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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

AGMA is a professional association in Finland representing Agents and Managers. These are 

mainly businesses who are representing Clients (who might be companies, collectives, or 

individual talent) in the Creative Industries sector. AGMA’s membership consists of companies 

often representing their Clients as sales partners; many are also active in Product Development, 

Marketing, Customer Relations and Business Strategy. 

  

The following market study was commissioned by AGMA in Spring 2018 to gain a deeper insight 

into the Agency sector in North America. On a regional level, this study focuses primarily on 

New York, Los Angeles, and (in Canada) Toronto and Vancouver, as these are the major hubs. 

The goal is to assist its members with strategic planning, market positioning and market entry 

into the USA and Canada. 

 

Unlike in Europe, where there is a stronger overlap between the activities of managers and 

agents, within the US and Canada there is a clear differentiation.  The key difference is that 

where agents act as a formal representative soliciting and negotiating work on behalf of their 

clients, a manager’s role is more loosely defined. In North America’s two most important 

entertainment hubs (New York and California), managers must partner with a licensed agent in 

order to solicit work on behalf of their clients. 

 

The agent’s role in North America is varied and depends greatly upon which sector of the 

creative industry is being discussed. The motivation and necessity for creative talent to work 

with agents also varies by sector, as does the value that agents can provide. At their core, 

however, most agents are responsible for two things: 1) finding work for their clients; and 2) 

negotiating on the client’s behalf and looking out for their best interest. Some agents can also 

play a role in mentoring and career development. 

 

This study refers to the following defined sectors:  

 Film and TV 

 Performing Arts 

 Literary Fiction 

 Design 

 

Within these sectors, the focus is on creative activities that are currently represented in AGMA’s 

membership. Our report was collated using desk research alongside telephone interviews from 

various sources in the diverse defined subsectors of the Creative Industries.  

 

Specifically, we have spoken with agencies as well as creative talent across the four target 

sectors for this report. Agency is not a defined industry nor does one single business model fit 
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all sectors. Each subsector has therefore been analysed individually to be able to define the 

varied roles of agents and managers. 

 

2. OVERVIEW OF AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN NORTH AMERICA 

 

Agents and managers in North America, much like Europe, are the intermediaries between 

artists and the business side of the arts.  

 

While still more prominent in the traditional areas like music, film, modelling, and performing, 

agents today are present in nearly every creative application. Agents represent talent ranging 

from actors, directors, authors, and stage performers (the “traditional” fields), to more 

conventional artistic talent such as designers and illustrators. Today’s agents also assist the likes 

of event speakers, comedians, video game designers, choreographers, as well as tapping into 

emerging areas like internet influencers, digital publishing, and social media stars. 

 

In North America an agent differs in very important ways from a manager. While both play a 

role in “representing” creative talent, agents get paid to carry out an official function in securing 

and negotiating work for their clients, whereas a manager’s role is more informal. Managers 

are friends and strategic advisors, and may provide support and guidance in helping to develop 

an artist’s career (some agents also perform this role). The major difference is that agents are 

typically a regulated business, while managers play a more comprehensive role in an artist’s 

career but are not generally bound by the same rules as agents. 

 

Agents are more pervasive within all of the creative industries, where managers tend to be 

concentrated around higher-profile talent like actors, musicians, athletes, etc. 

 

Agents vs. Managers: At-a-glance 

 
Agent Manager 

 A salesperson, solicits work on behalf of 

clients while using talent base to build their 

own prestige 

 Negotiates contracts and other agreements 

(licensing, etc) 

 Most US locations require agents to be 

licensed as an employment agency with the 

state 

 In order to be credible, agents should also be 

franchised by relevant unions and industry 

bodies 

 A more scalable business; agents can be 

small shops or part of a large agency with 

thousands of clients 

 Oversee the day-to-day business affairs of 

an artist; advise/counsel talent concerning 

professional matters, long-term plans and 

personal decisions which may affect their 

career  

 Not state-regulated or franchised by 

relevant talent unions 

 May assist an agent in obtaining work for 

their clients (in New York and California, 

they cannot solicit work without a licensed 

agent) 

 While some big talent companies have 

management divisions, managers on the 

whole tend to be smaller shops 
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Across the creative sectors, agents come in all shapes and sizes, from small shops focused on 

one particular part of the industry to the massive agencies which employ hundreds of agents 

to support talent which can number into the thousands. The big agencies will typically have 

multiple divisions focused on different specialties, from film and TV to publishing, public 

speaking, live performance, branding/commercial partnerships, and many more. 

 

Concerning the industries analysed in this report, Film and TV and various Performing Arts 

segments tend to see a bigger role for the larger agencies, while there are more smaller, 

specialised players in sectors like Design.  This does not mean that there are not also smaller 

agents operating in the world of Film and TV or Performing Arts; the bigger agencies (see 

summary table in Section 3.1) are simply more important here. 

 

Although many of the major cross-sector agencies also have literary divisions, Literary Fiction 

is more likely to come under the wing of dedicated literary agents, many of whom are a part of 

large agency firms who have particular areas of specialty (e.g. Young Adult, Romance, Sci 

Fi/Fantasy, etc.). As in film, where indie production companies provide a contrast to the big 

studios, and smaller-scale agents can sometimes offer a more accessible route for talent looking 

to get a foothold into the industry, there are also independent publishing houses and smaller 

literary agents. Still, the bigger agencies remain important and play a central role in the industry 

especially when it comes to working with top publishers. 

 

Times are changing 

While traditional agencies remain highly relevant across sectors, the impact of social media and 

technology continues to shape the agency business as strongly as any. A major change in recent 

years is the rise of so-called Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs), who help YouTube stars and other 

online creators to grow their presence and access lucrative opportunities, typically around 

advertising. A parallel development has been the rise of influencer agencies, which represent 

influencers across various social media platforms. 

 

Social media is changing the agency business in other ways, too – especially when it comes to 

international outreach and creative partnerships. The ability to connect with other creators 

from across the world, reach out in real time, and discuss ideas for collaboration cuts in 

somewhat to the work that an agent or manager may have been expected to do in the past. 

And while agents remain extremely valuable from a networking and negotiation perspective, 

more and more independent creators and creative collectives are able to self-promote and 

connect with global peers for joint opportunities without the intermediary of an agent. For 

small international agents and managers seeking to find an easier inroad into the US creative 

marketplace, these sorts of independent players, who tend to be especially present in Design 

and Performing Arts, could make sense to approach in the beginning. 

 

A final impact of technology is the rise in online platforms facilitating work in the creative 

industry. While this trend is more relevant in sectors like Design where there is less of a 

performance or written publishing component, recent years have seen an increase in the ability 
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of talented designers to access direct opportunities with high-value clients through a trusted 

online intermediary. Many design agencies represent creators for exactly this purpose, so the 

new platforms are more or less in direct competition. Websites like Working Not Working, 

which boasts a hand-selected international community of creators across advertising, design, 

technology, production, and photography, and takes zero commission from the artist 

(companies pay to access WNW’s talent pool) are changing the game. Long term, this could 

have a major impact as it means traditional agents may need to find new ways to add value as 

they face competition from entirely new players like Working Not Working. 

 

This report 

The following chapters look at the changing role and relevance of agents (and managers) in the 

four listed sectors. While the report also describes the general business and operating model 

of agencies, as well as the various key players, special attention is given to the perspective of 

international market entry and collaboration. What are the best ways to collaborate with 

agents, publishers/producers, and talented creators in North America? What are some easier 

routes to getting established and starting the right conversations? 

 

This report covers all of this and more, focusing specifically on how agencies and managers 

function within the four key industries. A concluding section breaks down the agency business 

by geography and looks at important sectors, key players, and business culture differences 

across primary locations like New York, Los Angeles, and Toronto/Vancouver, Canada’s two 

main English-speaking creative hubs. 
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3. INSIGHTS & MARKET TRENDS BY SECTOR AND LOCATION 

3.1  GENERAL BACKGROUND ON THE MARKET 

Agents and managers are present across the creative industries in North America, coming in all 

shapes and sizes. Their specific role generally depends on the industry, the size of the agency, 

and on the particular needs of the client. 

 

Within the United States, agents and managers are typically clustered around the main arts and 

entertainment hubs of New York, Los Angeles, and Nashville (for the music industry). Each of 

the top 10 talent agencies in the US is based in one of these three locations; some have offices 

in all three. In Canada, the industry centres around Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver. 

 

Different segments within the creative industries tend to lend themselves to different types of 

agency models. While there are both large and small agent firms operating across Film/TV; 

Performing Arts; Literary Fiction; Design; and indeed all of the creative sectors, big-name 

agencies seem to play a more prominent role in higher-profile industries like Film & TV. At the 

same time, a sector like Design features a greater dominance of small and mid-size players.  

 

Performing Arts and Literary Fiction fall somewhere in the middle, featuring a mix of smaller 

organisations but also plenty of activity by the main agencies. The literary landscape in 

particular has its share of big names who act as a channel to the major commercial publishers. 

 

Top 10 Agencies by Size: 2017 

 Agency Location(s) Area(s) of specialty 

1 William Morris 

Endeavor (WME) 

New York; Beverly Hills; Nashville; 

London; Sydney 

Film and TV; Music; Theatre; 

Speaking; Digital; 

Literary/Publishing 

2 Creative Artists 

Agency (CAA) 

Los Angeles; New York; Nashville; 

London; Beijing; Atlanta; Miami; 

Chicago; Memphis; Stockholm; 

Munich; Switzerland  

Film and Sports 

3 International 

Creative 

Management (ICM) 

New York; Los Angeles; 

Washington, DC; London 

Film and TV; Comedy; Literary; 

Live Performance 

4 United Talent 

Agency (UTA) 

Los Angeles; New York; London; 

Nashville; Miami; Malmö 

Film and TV; Video Games; 

Producers/Directors; “Below the 

Line” talent 
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5 Paradigm Talent 

Agency 

Los Angeles; New York; London; 

Monterey; Nashville; San Diego; 

Oakland; Chicago 

Film and TV; Music; Literary; 

Theatre; Modelling; Commercials 

6 The Gersh Agency 

(TGA) 

Beverly Hills; New York Up-and-coming acting talent 

7 Agency for the 

Performing Arts 

(APA) 

Beverly Hills; New York; Nashville; 

London 

Comedy; Music; Film and TV; 

Theatre; Digital Publishing 

8 Innovative Artists Los Angeles; New York Up-and-coming acting talent 

9 Abrams Artists 

Agency (AAA) 

New York; Los Angeles Theatre; Animation; Film and TV; 

Commercials; Literary; Events 

10 Don Buchwald & 

Associates (DBA) 

New York; Los Angeles Film and TV; Theatre; 

Commercials 

 

Big-name agencies employ individual agents to represent thousands of artists across multiple 

creative formats. Like many large firms, they can be known at times for taking a “one-size-fits-

all” or “cookie cutter” approach to their talent and when it comes to pursuing new 

opportunities. Smaller agents, meanwhile, tend to focus on specific niches, and can be 

somewhat more flexible in their business tactics. 

 

The biggest agencies boast wide international networks and a few have offices on multiple 

continents, making them potentially appealing as transatlantic partners. For those which have 

a European office, London is typically the hub. United Talent Agency (UTA) has a location in 

Malmö. Most North American agencies with a Scandinavian office are also in Sweden. 

 

Film and TV make up the most important activities of the big agencies, though many do have 

divisions covering Literary Publishing, various Performing Arts, and high-visibility industries like 

Sports, Music, and Modelling. Smaller agents are also active in Film and TV, although as 

mentioned above they are more likely to focus on individual niches within the industry rather 

than covering the full spectrum. 

 

Recent years have seen an increase in agencies targeting new wave talent from the likes of 

YouTube and various social media platforms. A handful of “influencer agencies” today seek out 

promotional branding and endorsement opportunities for individuals with a large online 

following, essentially mimicking the work that commercial agents have long done on behalf of 

established celebrities.  

 

In the world of TV, the rise of YouTube and other OTT (Over-The-Top) content has even brought 

traditional broadcast players to the table. Germany’s leading commercial broadcaster, RTL, is 

the majority owner in Vancouver-based BroadbandTV Corp, which represents creators across 

thousands of independent YouTube channels.  
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BroadbandTV and its counterparts belong to what has become a vast new segment within the 

entertainment industry: Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs), which assist creators on YouTube 

and other digital content platforms by taking an interest in the creator’s channel in exchange 

for support with licensing, partnerships, audience development, promotional opportunities, 

and other activities focused on monetizing the channel’s content. Sometimes MCNs even have 

a say in programming itself.  

