 

Text Analysis Methods.” Journal of Language and Social Psychology, vol. 29, no. 1, 2010, pp. 24–54. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X09351676. 

https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.4504
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
https://erinfulmer.com/2022/03/07/five-ingredient-query-letter/
https://erinfulmer.com/2022/03/07/five-ingredient-query-letter/
https://www.tiffanyhawk.com/blog/how-to-write-an-awesome-personalized-query-letter
http://www.liwc.app/help/howitworks
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED311507
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.82.6.269
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.82.6.269
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.82.6.899
https://doi.org/10.1097/JXX.0000000000000200
https://doi.org/10.1097/JXX.0000000000000200
https://www.tridentmediagroup.com/submissions/
https://www.tridentmediagroup.com/submissions/
https://www.foliolit.com/fiction-queries
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741088308327269
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X09351676


44   |   Young Scholars in Writing

APPENDIX 1: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS BROAD OVERVIEW



Quick   |    45

APPENDIX 2: LIWC AVERAGES FOR CHOSEN VARIABLES
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