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The ISBN Problem
Once you assign an ISBN (International Standard Book Number) to a

book, you’re essentially giving that version a digital fingerprint. It
becomes trackable, categorized, and most importantly—publicly
registered. This means agents and publishers can look up your book, its
sales data (or lack thereof), and its publishing history. If you’ve
independently released your book and it’s already on the market, most
traditional publishers will see it as “previously published.”

Why does this matter? Traditional publishers want to acquire new,
untested manuscripts that they can develop, edit, market, and distribute
under their own terms—including assigning a new ISBN under their
own publishing imprint. When a book has already been published and
assigned an ISBN, it is effectively no longer new.

Perception of Rigsk

Literary agents and publishers are in the business of mitigating risk. If
your book has been published—even independently—they will want to
know how it performed. Did it sell? Did it gain a following?
Unfortunately, if your book didn’t sell at least 100,000 copies or more, it
likely won’t be considered successful by industry standards. This makes
it harder to pitch your book as a viable product for re-release, and
agents will often see it as a higher risk than a brand-new manuscript.
From their perspective, it’s easier and more strategic to represent a
completely unpublished manuscript, which allows them full control
over the editing, branding, marketing, and ISBN assignment.

The Agent’s Dilemma

Agents typically work on commission, and they’re looking to sell books
to traditional publishers. If your book has already been published—even
through an informal route like direct upload or print-on-demand with
your own ISBN—they lose the ability to offer something new to a
publisher. This significantly limits their incentive to represent your
work.

Moreover, agents are often juggling dozens of projects. A previously
published manuscript with lukewarm performance adds complication
and decreases the chances of a successful deal. As a result, most literary
agents will reject previously published books unless you’ve sold a
massive number of copies independently, or built a platform that
ensures future sales.
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In today’s evolving publishing landscape, writers
have more access than ever to put their work into
the world. But with that access comes decisions that
can impact your long-term opportunities,
particularly with traditional publishers and literary
agents.

One of the most misunderstood choices emerging
authors make is publishing their book outside of a
formal publishing pathway—such as uploading it
directly to Amazon or another platform and
assigning it an ISBN without going through a
recognized self-publishing service or traditional
publisher. While this might seem like a smart way to
get your work out quickly, it can come with serious
consequences.
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What You Can Do Instead
If you want a future in traditional publishing, here’s
what to consider before taking the plunge:

1.Avoid assigning an ISBN yourself unless you are
committed to a long-term self-publishing strategy.

2.Don’t publish prematurely just to “get it out
there.” It’s better to wait and revise than to lock
yourself into a version you can’t easily reclaim.

3.Query agents first before taking the DIY route.

4.If you self-publish, make sure your strategy is
strong—including a professional editor, cover
designer, and marketing plan—to give it the best
chance of commercial success.

Publishing your book independently without proper planning can

feel empowering—but in many cases, it limits your future

opportunities more than it opens them. Once a book is published

with an ISBN—especially one assigned outside of a traditional or

established self-publishing house—it’s no longer considered

“new,” and traditional publishing options become much harder to
pursue.

So, before you hit “publish,” think long-term. Your best shot at a
career in traditional publishing might be holding off until the
right opportunity comes along.