 

Much of this is work that would have traditionally been done by agents, making the MCNs an 

important stakeholder for those potentially seeking collaboration in the online domain. 

 

When it comes to the role of managers and agents in the creative sphere, the emergence of 

MCNs is far from the only disruptive force. As we discuss further below, the internet in general 

has opened up more possibilities for individual creators and creative entities to find interesting 

work on their own. And while this may cut into the role of agents in the North American 

domestic market, it forms another potential avenue for international representatives seeking 

to develop opportunities on their clients’ behalf in the US and Canada. 

 

Role / Relevance of Agents and Managers 

In the table on Page 4, we have already highlighted some of the key differences between 

managers and agents in North America. Essentially, agents are an officially recognised and 

regulated profession, whereas the role of a manager is far more loosely defined.  

 

Agents perform two key functions:  

1) Solicit and obtain work on behalf of creative talent; and 

2) Negotiate business terms and contracts 

 

Creative professionals hire agents specifically to assist with these two key tasks. An agent is 

essentially an outsourced business development liaison, and the relationship is primarily 

professional. Managers, on the other hand, act as career advisors and mentors, but do not 

always have as clear of a scope. The relationship is more likely to be personal. 

 

Managers are more common in higher-visibility industries like Music, Sports, and Film and 

sometimes overlap with other talent management functions such as publicity and public 

relations. An agent’s job, meanwhile, is much more tightly defined and transactional. Agents 

depend on their reputation and networks to secure clients and find opportunities on their 

behalf. Most agents are also licensed by the state where they do business, and “franchised” by 

unions representing creative talent such as the powerful Screen Actors Guild-American 

Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA).  

 

Agents don’t always have to be franchised, but it’s an important part of being seen as credible 

and legitimate, particularly in sectors like Film & TV and Performing Arts. Being franchised is 

less important for agents focusing on specific functions like commercial branding or in different 

creative sectors like Literary Fiction and Design. State licensing, on the other hand, is typically 

mandatory for all talent agencies. Most US states require entertainment agents to be registered 
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as general employment agencies. California, Florida, and New Jersey go a step further in 

requiring an actual talent agency license specific to the profession. 

 

Managers face none of these restrictions, but some talent managers have chosen voluntarily to 

comply with SAG-AFTRA’s Personal Manager’s Code of Ethics and Conduct, in exchange for the 

right to be listed with the influential artists’ union. Another area in which managers are 

regulated is in the actual solicitation of work. In New York and California, which play an outsize 

role since this is where most of the US entertainment industry is located, managers cannot 

legally seek jobs for their clients, unless they work with a licensed agent. 

 

Differences with Europe 

Across the creative spectrum, agents play an important role in finding and negotiating work. In 

at least two of the sectors analysed in this report – Film/TV and Literary Fiction – they are almost 

a necessity (at least for certain types of projects and talent).  

 

Managers, meanwhile, are not absolutely necessary in any sector, and are unlikely to be as 

relevant from the standpoint of international creative talent trying to break into the market. 

This is an important distinction with Europe, where managers (not agents) are often the main 

partner for artists and play a much bigger role in the creative industry generally. In the United 

States and Canada, agents are the key stakeholder, with managers being particularly hard to 

find outside of Film/TV and the Performing Arts. This does not mean that managers from AGMA, 

for example, cannot be active in the US and Canada. It simply means that the ideal partner for 

marketing talent in North America will usually be an agent rather than a manager. 

 

For a big brand or production seeking to convince an actor or performer to sign on to a major 

project, the individual’s manager may indeed be an important stakeholder. For Finnish agents 

and managers seeking credible partners to develop business in North America, readers of this 

report are advised to focus primarily on agents. 

 

Agent Types 

Some creative professionals who feel more confident with the “business side” of their chosen 

art may be able to forgo an agent, particularly if they are savvy in terms of negotiation and have 

the time and skill to develop business on their own. For many others, agents are a critical 

partner in the advancement of one’s career. 

 

While the term “agent” is relevant across a wide variety of creative sectors, individual agents 

generally focus on representing specific types of creative talent.  

 

Typically, agencies will either specialise in one area, or have multiple divisions or specific 

departments which focus on different specialities. Some usual areas of focus include:  

 Literary Agents. Work with Film/TV writers and directors. Sometimes they will even 

specialise further as Motion Picture Lit Agents or TV Lit Agents. 
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 Talent Agents. While sometimes used to refer to the whole agency industry, at a more 

specific level this term refers to those representing stage and screen talent (e.g. 

actors/actresses, dancers, other audience-facing performers). 

 Book Agents. Focus on representing authors for projects unrelated to Film/TV. 

 Public Appearance Agents. Comedians, public speakers, live event entertainment, etc. 

 Commercial Agents. Focus specifically on advertising and branding opportunities for 

influencers and celebrities. 

 “Specialty” Agents. Some agents focus on speciality areas like voiceover actors, stunt 

performers, animation, and other niches within the entertainment industry.  

 

The list above covers some of the general agent categories but is not nearly exhaustive. To give 

a sense of the full scope of agent activities, we can refer to the list SAG-AFTRA publishes of its 

franchised agents across all creative domains where it is present. Below we have copied the 

“specialty code definitions,” which SAG-AFTRA uses to indicate which areas a particular agent 

or agency might specialise in: 

 

 
 

Clearly, there is a wide spread of agent activities across many entertainment specialties. To 

browse SAG-AFTRA’s full list of franchised agents, and the particular specialties of each agency, 

readers can visit: 

https://www.sagaftra.org/professional-representatives/aftra-franchised-agents  

 

Business / Operating Models     

In our 2016 report for the UK and Germany, we outlined five key operating models common in 

the agency world. Each of these models, repeated below, can also be observed to varying 

degrees in North America: 

 

https://www.sagaftra.org/professional-representatives/aftra-franchised-agents
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Sole Practitioner  

 

An individual operating alone with low infrastructure and no staff costs. It’s a 

high margin business that will generate a decent income, but it is not scalable. 

Also common in PR/Publicity. 

Agile Agency 

 

A sole practitioner hires or collaborates with other freelancers to deliver 

projects. Resulting in variable staff cost and low infrastructure costs as 

collaborators also work in their own premises. Recommended for individuals 

with a strong network to scale beyond a freelance business. Less common in 

talent management, but somewhat more common in the Design world where 

small design shops might compete for projects using an agile network of 

talent (e.g. designers). 

Traditional Agency  

 

The most common business model for talent management. A typical agency 

will employ as many as hundreds of individual agents, who then look after 

their own clients on behalf of the firm. Typically a professional partnership, 

similar to a law firm or big consultancy. These are people-intensive businesses 

but are scalable and generate a good margin.  

Arbitrage  A combination of Agile and Traditional. Constitutes agencies providing 

integrated services beyond their own skill set by managing third party 

vendors, typically adding an arbitrage and project management cost. May 

apply when specialist knowledge is required e.g. for licensing or other legal 

matters.  

Value-Based  

 

Value-based agencies are highly profitable. They charge clients based on the 

value delivered. This is typically measured in terms of business performance 

such as cost or time saved, or leads or sales generated. 

 

As discussed earlier, another model which is upending the market and may soon become more 

widespread is that of various online platforms which mimic the role of agents by connecting 

subscribers (typically companies hiring for projects) with a curated community of talent. For 

now this trend is mostly within the Design space but in time it may spread more widely. In this 

case, the “agent” is the online platform, leading to lower overhead costs and often better 

compensation terms for the artist. 

 

Key activities 

Agents are the intermediary between creative artists and creative work. They find jobs for their 

clients, cultivate relationships with industry decision-makers, and spend time networking to 

learn about which projects are happening and pitch their clients accordingly.  

 

Much of the time is spent establishing and maintaining relationships, using contacts to source 

work. Agents must be well-informed about current industry developments, knowing which 

productions are in development or about to start. Agents also look for new talent to 

complement their existing portfolio. Above all, a good agent puts in the legwork to make things 

happen: arranging auditions; submitting headshots, show reels, demos, comp cards and 

portfolios; and generally spending time on the phone and attending meetings to strike deals 

and promote their clients to potential employers.  



INSIGHTS INTO AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES AND RELATED SECTORS: NORTH AMERICA 
 

 
 14 
 

 

Agents who deal with rights and/or licenses on the other hand need stronger expertise in trade, 

license economics and legal issues on top of their overall knowledge of the sector, current rates, 

profit margins, latest deals and more. Less personal networking might be required here but a 

very strong skill-base in numbers and economics is obligatory. Good agents are also business-

savvy and experienced at negotiating the best contract terms on behalf of clients. In addition 

to finding and negotiating work, agents will also oversee additional activities on behalf of artists 

such as paid marketing and promotional activities for a major release or branding campaign.  

 

How do agents find talent?  

Agents have a mixture of methods for connecting with new talent. Typically, as one of our 

interviewees for the current project told us, “new talent finds the agent.”  

 

Unsurprisingly, agents across all of the creative sectors are flooded with solicitations from 

artists looking for representation. In this market there is far more “demand” (e.g. talent) than 

“supply” (agents and ultimately projects), so when it comes to new talent it is the agent who 

generally holds the cards. Sometimes creative talent will already have enough of a track record 

that agents are thrust into the role of suitor, competing for the right to represent a promising 

actress, designer, or performance artist. Other times, agents will come across a given talent, 

see potential that maybe the artist hadn’t even considered, and reach out accordingly. Overall, 

however, agents are usually in the position of power. 

 

To get on the radar of an agent, artists must typically have some sort of portfolio of activities 

they can point toward, in order to be appealing and worthwhile from the agent’s perspective. 

Newer-emerging talent can try a variety of approaches for getting in touch. Agents receive 

scores of cold calls and emails from artists, many of which go unreturned. A personal 

introduction to an agent can be a better place to start, if the artist has the right network to 

facilitate this. As in so many other industries, in the entertainment world the maxim that “it’s 

not what you know; it’s who you know” continues to hold true. 

 

One commonly-recommended approach for finding an agent is via industry events such as 

festivals, showcases, and awards shows. In the individual sector sections below we will 

elaborate more on how this works in the specific industries analysed for this report, including 

which events tend to be the most popular. 

 

Ultimately, most agents live off of “deal flow” – the commissions earned from finding projects 

for their clients. Above all, this means that agents are looking for talent which they can go out 

and bring to market. Good agents are constantly on the hunt for new opportunities, so when it 

comes to incorporating new talent, the business potential needs to be clear. 

 

Compensation structures 

The most common way to make money as an agent is via commissions, where agents take a 

percentage cut of their clients’ compensation for work that the agent negotiates.  10 percent is 

the “standard” commission, although some agents and especially managers may charge up to 
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20 percent. SAG-AFTRA rules bar any franchised agent from taking more than the standard 10 

percent figure. The Writer’s Guild and Director’s Guild have similar franchise agreements that 

limit agent compensation to 10 percent of the talent’s total gross earnings on a project. 

 

15 percent is more common in the literary world, where book agents can charge an even higher 

rate for global circulation. This model typically involves a domestic agent partnering with an 

international “co-agent,” who markets the book in their territory and takes their own cut 

bringing the total commission payable by the author to 20 or 25 percent. For domestic projects, 

the larger agencies might still represent literary clients at 10 percent, due to the various 

franchise regulations from the likes of SAG-AFTRA and other sector talent unions. 

 

Agents will typically manage a greater volume of talent at once, whereas a manager plays a 

more personal role looking after a small handful of clients. Unlike an agent, there is no limit to 

what commission a manager can charge, and the percentage tends to be higher. 

 

Usually, a manager signs a so-called Personal Management Agreement with the client, where 

the client agrees to pay the manager a percentage of their “gross compensation” for a defined 

set of activities over a fixed period of time. Conversely, agent-talent contracts tend to be more 

transactional, where agents are paid a percentage of their client’s earnings only when a specific 

project moves forward. Given this compensation structure, the big talent agencies typically 

place an emphasis on continuous projects and deal-making in order to keep revenue flowing in. 

While most of the smaller agencies essentially use the same model, they have the flexibility to 

be a bit more creative in how they earn money. 

 

Case Study: Bailey Brand Management 

On the surface, LA-based commercial agents Bailey Brand Management operate much like any typical 

branding agency, pitching their clients for projects and earning commissions off of each deal. Bailey 

Brand Management represent several A-list celebrities including Kristen Bell, Scarlett Johansson, 

Olivia Munn, and Dax Shepard, connecting these high-profile clients with branding and advertising 

partnerships around the world. 

 

Upon speaking with Bailey founder Jonathan Pony, however, we learned that Bailey’s small size 

(LinkedIn lists it as having less than 10 employees) enables the company to pursue certain 

opportunities that others might shy away from. Without giving examples, Pony indicated that Bailey 

was more open to unorthodox models such as revenue-sharing and equity deals, which would not be 

attractive for larger agencies due to their bigger overheads, and focus on conventional opportunities 

and shorter-term cash flows. Smaller agents also tend to be more accessible and approachable than 

their big-name counterparts. 

 

Although commercial branding agents are not necessarily the specific focus of this report, Bailey 

Brand Management are a good example of how the flexibility of smaller agencies may be a good 

starting point for international agents and managers seeking willing partners in the US market. 

 

Case Study: Working Not Working 
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One company which is upending the traditional agent model is the internet platform Working Not 

Working, which we mentioned in the introduction. Working Not Working essentially functions as an 

online agency for creative work, “connecting companies with the universe’s most creative creatives,” 

as the banner text reads on the front page of its website. 

 

Working Not Working operates by charging companies a subscription fee to gain access to its curated 

community of creative talent. Talent is broken down into five categories: 

 Advertising. Includes art directors, copywriters, designers, interactive producers. 

 Design. Illustrators, architects, game developers, furniture designers, typographers. 

 Technology. App developers, UX, product designers, creative technologists. 

 Production. Producers, directors, set designers, cinematographers. 

 Photography. Artists, photographers, retouchers, art producers. 

 

Creatives must apply to be included on the Working Not Working platform, reinforcing its selective 

image. All talent is vetted and approved by a Membership Board, which accepts only 10 percent of 

applications submitted. Those who are accepted have access to a wide array of professional 

opportunities with companies ranging from leading ad agencies to the New York Times, Google, 

Facebook, and Airbnb.  

 

Most intriguingly, Working Not Working charges no commission to its creatives, putting it in a very 

competitive position against any agents who might be representing the same talent which is featured 

on its platform. Instead, the company earns all of its revenue from the fees paid by its corporate 

subscribers. 

 

As a platform meant to connect creatives directly with opportunities, Working Not Working might not 

be the ideal partner for AGMA’s members, who play a similar role as intermediaries for their clients 

and would seemingly have little to gain from collaborating.  

 

Still, it is important to be aware of this disruptive company, which could be seen as a threat even to 

agents outside of North America. Working Not Working counts creatives all over the world as 

members and specifically mentions Amsterdam and Berlin as major markets, demonstrating a clear 

European reach. 
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3.2 DESCRIPTION AND OPERATING MODELS BY SECTOR 

Agents across the creative sectors differ in their models for sourcing and representing talent, 

engaging with decision-makers in their relevant industry, and ultimately finding and negotiating 

work on behalf of their clients. 

 

Still, some key commonalities remain. At the end of the day, agents are deal-makers and they 

themselves are looking for opportunities. Furthermore, as in most professional services, agents 

trade on the basis of their reputation – specifically, they have an incentive to be seen by 

industry players as representing top-tier talent. In order to work with an agent, newcomers 

should have a clear proposition for what value they can bring the agent. 

 

This might be in the form of a current portfolio, past reference projects, or other areas of 

demonstrated potential. Above all, prospective partners must remember that an agency is 

ultimately a business and that agents need to be convinced that new talent (or partnerships 

with another agency) are worth their time. International agents and managers should act 

accordingly in terms of approaching agents in the target sectors in North America.  

 

Below we explore, in further detail, how agents operate within each of the four sectors. While 

most of the focus is on the key question of how talent collaborates with agents to find work, 

we have also tried to examine some of the ways in which creatives find agents, or even how 

creatives can access opportunities without going through agents. 

 

Ideally, AGMA members and other European agents will be able to replicate some of these 

same approaches on behalf of their own clients in the North American market. 

 

Sector Focus: Performing Arts / Events 

 

Agents in the Performing Arts span a wide spectrum. Some key areas of focus include theatre 

agents (representing on-stage and behind-the-scenes talent in the world of live theatre); agents 

dedicated specifically to dance and choreography; and booking agents for stand-up comedy, 

public speaking, music, and various other types of live performance. 

 

Live theatre agents 

From an agent perspective, the world of live theatre tends to be covered by a combination of 

general acting talent agencies (who also represent actors and actresses for Film and Television), 

alongside a handful of more specialised agencies who focus on different aspects of stage 
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theatre. Some agencies might have large musical theatre departments, for example, while 

others represent costume designers, set designers, makeup artists, and similar professionals 

working in the background of a given production. A handful of agencies represent writers and 

directors specifically for the stage. 

 

Given that Film and TV is a related and much bigger marketplace for many of the same services, 

there is a strong overlap with agencies focusing on theatrical work. It is rare to find an acting 

agency which only focuses on theatre – more likely, the agency might have a strong background 

in live theatre but almost always will have a shared focus on all types of acting work. The same 

goes for agencies which represent writers, directors, and other behind-the-scenes talent. 

 

While many of the big name agencies have large theatre divisions, there is also a long list of 

smaller and mid-sized agencies claiming to cover theatre, film, and TV. New York City is the 

mecca of theatre in the United States, so most agencies which are based or have an office there 

should have strong live theatre credentials. 

 

Dance and choreography 

Since a good deal of dance and choreography work can be associated with acting and theatre, 

there is also an overlap here. Many acting agencies (both large and small) also have a special 

department for dance. Some focus on representing dance performers for Broadway and live 

theatre, while others might also do music videos, commercials, and other screen work. 

 

An additional layer of agencies focus specifically on representing dancers for all types of 

professional dance work. This might include commercials, music videos, tours, background 

dancing, and various other opportunities. The typical role of a dance agent, as for those 

representing actresses/actors, is to get their talent auditions. Top choreographers and casting 

directors will contract with dance agencies in order to find dancers for different stage and 

screen projects. The agent’s job is to place talent, negotiate contract terms, and make sure the 

work runs smoothly (e.g. that clients are treated fairly and get paid on time).  

 

Some agents also represent professional choreographers, in the same way that one would 

represent a film or TV director. This involves connecting the likes of choreographers, movement 

coaches, and other creative performance directors with opportunities across film, TV, live 

events, and anywhere else that involves choreographed dance. Many of the top dance-focused 

agencies represent dancers as well as leading dance coaches and choreographers. A handful of 

the bigger multi-sector agencies also include choreographers in their talent roster. 

 

As far as specialties are concerned, this will vary from agency to agency, with the bigger dance 

and choreography agents covering a wide range of formats and genres. Again, location is often 

a good clue: dance agents with a presence in New York are more likely to have a credible 

background in theatre, while those in LA will probably lean more toward on-camera work and 

live performance. The larger dance-based agencies tend to have offices on both coasts. There 

is also an ecosystem of smaller agencies, with more narrow areas of specialty. 
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Booking agents 

These are agents whose job is specifically to book live event gigs for their clients. A booking 

agent differs from other types of agents in the performing arts, in that rather than working to 

find their talent longer-term projects and performance roles, booking agents are in charge of 

arranging individual live performance opportunities. 

 

Booking agents are active across all forms of live performance and entertainment. They are 

particularly present in the music industry, with concerts and festivals being among the key 

money-earning opportunities for commercial musicians. Of more specific relevance to this 

project, booking agents also represent a wide variety of additional live performance talent 

including comedians, public speakers, festival performers, and other specialised entertainment 

for private events (e.g. weddings, corporate events, birthday parties, etc.). 

 

There are a handful of special event agencies which represent more exotic talent like circus 

performers, acrobats, magicians, jugglers, contortionists, and puppeteers. Usually, the agency 

books such speciality talent for private events, taking a cut (typically 10-15 percent) of the 

performance fee. In some cases, the client is actually the event planner. The booking agency in 

turn has a roster of different performers that they can offer, and charges a mark-up. 

 

For higher-profile booking agencies (such as those who specialise in providing celebrity talent) 

the booking agency might then have to call the artist’s agent or manager, essentially acting as 

an additional middleman. In other cases the booking agent functions as the main agent for the 

relevant talent, earning a commission for successful bookings. 

 

Graphic: How booking agencies work (for events) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two examples of such agencies, one based in New York and one who is active worldwide, can 

be seen here: 

 SHIEN (New York City)  

http://www.shienlee.com/index/#/hire-circus-aerial-entertainment-aerialists-nyc/ 

 Scarlett Entertainment (Worldwide) 

Event 

planner 

engages 

agent 
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http://www.shienlee.com/index/#/hire-circus-aerial-entertainment-aerialists-nyc/
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http://www.scarlettentertainment.com/usa 

 

As shown, both agencies offer a wide variety of talent: samba dancers, body painters, celebrity 

impersonators, stilt walkers, historical-themed performers, and many more. These are two 

bigger booking agencies; there will of course be examples of smaller-scale players as well.   

 

There are also full-scale corporate event agencies, who oversee event planning and logistics for 

private clients and include entertainment as part of the offering. 

 

For agents and managers active in the Performing Arts (particularly more unique performance 

fields), working with booking agents and event planners could be a good way to develop 

opportunities for member talent in North America. Provided that the member can offer 

performance talent which is unique or different from what the booking agent/event planner 

already has available, it should be possible to reach a mutually beneficial partnership. 

 

Speakers bureaus 

Bookings for public speakers tend to follow the same model as that described above. If the 

speaker is a famous athlete or celebrity, then most likely they will have a personal agent or 

manager whom the booking agent would need to engage in order to secure participation.  

For lesser-known talent, speaking agencies (also known as speakers bureaus) represent 

presenters across a wide range of topics and event types. The speaking agent represents the 

speaker and takes a commission of any talk which the agent has a role in booking.  

 

For event bookings generally, the key decision-making stakeholder is typically the event 

Meeting Planner, who will be in charge of overseeing all aspects of a given event, including the 

entertainment. The Meeting Planner would then work with a booking agent or the external 

event planner to hire the relevant talent. 

 

How to approach 

Agents are not always the easiest people to approach. This is true across sectors and it is 

especially true when it comes to acting and live performance talent. Agents are flooded 

constantly with inquiries from aspiring actors, actresses, dancers, and others dreaming of their 

big break. Unfortunately, many as a result can be unwelcoming or even downright hostile to 

cold calls and other unsolicited outreach. 

 

In one directory we found of agents in New York City, the guidelines underneath some of the 

listings sound quite menacing: “Do not phone, email, or visit,” “No unsolicited tapes,” “There 

are NO open calls,” etc. Many agents accept potential new clients only by referral. Given this 

state of affairs, how can international talent get on the radar of credible agents in the North 

American market?  

 

The good news is that most agents should be relatively more open to first-time outreach from 

other international agents as opposed to from talent directly. Generally, talent seeking to be 

represented by an agent will send some sort of a fact sheet or portfolio of their activities, 

http://www.scarlettentertainment.com/usa
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including any relevant accolades and/or media coverage, and an explanation of the type of 

representation they are looking for. Traditionally this was done by mail but now usually takes 

place via email or as a link to a page on the talent’s (or in this case on the agency’s) website. 

 

AGMA members can try this approach but should also question whether they want their 

inquiries to simply fall into the same basket as the hundreds of others that agents in the United 

States receive on a regular basis. The truth is that this is a relationship-based business and that 

any European agent or manager will need to invest in building relationships with their North 

American counterparts in order to develop genuine opportunities on their clients’ behalf. 

 

One oft-repeated line from agents is “don’t find us; we will find you.” A resulting strategy which 

international agents might consider is to focus on the ways they can promote their talent 

organically so that agents in North America find them. Two suggestions from our interviews and 

research are presented below: 

 

Recommendation 1: Talent showcases 

One of the leading places where theatres go to book performance acts, and where new talent 

can put itself on the radar of agents and other decision-makers in the performing arts world, 

are the leading performing arts conferences and showcases which take place nationally as well 

as on a regional level throughout the year. The major event is APAP|NYC, the annual conference 

of the Association of Performing Arts Professionals (APAP), which includes a major talent 

showcase featuring over 1,000 individual performances. 

 

Theatre and performance venues in the US visit APAP in order to see what’s new in the world 

of performing arts, and often lock in performances ahead of time for the coming year based on 

what they see during the event. Dance companies, theatre groups, and other performance 

artists attend in order to cultivate relationships with the venues by showcasing new work and 

inviting them to come watch. Obviously, there are also agents present who are on the hunt for 

new talent, or are there simply to network and stay on top of trends in the industry. The 

showcases are not just for newcomers; even established groups will continue to attend in order 

to show off new material, grow their networks, and keep generating opportunities. 

 

APAP|NYC would be a great place for agents and managers from Europe to consider booking 

their clients in a showcase, as a way to attract partner agents and potentially even book 

performance gigs directly in North America. The event would also be a great place to network 

and gather potential agent and booking contacts in the American marketplace. Alongside APAP, 

there are also regional conferences with similar showcases, focused on more specific parts of 

the country. In the Western US there is the Western Arts Alliance (WAA) Annual Conference in 

Las Vegas, which also has competitive showcases before a jury.  

 

In Canada, the Ontario Performing Arts Presenting Network (Ontario Presents) publishes a list 

of regional showcases which includes showcases in both the US and Canada. Ontario Presents 

also hosts a website, iwanttoshowcase.ca, where artists can fill out a joint showcase application 

which is simultaneously considered for each regional showcase. 
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For more, visit: https://ontariopresents.ca/i-want-showcase  

 

Recommendation 2: Leverage social media! 

Another way for European talent to put itself on the radar of agents in North America is by 

developing a robust social media presence. YouTube videos of impressive performances, a well-

curated Instagram page, and a legitimate following will go a long way toward attracting the 

attention of agents and other performing arts stakeholders in the US and Canada. This is 

especially true of booking agents, who respond well to buzz and publicity. If a performer is 

getting a lot of attention online and seems to have a strong following, it will increase the 

chances that the agent sees an opportunity. 

 

Beyond agents, YouTube and other online platforms are a way for agents and managers from 

Finland and Europe to promote talent directly to its target audience (performance venues, 

event planners, or otherwise). As more audiences take note, it will increase the chances for 

talent to get bookings and attract further attention. From the perspective of drawing interest 

from North American agents, the best thing that Finnish talent can do is to show that it already 

has interested followers – or even better yet, actual successful bookings – in North America. 

This will become more likely if there is more out there for people to interact with online. 

 

 

Above all, agents and managers in Europe should remember that their North American 

counterparts want to see what’s in it for them. Can partnering with a Finnish agency help them 

to achieve more opportunities for their clients? More bookings, more projects, and ultimately 

more commissions?  If the answer is yes, it is the job of those reaching out to show them how, 

by putting talent out there so it gets noticed. 

 

Key professional bodies 

Professional organisations are a good way to network with others in the industry, both at the 

agency level as well as when it comes to additional important stakeholders like the Performing 

Arts showcase organisations mentioned previously. Some of the key professional groups in the 

Performing Arts segment in the United States and Canada include: 

 

 Association of Theatrical Press Agents and Managers (ATPAM) 

http://www.atpam.com/  

The American union organization for various press agents and managers across the 

theatrical profession. 

Advice: Using social media to find speaking agents 

“Make a video of your recent speaking engagement, and post on YouTube. Put your message up in 

clear terms. Good keynotes will spread on social media platforms.” 

 

-Andy Nii, Business Facilitator/Trainer and Media Host 
https://speakerhub.com/skillcamp/discussion-do-you-need-speaking-agent-and-how-do-you-find-one 

 

https://ontariopresents.ca/i-want-showcase
http://www.atpam.com/
https://speakerhub.com/skillcamp/discussion-do-you-need-speaking-agent-and-how-do-you-find-one
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 North American Performing Arts Managers and Agents (NAPAMA) 

http://www.napama.org/  

Promoting the interests of performing arts agents and managers through leadership, 

professional development, and alliances in the performing arts industry. 
 

 Canadian Arts Presenting Association (CAPACOA) 

http://www.capacoa.ca/index.php  

Canadian version of APAP, uniting performing arts/touring sector and representing 

more than 150 presenting networks, presenters, agents and other stakeholders. 

 

 Association of Performing Arts Professionals (APAP) 

https://www.apap365.org/  

APAP is the national service, advocacy and membership organization for the performing 

arts presenting field in the United States. 

 

 Association of Talent Agents (ATA) 

http://www.agentassociation.com/  

Since 1937, the Association of Talent Agents (ATA) has been the official trade association 

of talent agencies across the US. Website includes a directory of all members. 

 

 Talent Agents and Managers Association of Canada (TAMAC) 

http://www.tamac.ca/  

Canadian counterpart to the ATA. Also active across sectors. Has a directory of agents 

in four key Canadian cities (Toronto, Vancouver, Ottawa, Montreal). 

 

Case study: Jacob Jonas The Company 

One example of a small not-for-profit dance company using performing arts showcases and social 

media to generate opportunities is Los Angeles-based Jacob Jonas The Company, whose website 

describes the company’s style as a mixture of “contemporary ballet, breakdance, and acrobatic 

movement.” Led by its namesake, JJTC does not employ an agent. Throughout its four-year history, 

the company instead has booked its own tours throughout the United States, leveraging showcases 

like APAP|NYC and Western Arts Alliance to connect with theatre curators (also known as presenters) 

and find opportunities. The approach has been successful, with JJTC performing in some of the most 

prestigious venues in the US, including New York City’s Lincoln Center, and Washington DC’s Kennedy 

Center for the Performing Arts. 

 

JJTC has also made effective use of social media in order to develop new partnerships, including 

internationally. This includes partnerships with other dance companies, as well as projects with 

various museums, theatres, and directors. Recently JJTC initiated a monthly “Instameet” where dance 

companies, cultural institutions, social media influencers, and photographers come together under 

the hashtag #CamerasandDancers to celebrate the art forms of dance and photography. JJTC’s online 

engagement has also led to opportunities with brands, notably Spotify and Nike. 

 

http://www.napama.org/
http://www.capacoa.ca/index.php
https://www.apap365.org/
http://www.agentassociation.com/
http://www.tamac.ca/
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While Jacob Jonas The Company has found success developing its own projects, Jacob Jonas himself 

is represented as a professional director and choreographer by United Talent Agency. Jonas was 

formerly represented by the leading dance-focused agency McDonald Selznick Associates (MSA), 

however UTA found him when JJTC’s dance routine was featured at the prestigious Wallis Annenberg 

Center for the Performing Arts in Beverly Hills, along with a 15 minute film directed by Jonas. UTA’s 

Head of Production happened to be in the audience, and approached Jonas shortly thereafter.  

 

Today UTA is working with Jonas to further develop his career – demonstrating how, in addition to a 

dose of serendipity, independent performance and collaboration activities can be a great way to gain 

attention from leading stakeholders in the performing arts. 

 

 

Sector Focus: Audio-Visual Production (Film and TV)   

  

Besides sports and maybe modelling, perhaps the most visible activity associated with agents 

is Audio-Visual Production. This includes agent representation of actors, producers, writers, 

directors, and other high-profile talent. It also includes additional lesser-known talent essential 

to a production, such as cinematographers, video editors, stunt performers, special effects 

supervisors, camera operators, makeup artists, and many more. 

 

When we use the term Audio-Visual Production, we are primarily referring to Film and TV 

production and the traditional agent activities around those two areas. Increasingly this also 

encompasses content produced exclusively for the internet, as trends continue to evolve. 

 

There is an overlap between Film and TV agents and those for the Performing Arts, especially 

when it comes to acting and dance. As discussed in the previous section, most agencies who 

represent actors and actresses cover both stage and screen opportunities. Big dance agents 

also tend to straddle both visual production and live performance. Some agents who represent 

behind-the-scenes talent will specialise in both film and TV and live entertainment, but this 

varies from agency to agency. Many agents representing photographers, stylists, set designers, 

and other similar talent can also be seen as crossing over into Design, given that much of their 

clients’ work appears on magazine covers and in advertising. 

 

Overall, Film and TV is considered to be the “bread and butter” of most big agencies as this is 

where the money is. Consequently, a lot of small and mid-size agencies also need to have a 

presence in Film and TV in order to remain relevant. Generally speaking, most agents who are 

not strictly focused on one area (such as literary agents) will include at least some audio-visual 

production activities as part of their portfolio. This goes for Design agents as well, given the 

growing importance of video in branding and advertising, along with the general growth in short 

film and viral videos as a medium for artistic storytelling. 

 

A final area which arguably straddles both Design and Audio-Visual Production is the world of 

video games, animation, and other design involving moving images. There will be a handful of 

Design agents which are also representing talent in video game design and animation. Likewise, 

there are also traditional Film and TV agents who dabble in animation. 
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Above and Below the Line 

There is a distinction in Hollywood and in the entertainment world between talent which is 

“Above the Line” and that which sits “Below the Line”: 

 “Above the Line” specifically means those who are involved in guiding or influencing the 

creative direction and narrative of a given production. This typically includes the 

screenwriter, producer, director, and actors/actresses.  

 “Below the Line” typically refers to the rest of the production crew: camera operators, 

film editors, lighting technicians, costume and makeup artists, stunt performers, and 

many others whose work occurs in the background but is no less important to the 

running of a successful production. 

 

The “line” refers to how production costs are itemized, and also typically reflects a difference 

in how talent is compensated. Below the Line talent are usually freelancers who are contracted 

for specific parts of a production and are more likely to be paid hourly as opposed to earning a 

set wage. Above the Line individuals, meanwhile, are typically involved from start to finish. 

 

From an agent’s perspective, most of the attention tends to go to Above the Line talent. But 

many agencies active in Film and TV also represent or even specialise in those working Below 

the Line. The important thing to note is that the scope of talent involved in audio-visual 

production is vast and so is the reach of agents along with it. Whether “above” or “below” the 

line, agents are active in nearly every aspect of Film and TV. 

 

Agents for writers and directors 

When it comes to acting talent, the role of an agent is clear. Agents promote their clients, book 

auditions, and then it’s up to the talent to land the job. But how exactly do agents assist writers, 

directors, producers, and other creative talent involved in TV and filmmaking? 

 

A lot of this comes down to basic networking. In a relationship-driven profession, one of an 

agent’s key jobs is to extend the professional reach of their clients, helping to generate the 

contacts and start the conversations which lead to new work. In theory, individuals could also 

do this on their own; but it’s also time-consuming and not everyone is good at it. Furthermore, 

chances are the agent has more contacts across different levels of the industry than any talent 

ever could individually.  

 

For those pitching a script or trying to get a film distributed, agents are absolutely essential. 

Most agents have strict policies against accepting unsolicited scripts, so getting in with an agent 

is the first step toward even having the opportunity to pitch an idea. 

 

The case study below offers more perspective, from one of our interviewees, on the role of 

agents when it comes to representing writers and other TV and film professionals. 

 

Case study: The role of agents for writers and directors 



INSIGHTS INTO AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES AND RELATED SECTORS: NORTH AMERICA 
 

 
 26 
 

“For TV and Film directors, an agent is a great way to find your next job. When I worked as an assistant 

at an agency, I remember one of the agents describing his job as being the ‘neck of the hourglass,’ 

meaning that everything passes through the agency. Because the agency represents actors, writers, 

producers and directors -- and has close relationships with film & TV studios, TV networks, and film 

distributors, they are able to have a great sense of what jobs are happening and what personnel are 

needed for different projects. Same can be said for writers. In an industry where traditional "job 

postings" are few and far between, most writers and directors have freelance careers and jump from 

job to job thanks to word-of-mouth. An agent is much more connected than your typical writer or 

director, so he or she can cast a much wider net.  

 

Another agent I worked with back in the day told me quite simply that agents are salespeople. One 

primary job for an agent is to help writers and directors sell their own projects. This can mean putting 

directors in touch with financiers to fund their indie movie, setting up meetings for a writer to pitch a 

show idea to TV networks, bringing on-board a studio to provide the infrastructure to help produce a 

movie, or going to a film festival to find a distributor to buy the movie that their client 

wrote/directed/produced out-of-pocket.  

 

The other primary thing an agent does is negotiate a contract for a client when they're getting a job. 

That's how they really earn their 10% commission, by helping ensure that every writer or director 

makes more on her next job than she did on her last. In addition to straight payment, they also 

negotiate things like back-end payments if the film/TV show makes back its budget, royalties, etc.” 

 

-Andrew Mueth, Television Writer, New York City 

 

 

Influencers and the expansion of OTT 

Given the growing role of internet content in the world of audio-visual production, there is also 

a rise in agents representing top YouTube creators and other influencer talent online. We 

mentioned the Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs) already in the overview section: these are both 

a good way to connect with leading YouTube personalities, and a means toward accessing wider 

opportunities for YouTube creators who are already established. 

 

There are also additional agencies which represent influencers across Instagram and other 

social media channels. Brands pay the agencies to develop and run online marketing campaigns. 

The agencies then recruit influencers from their network to participate, share content, and help 

tell the story which the brand is seeking. 

 

Influencer work can be incredibly lucrative; according to the agency Socialyte, even influencers 

at the “lower-tier” (100,000 followers) can expect to receive $1,000 for a single paid Instagram 

post. For influencers, then, being represented by an agency is a great way to secure such 

opportunities, as agencies are the ones with a direct line to the brands. Many agencies also 

provide an array of services including “influencer identification,” so for those who might 

represent Finnish influencers seeking a wider reach, it may be wise to consider building 

relationships in this space.  
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Beyond the realm of influencers, OTT (which stands for “Over The Top” content because it is 

distributed outside traditional broadcast channels) also creates additional opportunities for 

European agents with clients in Film and TV. As we have already discussed, much of the 

challenge which international creatives face in working with North American agents is 

overcoming the barrier of name recognition. By producing content for YouTube and other 

online channels and generating a strong following, Finnish audio-visual creatives have a better 

chance of attracting attention from audiences and entertainment stakeholders in the United 

States and Canada.  

 

Agents are always carefully observing what is happening in the marketplace and moreover who 

is building a brand. Typically however it is the agent who reaches out to the talent, rather than 

the other way around. With these dynamics at play, OTT represents a great way for clients of 

AGMA members to grow their international brand and put themselves on the radar of agents 

organically. 

 

Film sales agents 

Another category of agents in the world of audio-visual production are film sales agents, who 

work with directors and independent studios to sell films to the wider marketplace, usually via 

distributors. In the United States, Producer Representatives (or “Producer Reps”) fulfil this role 

for the domestic marketplace, while Film Sales Agent is generally a term which applies to those 

who license and sell films internationally. 

 

Essentially, film sales agents help filmmakers to get their films into distribution. The agent 

represents the filmmaker, marketing his/her film and negotiating terms with the distributor. 

This usually involves licensing the film to distributors for a particular territory or territories, and 

taking a percentage of the licensing fee paid to the filmmaker. Film sales agents are especially 

useful for international market entry, and there will be those which specialise in bringing 

European content to the US marketplace. Typically, an unknown director will only acquire an 

agent once they have a completed film; even then the agent needs to see some kind of 

potential. Agents are always on the hunt for acquisitions, and regularly attend film screenings 

and festivals to discover new talent. 

 

In addition to marketing films to distributors, agents can oversee general promotional activities, 

such as pitching a film production to additional film festivals and markets, or holding screenings 

and premiere parties to market a film more widely. Because films are usually sold individually 

to multiple territories, the work is ongoing.  

 

The major talent agencies also represent filmmakers and would essentially act as film sales 

agents for these clients, among other activities on their behalf. Otherwise, there is also a 

landscape of smaller agents who specialise in film sales specifically. 

 

How to approach 
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Much like Performing Arts, the Film and TV industry is about networking and relationships and 

agents tend not to be responsive to unsolicited approaches. Agents get unsolicited materials 

sent to them all the time, which is why they typically do not open them. 

 

The best way for agents and managers from Europe to gain traction with Film and TV agents 

in North America is to interact with them on their terms: network, attend film festivals and 

other industry events, and leverage some of these same events to put talent in a position 

where they can be noticed. 

 

Next to this, AGMA members in Europe should encourage their clients to really make use of 

OTT platforms and build their brand online. Agents are looking for new opportunities to 

represent clients who can earn them money. By putting their work out there, building a higher 

profile, and organically generating followers in North America, talented artists will increase the 

chances that agents notice them, recognise their potential, and come calling. 

 

The picture is a bit different for Below the Line talent, where European agents and managers 

might stand a better chance of pitching their clients for jobs in the US and Canada provided that 

the client has something unique to offer. Agents and managers from Finland might also try 

reaching out to independent production companies in North America directly, without 

necessarily needing to work with a partner agent. 

 

When it comes to films and other existing audio-visual content that European agents hope to 

bring to the North American market, film sales agents will show interest in material that already 

has a track record in Europe and which is deemed to have a chance at drawing interest in the 

USA or Canada. Building up this track record and promotional credibility should be the first task 

of any AGMA member seeking opportunities for their clients in the Film and TV sector. From 

there, agents can try to pitch their clients’ material for film festivals and other showcase 

opportunities (employing a similar strategy as we discussed for the Performing Arts). 

 

Ultimately, the best way for Finnish talent to get on the creative radar in North America is to 

produce good material, share it widely, and build relationships with fellow creatives in the US 

and Canada. Agents will follow promising creative work. They open doors, but the talent needs 

to first get to the doorway on its own. 

 

Film festivals are a good opportunity for this, but there are also more informal opportunities 

that European directors (and their agents/managers) can pursue. Seeking out joint 

collaborations with compatible up-and-coming creatives in North America could be one 

potential strategy Finnish agents and managers use to help get their clients new work which 

expands their international network and creative reach at the same time. 

 

Showcase Opportunity: North American Film Festivals  

As noted above, film festivals are an ideal place to meet key stakeholders in Film and TV and showcase 

international material to agents and other decision-makers. Below is an overview of some important 

festivals, including the major events as well as some others which might slip under-the-radar: 
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 Telluride Film Festival, Colorado. Over 80 international films shown during a four-day event. Not 

as high-profile as Sundance or Tribeca but credible within the industry. 

 

 Palm Springs Film Festival. Boasts the largest selection of Foreign Language Oscar submissions 

of any US film festival. Featuring films from more than 70 countries. 

 

 Los Angeles Film Festival. Takes place throughout LA, with a focus on specifically engaging the 

city’s young independent arts community. Features a variety of formats including short films and 

music videos. 

 

 American Film Market.  The world’s largest motion picture business event. Over 7,000 industry 

leaders from more than 80 countries converge in Santa Monica for eight days of deal-making, 

screenings, conferences, networking and parties. 

 

 Sundance Film Festival. Perhaps the most famous festival in North America, founded by Director 

Robert Redford. Regularly attracts Hollywood’s most A-list talent. 

 

 Santa Barbara International Film Festival. Hosts over 200 films submitted by over 85,000 

filmmakers per year. Precedes Sundance and the Oscars, so it’s also a big deal. 

 

 Dances With Films. Noted as a “discovery festival” and “summer camp for filmmakers” because 

of its focus on helping filmmakers to forge relationships in the industry, this could be a good 

smaller event for AGMA members and their clients to attend. 

 

 SXSW Film Festival. The South by Southwest (SXSW) Festival in Austin, Texas is known for being 

among the coolest indie festivals in the US across many genres. In addition to the film festival, 

this would also be a good opportunity for Finnish creatives to meet with their counterparts at 

different levels within the North American entertainment industry. 

 

 New York Film Festival. While less famous than Tribeca (below), the New York Film Festival is the 

second longest-running festival in the US and is noted for featuring plenty of international work. 

 

 Tribeca Film Festival. Established in 2002 by Robert De Niro and others, Tribeca is based in Lower 

Manhattan and has become another flagship event in North American film. Tribeca also runs a TV 

festival every autumn. 

 

 Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF). One of the largest publicly attended film festivals in 

the world, TIFF attracts 480,000 people annually. Nearly 400 films are screened over a two-week 

period, making this the key film festival event in Canada as well as one of the most important 

globally. 

 

 Ottawa International Animation Festival. Another Canada-based event which is referred to as 

the “TIFF of the animation world.” 

 

 Atlantic Film Festival.  Taking place in Halifax, Nova Scotia, this festival has a lower profile than 

some of the major US-based events but could be a good opportunity to network and showcase 

Finnish work in an approachable environment. 
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 Vancouver Film Festival. Another big festival with over 70 international films. “VIFF” is considered 

to be one of the most accessible festivals in North America. 

 

 

 

Key professional bodies 

Given the extent of the Film and TV industry, there are more professional bodies than it is 

possible to list here. Of specific relevance is the role of guilds and unions, which work to ensure 

fair wages and working conditions for talent across the audio-visual spectrum.  

 

Agents are typically “franchised” by the relevant guilds for the talent they represent: essentially, 

this is a stamp of approval certifying that the agent complies with all standards set forth by the 

guild. In order to be eligible for work negotiated by the guilds, individuals usually need to have 

an established body of work, meaning that for many aspiring actors and film professionals in 

Hollywood, the route to getting established sometimes runs through “non-union” jobs which 

may not have the same standards and pay, but offer a chance to get one’s foot in the door. 

 

The three main American guilds for “Above the Line” work are as follows: 

 

 Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) 

https://www.sagaftra.org/  

Representing approximately 160,000 film and TV actors, journalists, radio personalities, 

recording artists, singers, voice actors, and other media professionals worldwide. 

 

 Directors Guild of America (DGA) 

https://www.dga.org/  

Represents the interests of film and television directors in the United States motion 

picture industry and abroad. 

 

 Writers Guild of America (WGA) 

http://www.wga.org/  

Split into two organisations – WGA East and WGA West – representing TV and Film 

writers throughout the US. Headquartered in New York and LA, respectively. 

 

Some of the key “Below the Line” guilds are: 

 International Alliance of Theatre Stage Employees (IATSE) 

 International Cinematographer's Guild (an IATSE organization) 

 The Teamsters 

 Motion Picture Editors Guild 

 Animation Guild 

 Motion Picture Sound Editors 

 

Important Canadian guilds include: 

https://www.sagaftra.org/
https://www.dga.org/
http://www.wga.org/
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 Alliance of Canadian Cinema, Television and Radio Artists (ACTRA) 

https://www.actratoronto.com/  

ACTRA represents performers in the film, radio, TV and new media industries across 

Canada. ACTRA has local chapters of which Toronto’s (ACTRA-Toronto) is the largest. 

 

As far as professional associations, the major agent stakeholders are again the Association of 

Talent Agents (ATA), in the US, and Talent Agents and Managers of Canada (TAMAC), both 

mentioned previously. There are associations across the audio-visual sector representing all of 

the various constituencies in Film and TV. While these are too many to list, some of the key 

groups representing producers and independents might be relevant: 

 

 Producers Guild of America 

https://www.producersguild.org/  

The PGA is a trade association representing television producers, film producers and 

New Media producers in the United States. 

 

 Canada Media Producers Association 

https://cmpa.ca/  

Canada’s trade association for independent producers, representing hundreds of 

companies engaged in the development, production and distribution of English-

language content for TV, feature film and digital media channels. 
 

 Independent Film & Television Alliance (IFTA) 

http://www.ifta-online.org/  

Headquartered in Los Angeles, IFTA is the global trade association for the independent 

motion picture and TV industry. 

 

Case study: M ss ng P eces 

New York and LA-based M ss ng P eces (“Missing Pieces”) is a production company which illustrates 

the convergence between different players in the entertainment industry and the blurring of 

traditional roles. M ss ng P eces is a relatively small indie producer, with a roster of directors who by 

and large also have their own independent careers. The company produces commercial campaigns 

for a variety of companies and brands, as well as its own interactive and feature length projects.  

 

One M ss ng P eces director, Ivan Cash, explained that the company essentially represents him, 

pitching his work to clients for potential projects, for which Ivan is paid a directors fee when the 

project moves forward. Ivan can also bring some of his own projects to M ss ng P eces, for which he 

and the company would agree a profit-sharing scheme. The arrangement is exclusive in that Ivan 

cannot work for another production company; he can and does, however, develop work through his 

own company, which does not involve M ss ng P eces.  

 

Ivan is a successful filmmaker and creative director, having directed films for multinational brands 

including the likes of Google, Airbnb, Uber, Kind Snacks, L’Oreal, and Toyota. His work as a filmmaker 

and artist has meanwhile been featured in The New York Times, CNN, TIME, The Guardian, Fast 

https://www.actratoronto.com/
https://www.producersguild.org/
https://cmpa.ca/
http://www.ifta-online.org/
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Company, and other leading outlets. He does not, however, use an agent (except for public speaking 

appearances). The closest Ivan comes to working with an agent for his creative and film work is his 

arrangement with M ss ng P eces, which leverages its industry relationships to match directorial talent 

like Ivan with project opportunities. 

 

Why is this relevant for AGMA?  For the reasons outlined earlier, before getting to the point of 

working with an agent, there is a need for Finnish creatives to develop projects which first can help 

to raise their profile in North America. For AGMA members, if production companies are essentially 

performing the role of agent, representing their directors and finding them work, then why not go 

straight to the production company for partnership opportunities rather than spending time chasing 

other agents? 

 

Companies like M ss ng P eces could be approached by European agents and managers with a range 

of potential collaborations in mind: 

 Representing Finnish directors in the US;  

 Licensing completed work from Finnish filmmakers for the North American market; 

 Developing joint projects where there is a mutual interest; 

 

These are just a handful of potential ideas, all of which are probably more palatable (and more 

profitable) than going through a North American agent who is not already familiar with Finnish or 

European talent. There are hundreds of small production companies just like M ss ng P eces out there. 

These stakeholders can widen the scope of potential partners for European agents and managers to 

pursue in the US and Canadian marketplaces. 

 

 

Sector Focus: Design 

 

Much like the Performing Arts, agents in Design represent a diverse range of creative talent.  

Design covers a lot of ground from editorial illustration and commercial artistry to digital design, 

graphics, children’s illustration, photography, publishing art, packaging materials, and many 

other types of creative work often done by freelancers and independent professionals. There is 

also the world of interior and product design, although a lot of this work tends to be done by 

larger design agencies, which are different from agents (see below). 

 

For finished goods (e.g. furniture), there are sales agents who might work with international 

designers to bring their products to a new market. These would be similar to any kind of retail 

agent across different sectors. Generally, these tend to be individuals and smaller shops with a 

relatively low online profile. The agent usually has a background and contacts in the industry, 

often from working previously with a big company. Their job is to find sales opportunities and 

they are usually paid on commission, sometimes with a retainer. 

 

Out of all the sectors in this report, Design is where agents are the least essential. There is a 

rich landscape of design agents operating in the market, and many top designers and 

commercial artists are represented by agents. Agents make the business side of art easier, and 

for artists and designers who do not have patience for this, an agent can be a real asset.  
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At the same time, it is also realistic to succeed in design without an agent. Many successful 

artists who feel confident finding work and comfortable with negotiations and contracts may 

forgo an agent (and their commission) in favour of developing business on their own. Moreover, 

for artists who are not at the point of being attractive to an agent, projects in the design world 

tend to be more accessible to newcomers than in Film & TV or the Performing Arts. 

 

In this section we attempt to further untangle the role of agents in the world of design, while 

pointing readers toward areas of potential collaboration and business development on their 

clients’ behalf. 

 

Agents vs agencies 

Throughout this report, we have used the term “agency” to refer to companies employing a 

large staff carrying out the standard functions of an agent (namely, finding work and negotiating 

deals on behalf of creative talent). This is consistent with the way agents are referred to in the 

entertainment world: a company with a team of agents is usually called a talent agency, and in 

Hollywood especially, this is what “agency” means. 

 

The situation is a bit different in Design, where “design agencies” or “advertising agencies” are 

a typical part of the vocabulary but mean something different. In this case, an agency is a large 

professional company carrying out design projects on behalf of clients. The creative talent is 

either employed in-house or contracted on a freelance basis. Unlike a talent agency, in a design 

agency the talent works for the firm, as opposed to the firm working for the talent. 

 

As discussed above, there are design agents who represent professional artists and designers 

in the same way that a talent agency represents its talent. Some even refer to themselves as 

agencies. In the world of design, however, it is important to understand that “agency” can refer 

to a different type of model from the other sectors. 

 

Design agency firms may also be another way for European agents to find opportunities for 

their clients in North America. Such companies regularly hire freelancers and other creative 

support on a project-by-project basis. They also often use agents to source freelance talent, so 

it may be worth reaching out directly to design firms in New York or California to see if there 

are any current opportunities. As in the other sectors, talent which brings something unique to 

the table will stand the best chance of competing against other existing options in-market. 

 

For ease of understanding, in this section when we refer to “design agency” or “design 

agencies” we mean the type of firm referenced above (employing creative talent for art and 

design projects with clients). We use “design agent” to refer to agents engaged in the design 

sector (representing creative talent and finding/negotiating projects). 

 

What do design agents do? 

A design agent’s core tasks are the same as any agent: developing new business for artists and 

designers in their roster, negotiating contract terms and compensation, and taking part in 

general networking and marketing activities on behalf of those whom they represent.  
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Design as a whole is an industry with a high degree of freelancing, so the role of agents tends 

to fit into this working model. Agents represent independent artists and designers and help 

them to find work they wouldn’t have found (or would have had a more difficult time finding) 

on their own. Many freelancers succeed without ever working with an agent; on the other hand, 

those who see the value usually point toward the agent’s ability to land them higher-profile 

jobs, negotiate better compensation terms, and handle contractual matters. 

 

As we discussed in the previous section with respect to writer and director representation in 

the audio-visual sector, design agents also play a valuable role in helping talent to expand their 

networking reach and connect to a wider range of opportunities. A good agent in the design 

world will have contacts with creative agencies, brands, and high-profile clients which may have 

taken years of networking and career development for an independent artist to cultivate 

personally. The world of commercial design is competitive and networks make a big difference 

for those who want to work with top clients. Agents help professional artists and designers to 

ensure that they are in the conversation when such clients need to hire talent. 

 

Many leading design and advertising firms work with agents to hire freelance creatives, rather 

than hiring directly. We spoke with a manager from a transatlantic advertising company, who 

indicated that her firm uses the London-based recruitment service Red Sofa to source much of 

their creative talent. This situation is similar across many other top design companies, who see 

an obvious value in accessing a curated roster of quality freelancers via a single portal. For the 

freelancer, being represented by an agent is a way to ensure they remain visible and viable for 

such commercial jobs, particularly as these tend also to be among the best paid.  

 

Design agents represent artists and designers across almost every type of commercial design. 

Some specialise in particular formats (e.g. illustration) while others service a wide variety of 

projects and talent. Commission structures vary, as does the quality of the agent and their 

network. Generally speaking, however, where there is well-compensated design work for 

commercial clients, there will be agents involved somewhere. 

 

Perspective: The value of agents in design 

“Publishers, magazines, stationery companies, and similar businesses may source freelance artists 

from known agents because they don’t have to spend as long looking for an artist for a project. 

Additionally, if someone is looking for a bunch of artists gathered in one place, sure they could sift 

through portfolios on Behance or a similar portfolio site, or they could pop on over to an illustration 

agency’s website and work with artists who they know already work with clients in the capacity that 

they need.” 

 

-Mary Winkler, “So You Want to Be Represented by an Agency or Agent?” 
https://design.tutsplus.com/articles/so-you-want-to-be-represented-by-an-agency-or-agent--cms-26029  

 

 

Rates and compensation 

https://design.tutsplus.com/articles/so-you-want-to-be-represented-by-an-agency-or-agent--cms-26029
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Like other talent agents, most design agents work on commission. Unlike other talent agents, 

rates for design agents are typically higher. As opposed to the normal 10 percent in Performing 

Arts/Audio-Visual sector or 15 percent in the Literary sector, agent commissions in Design can 

range from 15 to 35 percent of project compensation. Compensation rates are not regulated as 

in acting or the performing arts and thus what is “normal” varies greatly based upon the agent, 

the type of work, the value of the project, and other factors. As an example, photographer’s 

reps (design agents representing professional photographers) will usually take 25 percent but 

some can take as much as 35 percent. Other design agents will have different models. 

 

Usually there might be a difference in commission rates between projects which the artist 

brings to the agent (to negotiate and manage) and those which the agent finds for the artist. A 

further area of negotiation between design agents and talent is in terms of marketing and 

promotion. Some agents do very little of this or charge clients extra for marketing. Other times 

these activities may be reflected in the rate of commission. Many agents offer a sliding scale of 

fees which will again vary depending on the agency and on the work being negotiated.  

 

The key thing to remember is that every agent and every contract is different, so it is important 

to review all agreements carefully to fully understand what is expected of each side. Given the 

variance in compensation structures for design agents, this lesson is especially true here. 

 

Sales agents 

For those with actual products and designs to sell, “agent” refers once again to a slightly 

different model of representation. Agents, as we have referred to them so far, represent artists 

or designers who offer their talents as a service, and are responsible for helping these designers 

to find projects. Designers selling products, on the other hand, might engage an agent to help 

them expand into a new market, but the model here looks more like traditional retail agent 

representation, the way we see in other sectors with traded products. 

 

In this case, an agent would be responsible for representing the designer’s products, assisting 

them in reaching out to potential retailers and generally working to help boost sales in a new 

area. These agents tend to be individuals or small companies, often with a low profile. It can be 

hard to find them online and information about them tends to be limited. Usually they are 

veterans of their chosen industry and many claim to have high-level contacts in key places. The 

best way to get in contact with such agents is generally by attending exhibit shows and industry 

gatherings, where they go to renew old connections, see what’s new in the industry, and are 

often on the hunt for new talent to represent. 

 

A good example of a Nordic company using the sales agent model is the Danish furniture 

company Bruunmunch, which features high-end pieces curated from a team of designers 

including the Helsinki-based designer Mika Tolvanen. Bruunmunch has an extensive network of 

dealers and agents across Europe, North America, and Asia, with retailers in 18 countries. The 

company in turn has a list of 13 agents, including one for the USA. The job of the agents is to 

help Bruunmunch grow its retail presence and expand into new territory. But as an example of 

how elusive agents can be, Bruunmunch’s agent for the USA (from the Bruunmunch website) 
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does not have a website of its own. The only contact information is via LinkedIn, where the 

company size is listed as “2-10 employees” and there is no further detail given. 

 

Like any agent, a sales agent needs to believe in the product they are promoting in order to 

take it on and in order to be successful. Most representatives (at least those who are credible) 

are unlikely to work with a start-up, so a product designer should be some established presence 

in their home market before seeking to work with an international agent to expand further.  

 

Sales agents usually work on commission, although top agents may ask for a retainer. Normal 

commissions for a sales agent representative range from 15 to 20 percent. This is another 

loosely defined agent sub-sector, as the nature of sales agents, their credibility, and their 

contractual terms can vary widely. It is always good to get to know a potential agent thoroughly 

before moving forward with them as a partner. Some people claiming to be agents are not as 

well-networked or effective as they present themselves, so designers should always make sure 

to do their research. This may include finding out which other brands the agent has 

represented, how successful they have been, how connected they actually are within their 

industry, and what the exact terms would be for any partnership. 

 

As mentioned, the best way to connect with international sales agents for North America would 

be to attend the key retail design expos and meet potential agents in person. Not only is this 

the best way to find agents, but it is also a good way to ensure that the meeting is personal and 

each side can feel the other out to see if there is potential to work together. 

 

The International Association of Sales Agents is another resource which agents and members 

can use to search partners in North America. The organisation’s website has a vast database of 

members across locations that users can search by industry: https://iucab.com/  

 

How to approach 

In design as in the other sectors we have covered, the best way to approach agents is to have 

a portfolio of existing client work which grabs their attention. For AGMA members looking for 

opportunities on behalf of their clients in the US and Canada, North American design agents 

will want to see that the Finnish designer is already credible in Europe and has a decent existing 

portfolio. Furthermore, most agents will have a look at the artist’s work to make sure that it fits 

in with the overall mix of the other talent which they are representing. 

 

The major difference between design and the other sectors is that in design it tends to be easier 

to develop a portfolio of solid reference projects without needing to hire an agent. This should 

help designers who are trying to develop work for the first time in North America. One 

approach, as in the other sectors, could be for European agents and managers to seek out 

portfolio projects for their clients which don’t involve going through an agent. 

 

As a general rule, however, design agents seem more open to new outreach than agents in 

other disciplines. Agents in the design world are often on the hunt for new talent and will post 

https://iucab.com/
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guidelines on their website for how they prefer to be approached and which types of artists 

they are looking for. Some agents even do a call-out via social media for new talent. 

 

Given the wide range of design agents and the different specialty areas that those agents may 

cover, designers seeking representation should research the various agents who are out there, 

see what kind of work they specialise in and how it compares with that produced by the artist, 

take note of how the agent would like to be approached, and reach out to those who seem like 

they could be a good fit. Ideally, the artist/designer should be able to send portfolio materials 

which compare well with other work the agent has represented. 

 

Most talent which is being represented by members of AGMA should already have a good 

portfolio of work in Europe which they can show to design agents in North America. But there 

are also other options for raising one’s profile. Finnish designers and their agents could seek 

out their own partnerships with other like-minded artists in the US or Canada. They may also 

reach out to potential clients personally or via networking. One approach could be to leverage 

existing contacts with design firms in Europe who also work in North America. Even a small 

project would be a good way to gain a foothold in the market. 

 

As in all the creative sectors, talented designers who are actively out doing projects and 

promoting themselves tend to get noticed. Even in the absence of working with an agent in 

North America, Finnish designers can also make a name for themselves with non-commercial 

projects which get people’s attention, particularly if the result can be shared virally. 

 

One of the designers we spoke with (Ivan Cash, who also features in our Film & TV section) has 

utilized this strategy effectively to work with some of the world’s largest brands throughout his 

career, despite not using a design agent. In addition to Ivan’s paid work, which consists largely 

of speaking engagements, advertising campaigns, and branded videos, he is often out 

developing his own projects on various topics which interest him. These include multiple viral 

campaigns, a book, and his own personal short films. In the end it is these “side projects” which 

have earned Ivan most of his professional accolades, all the while making him more appealing 

to high-profile clients, who in turn pay him for his services on their behalf.  

 

Such an approach may be more suitable for some designers than others, but it is proof that one 

does not need an agent to succeed in the world of design. Freelancing in art and design is all 

about networking, and the more European designers can find ways to network and put their 

work out there, the more opportunities will arise, whether with agents or otherwise.  

 

Design agents can help designers to accelerate their careers and get in front of new clients. 

Agents and managers in Europe should remember, however, that there are also other ways to 

engage with the market on behalf of their clients if working with a North American design agent 

does not prove to be effective. 

 

Key events for networking 
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Given the expansiveness of design as a profession, there are a wide range of networks, 

associations, and other organisations where various designers come together – more than it is 

possible or practical to list here. At the same time, there is no association of “design agents” as 

such in the way that there is with ATA and TAMAC. Instead, the best way to connect with key 

stakeholders in the design world (including agents) tends to be at the many design-focused 

events which take place across sectors throughout the year.  

 

A list of various important gatherings, spanning different design disciplines, is offered below: 

 

 Toronto Design Offsite Festival (TODO) 

http://todesignoffsite.com/  

An annual city-wide platform for the exhibition and engagement of independent design 

in Toronto, including showcases and programming. 

 

 Interior Design Show (IDS) 

http://www.interiordesignshow.com/  

Based in Toronto, the Interior Design Show is Canada’s leading design fair. IDS attracts 

a mix of design professionals, design-savvy consumers, and media. It is also an industry 

and deal-making hub for thousands of design-driven businesses. 

 

 Adobe Max 

http://max.adobe.com/  

Coders mingle with Hollywood filmmakers, photographers and musicians at this five-

day event in Las Vegas focused on how Adobe’s software shapes the creative industry. 

 

 World Design Summit 

http://worlddesignsummit.com/  

This globally-focused, multi-disciplinary forum aims to consider “how design can shape 

the future.” Takes place in Montreal, bringing together a range of participants including 

designers, policymakers, NGOs and entrepreneurs.  

 

 International Home + Housewares 

https://www.housewares.org/show/  

For those showcasing in the areas of furniture and interiors, this business-focused event 

is ideal. More of a traditional expo than a design festival, there will be a healthy amount 

of buyers present and deal-making taking place. Based in Chicago. 

 

 NYCxDESIGN 

https://www.nycxdesign.com/  

Spanning all design disciplines, this city-wide festival includes smaller-scale events in 

different parts of New York City, creating a “collaborative platform for cultural and 

commercial opportunities.” A good opportunity for networking and learning. 

 

 Design Miami/ 

http://todesignoffsite.com/
http://www.interiordesignshow.com/
http://max.adobe.com/
http://worlddesignsummit.com/
https://www.housewares.org/show/
https://www.nycxdesign.com/


INSIGHTS INTO AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES AND RELATED SECTORS: NORTH AMERICA 
 

 
 39 
 

http://www.designmiami.com/  

Part of the Art Basel series, Design Miami/ gathers collectors, gallerists, designers, 

curators and critics from around the world to celebrate design culture and commerce. 

 

 ICFF New York and Miami 

http://www.icff.com/  

ICFF is billed as North America’s “premier showcase for contemporary design,” bringing 

together leaders in hospitality, commercial, residential, interiors, and more. 

 

 Los Angeles Design Festival 

https://www.ladesignfestival.org/  

Similar to its New York counterpart, Los Angeles Design Festival is an annual series of 

events staged around greater LA celebrating local and international design talent. 

 

 South by Southwest (SXSW) 

https://www.sxsw.com/conference/design/  

As mentioned in the Film and TV section above, SXSW may be North America’s best-

known creative festival. A big part of SXSW is about film and music but it also aspires to 

be a platform for sharing and networking across the entire creative industry. There is a 

section of SXSW specifically devoted to design. SXSW is located in Austin, Texas. 

 

Again, this list can never be exhaustive and will not encompass every single event in design 

which may be relevant for AGMA members and their clients. It should, however, provide a good 

networking starting point for those looking to build design connections in North America. 

 

Case study: Granet & Associates 

As we have noted, a lot of larger scale design work around interiors and other areas tends to be done 

by bigger design agencies as opposed to individual designers. One exception is around high-end 

interior design for celebrities and other wealthy clients. Many designers in this space are industry 

celebrities in their own right, working directly for their customers. 

 

Many also have representation to help connect them with lucrative projects and high-visibility 

opportunities. Within this space, perhaps the best-known design agent is Keith Granet, founder of 

the firm Granet & Associates. In addition to helping designers to get high-profile jobs and bolster their 

stature and reputation, Granet’s company also works as a retail agent to help its clients get their own 

branded products into the right stores. A good deal of this work revolves around licensing, in which 

Granet focuses on helping designers to license their designs to brands and other big buyers.  

 

The company’s licensing work veers away from the world of interiors somewhat and focuses more on 

designer products. A section on the Granet & Associates website covers licensing and lists many 

products which Granet represents as a licensing agent including furniture, outdoor designs, lighting, 

bed & bath, wall art, textiles, accessories and more. Granet surely has counterparts and competitors, 

but the company is one of the most established agents for working with designers on this level.  

 

http://www.designmiami.com/
http://www.icff.com/
https://www.ladesignfestival.org/
https://www.ladesignfestival.org/
https://www.sxsw.com/conference/design/


INSIGHTS INTO AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES AND RELATED SECTORS: NORTH AMERICA 
 

 
 40 
 

Granet is highly selective about its talent and charges a retainer fee (as opposed to the usual 

commission model). It is also somewhat polarising within the art and design world. Still, for AGMA 

members representing designers who have attained a degree of cache and credibility in Europe, a 

company like Granet & Associates might make for an ideal partner in North America – and may well 

have interest in working together to help contemporary Finnish designs reach new markets. 

 

 

Sector Focus: Literary Fiction 

 

Agents in the literary world are active across all types of book publishing, essentially functioning 

as the intermediaries between authors and publishers.  

 

Similar to the other sectors we have explored, literary agents come in many shapes and sizes. 

There are big literary agencies, as well as a healthy amount of smaller actors in the marketplace. 

Some specialise in particular genres and formats while others cover a wider range. Within the 

fiction world alone, there are numerous genres and sub-genres e.g. young adult, crime, 

romance, fantasy sci-fi, etc., each with their own landscape of agents and publishing companies. 

Overall, commercial publishing tends to be dominated by a handful of large, New York-based 

players – Penguin Random House, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and others. 

 

Big publishers tend to focus on works with the potential for big commercial sales: crime stories, 

thrillers, romance novels, and other genres or mainstream fiction for example. On the non-

fiction side, this might cover works by leading public figures or books about contemporary 

affairs. Generally, top publishing companies look for books with the potential to sell a minimum 

of at least 10,000 – 20,000 copies. 

 

Literary agents promote their clients’ work to publishers, seeking out deals and then 

negotiating the best terms with the publishing company on behalf of the author. They can also 

play an important role in working with an author to fine-tune his or her manuscript and make 

it more market-ready. Agents get paid on commission (as they do in other sectors), so the size 

of an author’s potential advance is a key motivating factor when deciding which clients to take 

on. Obviously, agents selling mainstream work to big publishers are in position to take home 

their share of a much bigger advance to the author, so the big agencies tend to be most active 

in working with big publishers. The “standard” commission for literary agents is 15 percent. 

 

From the author’s perspective, working with an agent is more or less essential to getting a deal 

with a big publisher. Their contacts and networks are indispensable, and most publishers won’t 

consider work without the backing of an agent.  

 

Outside of the big publishers, there are also mid-size and independent publishers, university 

presses, regional presses, digital-only publishers, and other smaller players. By nature, they 

tend to focus on more niche topics, new authors, or particular types of books. Although there 

are still plenty of agents who work with smaller publishers, they are less indispensable when it 

comes to approaching this level of the market. An agent can still be helpful because of their 
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network and overall knowledge of where a prospective book might fit within industry, but it is 

not unheard of for authors to “go it alone” when approaching smaller publishing houses. 

 

Small publishers can be especially ideal for authors with less-traditional work or who are looking 

to break into the market for the first time, making them potentially good candidates for 

partnership with European literary agents. 

As with the other creative sectors in this report, our recommendation for literary agents and 

managers from Finland is to again consider the totality of options in the marketplace when 

looking for opportunities on behalf of their clients in North America. Building relationships with 

literary agents will be a valuable exercise no matter what, but readers of this report might also 

consider approaching smaller publishers directly, particularly when they represent authors who 

have already had some level of commercial success in Europe. 

 

The process 

Thousands of literary agents are active in the market; some are a part of big agencies while 

some are small shops or sole proprietors. When it comes to seeking out a literary agent, the 

first step is usually to do a bit of background research on who and what is out there. This means 

going through agent directories (more on this below) or even getting a subscription to industry 

resources like Publishers Marketplace to browse recent deals.  

 

Authors should be looking for an agent who specialises – or at least has a track record – in the 

type of work they are trying to get published. Most agent directories should have examples of 

work the agent has sold. Next to this, any industry listing of recent book deals will mention the 

agent, so it is possible to look at what is selling, see which agents are involved in selling it, and 

then identify those who have represented work similar to what the author is interested in 

pitching currently. This level of research into the market is useful in terms of identifying who to 

target as a potential agent, and also will give an idea of which key publishing companies may 

specialise in the relevant topics/genres. 

 

The next steps in reaching out to a literary agent in North America can vary. Authors (or their 

agents) may wish to connect with agents first informally at book festivals or other industry 

events, in order to build a relationship and warm the ground for further engagement. Of course, 

it is also possible to reach out cold to an agent with the relevant story materials, in the hopes 

that these draw interest. Whatever the mode of approach, agents will typically want to see 

some combination of the following: 

 Query Letter. A one-pager giving a brief description of the work (and maybe also the 

author, especially for unknown/international writers). 

 Novel Synopsis. A longer summary (1-2 pages) of the story from beginning to end. 

 Sample Chapters. Rather than a full manuscript, some agents will ask for sample 

chapters. It is usually best to start from the beginning of the manuscript when sending 

sample chapters. 

 Full Manuscript. Most agents will want to see the full manuscript before taking on a 

project but usually this is preceded by the other materials. 
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 “Novel Proposal.” There is no industry standard definition of what this means, but if an 

agent asks for this it usually means some combination of the Query Letter, Synopsis, and 

perhaps one or more Sample Chapters. 

 

Most agents do not accept full manuscripts at first contact, unless there is an existing 

relationship with the author. For fiction, the initial outreach to the agent usually would involve 

sending the other Novel Proposal materials first, followed in due course by the manuscript if 

the agent shows sufficient interest. 

 

If an agent does take on a manuscript, the next steps are for the agent to pitch the potential 

book to publishers, work with the author if necessary to improve the story, and negotiate the 

relevant details of the book deal with the publisher if the project advances to this stage. A good 

agent will know the industry norms and which details should be included in any potential book 

contract to protect the rights of the author and ensure the best terms for the deal. 

 

During the process of getting a book published, good literary agents become partners, 

counsellors, mentors, and campaigners for their clients to navigate the world of publishing and 

book sales. Like all agents, literary agents must believe in the potential of a project before being 

such an advocate. There is no secret recipe for building this enthusiasm; it will vary from agent 

to agent and project to project. This is one reason why it’s a good idea to research existing book 

deals in advance to first get a good idea of which agents are likely to be interested in the 

manuscript that the author is trying to sell. 

 

Similarly, there is no standard method for reaching out to literary agents for the first time. The 

above materials are an example of what agents will look at before committing to a project, but 

the initial mode of contact may vary. As in any business, informed market research and personal 

relationship-building within the industry are always good places to start. 

 

Book festivals and literary events 

One good place to meet agents and build industry relationships are the myriad book fairs, 

literary festivals, and other writing conferences which take place in various cities throughout 

the year. These are events where writers get together to share and showcase work, meet other 

writers, and learn what’s going on in the industry; and where agents, publishers, and literary 

enthusiasts alike turn up to discover new material from up-and-coming writing talent. 

 

Literary events come in many forms. Some are smaller conferences and retreats, more focused 

on the writing process and on helping writers to meet and learn from other writers. Others are 

bigger festivals which are open to the general public. Book fairs are typically focused around 

building interest in new authors and selling new books. Many literary events target particular 

genres or literary formats. Some are known for being more commercial and industry-centred 

while others pride themselves on helping participants to improve their craft while taking a 

break from the business pressures of getting published. 
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Many book fairs and literary festivals will have specific showcases for new talent, not unlike the 

dance and performing arts showcases we discussed earlier. Some even have side sessions which 

are specifically dedicated to helping aspiring writers connect with agents.  

 

Such opportunities will depend on the focus of the festival and will vary from event to event, 

so European literary agents are advised to consider which events might be the most promising 

before determining where to target. This could depend on the genre focus, the emphasis on 

the business side of writing, the usual presence of agents, and other relevant criteria. 

 

Regardless of event specifics, literary festivals are good opportunities to get a read of the 

industry, network, and get to know agents and publishers in an informal setting. Agents from 

Europe may even have a head start in speaking with other agents as they can claim a certain 

status and common stature, as fellow agents and managers representing international writing 

talent. Most approaches to agents are by writers who don’t yet have a representative. 

 

There are too many literary events in the writing world to list, but we have compiled a handful 

further below which may be relevant for AGMA members and their clients. 

 

Online platforms 

Another way to research and get in touch with agents is through a variety of new online 

platforms which are mixing up the agent outreach process and providing new opportunities for 

writers, agents, and publishers to connect. 

 

Platforms like AgentQuery, QueryTracker, and WritersMarket allow writers to access agent 

listings in a directory format, and often include information about the agent’s preferred 

genre/specialty areas as well as what else he or she has gotten published. Usually the platform 

will tell users how the agent would like to be approached, and whether they are currently 

accepting query letters. Not all agents are equally responsive, so some of the platforms also 

provide information on typical response times for each agent. 

 

AgentQuery and QueryTracker are freemium platforms where writers can access basic agent 

listings for free or choose to pay for a higher level of functionality and more data. WritersMarket 

has a more curated list of agents and charges a subscription fee of $5.99/month. 

 

Such platforms are a great way to conduct background market research, learn which agents 

and literary agencies might be good targets for the type of work being represented, and zero in 

on those who seem like the best fit.  

 

Publishers Marketplace, which does require a subscription, also has agent listings as well as 

recent publishing deals by genre, where users can see who has been involved in recent book 

contracts and further pinpoint ideal agents and publishers for their work. 

 

How to approach 
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Apart from events and personal introductions, the best way to reach out to agents for the first 

time is via query letter. All of the agent platforms above list agent email addresses where 

authors (or their representatives) can send queries, as well as guidelines on what to send. Many 

times literary agencies will also have submission guidelines on their websites. 

 

While this can seem a bit impersonal, it is the standard way to approach literary agents without 

prior introduction and many do make their best efforts to respond, even in cases where the 

query is unsuccessful.  

 

There is lot of advice out there on how to write a good query letter, which we have done our 

best to collate here. Some frequent tips include: 

 Keep it short. A good query letter should be straight and to-the-point, using short 

sentences and clear language. Recommended length is 3-5 paragraphs for the main 

body, and always less than one page. 

 Hook the reader. Agents receive piles of query letters, so in order to stand out, start 

with a hook which refers to an interesting/unique aspect of the story, or connects the 

current query to previous successful work which the agent has represented.  

 Summarise the plot. Imagine you are writing a summary for the back cover of the book. 

This is the opportunity to generate interest and convince people to read on. Like any 

reader, agents want to know why they should open the rest of the book rather than 

choose to look at something else. This should summarise the main characters, what 

happens in the plot, and what choices the characters must make as the story moves 

forward. Always end with a cliff-hanger! 

 Summarise your bio. “Short and sweet” is again the key guidance here. This part should 

be no more than two sentences, but it should illustrate the writer’s key experience and 

mention any relevant praise or accolades which he/she has earned. 

 Give key stats. Every query should include the genre, target audience, word count, and 

could also mention a comparative title (e.g. a similar book which is already established) 

as a way to help steer the reader’s imagination. 

 Follow the guidelines. Different agents and agencies have different guidelines. Make 

sure to follow all relevant instructions. Agents have to say no a lot, so it’s a good idea 

not to give them a reason to do so before your story even has a chance to stand out. 

 

Query letters should always be addressed to an individual agent (as opposed to the agency). 

It’s also nice to be able to share why the author has chosen to approach the agent. Does the 

agent have a track record of representing similar stories? Is there another reason why this 

specific agent might be interested in this specific piece of literature? When writers can connect 

these dots, it comes across well and shows that they have done their research. 

 

It is also helpful if writers can mention that their work has been reviewed by a professional 

editor, or mention any other details which increase the credibility of their proposal. Agents 

should have a leg up here, particularly if they can state that the author/story they are 

representing has already found commercial success in Finland or elsewhere in Europe. As we 

discussed in the events section earlier, Finnish agents and managers generally will be in a 
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slightly different place from writers when approaching North American literary agents for the 

first time. In this case, the query letter may be more of a cover letter on behalf of the author 

they are representing, focusing on a specific work from the author and its potential for the US 

or Canadian market. The query should still follow the relevant guidelines above. 

 

Query letters typically refer to outreach on behalf of a particular manuscript or story, but 

Finnish representatives could also consider reaching out to literary agents in North America 

with general ideas for partnership and collaboration. Perhaps an agent or manager in the AGMA 

membership offers to represent a Canadian agent’s client in Europe in exchange for helping one 

of their clients to get a book deal in North America. Or maybe the AGMA member’s client is 

already well-established in Europe and the partnership is presented as an opportunity for an 

agent in the United States to have a role in facilitating a licensing deal. As in the other sectors, 

agents will respond best when they can also perceive something in it for them.  

 

In another alternative approach, AGMA members could reach out directly to indie publishers 

with query letters from Finnish authors seeking a North American printing partner. As noted in 

the intro to this section, the independents may be more amenable to such outreach. 

 

Key literary events and agent organisations 

Below are a handful of literary events which could be good places to network, learn more about 

the industry in North America, and meet agents. There are dozens of such events, targeting all 

varieties of genres and audiences. While those listed may be particularly interesting for 

international agents and managers, readers are also advised to consider looking even further 

into the literary event landscape for other possible gatherings: 

 

 The Muse and the Marketplace 

http://museandthemarketplace.com/  

Based in Boston and considered to be a conference aimed at all levels of the writing 

universe, this event is also known for drawing top New York agents and editors. For an 

extra fee attendees can sign up to pitch agents one-on-one during the popular 

Manuscript Mart. There is also a Shop Talk Happy Hour which is another opportunity to 

meet agents and pitch. 

 

 New York Rights Fair 

https://www.newyorkrightsfair.com/ 

Copyright trade and licensing show dedicated to publishing, international rights and 

licensing. The show connects US publishers and agents with their global counterparts 

and could be especially ideal for Finnish literary agents marketing translation rights. 

 

 BinderCon 

https://bindercon.com/ 

Twice-yearly, professional development-focused writing conference based in New York 

and LA and dedicated to writers and journalists who are women or identify as gender 

http://museandthemarketplace.com/
https://www.newyorkrightsfair.com/
https://bindercon.com/
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non-conforming. Relatively new but known for drawing top female editors, agents, and 

others from across the media landscape. 

 

 Literary Writers Conference 

https://www.clmp.org/literary-writers-conference/ 

A conference dedicated to fiction, poetry, and creative non-fiction writers with a focus 

on “learning to manoeuvre in the marketplace.” The conference is attended by a mix of 

beginners and mid-career writers and is known to attract editors, agents, publicists and 

publishers. Highlights include Agent Speed Dating, in which each participant has the 

opportunity to sit down with two literary agents and pitch a book idea. 

 

 Lit Fest 

https://www.lighthousewriters.org/content/lit-fest-2018  

The annual two-week summer festival run by Lighthouse Writers Workshop, a collective 

based in Denver. Includes a range of panels, seminars, readings, and other events. There 

are also agent consultations available, for an extra fee. 

 

 AWP Conference 

https://www.awpwriter.org/awp_conference 

Considered to be one of the largest and most popular writing conferences in the world, 

with more than 15,000 annual participants and a book fair with over 800 exhibitors. This 

is a major event and attracts a wide range of accomplished writers and industry 

professionals. The book fair could be an especially good opportunity to network with 

independent publishers. 
 

There are also a range of writers’ societies and organisations, mostly focused on particular 

genres and formats. These organisations tend to cater primarily toward writers rather than 

agents, and as such they wouldn’t necessarily be relevant for other agents to approach. There 

are however two key literary agent associations in North America. They are: 

 

 Association of Authors’ Representatives (AAR) 

http://aaronline.org/ 

The primary organisation representing literary agents, analogous to ATA in the other 

sectors. Has an online member database listing various agents, what type of work they 

represent, contact information (in most cases), and preferred method of approach. The 

database can be searched by genre. 

 

 Professional Association of Canadian Literary Agents (PACLA) 

http://paclaweb.wixsite.com/home  

Founded in 2017 by 38 Canadian literary agents from 13 agencies, this is a small 

organisation and much less developed than its American counterpart. Still, it is the main 

professional body for literary agents in Canada. 

 

https://www.clmp.org/literary-writers-conference/
https://www.lighthousewriters.org/content/lit-fest-2018
https://www.awpwriter.org/awp_conference
http://aaronline.org/
http://paclaweb.wixsite.com/home
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For AGMA members, it may be worth considering a membership with AAR as the organisation 

provides a rich array of information, resources, educational programs, events, and networking 

opportunities for its members. This could be another good way to connect with North American 

literary agents informally and open the space for building productive working relationships. 

 

Case study: Europa Editions 

As we have noted, one potential strategy for bringing Finnish literature to the North American market 

could be for Finnish agents to approach independent publishing companies directly on their clients’ 

behalf, without the intermediary of an additional agent. Many independent publishing houses like to 

publish international novels, and some will even specialise in selling works from international writers 

in English-speaking markets. 

 

This is the case with Europa Editions, founded in 2005 by two Italian publishers who saw an 

opportunity to bring high quality international fiction to the American and British markets. Europa 

Editions is based in New York and London and has a number of notable literary successes to its name 

in North America including books by contemporary European authors Muriel Barbery, Elena Ferrante, 

and Alina Bronsky. Some other independent publishers known for embracing international work 

include George Brazilier, Dalkey Archive Press, Graywolf Press, and many more. Dzanc Books 

meanwhile has an international literary programme in Portugal and even runs an Open Borders Book 

Prize designed to foster global discourse and dialogue. There are many such publishers out there and 

those with a similarly progressive mindset could be ideal for collaboration with European partners. 

Readers are encouraged to browse further to find more indie publishers who could be a good fit. 

 

For those interested in the strategy of engaging with publishers directly, the relevant associations 

might be a helpful place to start making connections. The Association of American Publishers (AAP) 

represents the industry as a whole (big and small), while the Independent Book Publishers’ 

Association (IBPA) is focused on the independent publishing community. With over 3,000 members, 

IBPA counts itself as the largest publishing trade association in the US. 

 

 

Spotlight: Licensing 

Another area where agents are active internationally is, of course, in licensing. We alluded to 

this in the Film and TV section, as it relates specifically to film sales agents. But there are also 

licensing companies who deal with many different aspects of licensing a creative idea or 

franchise for a variety of different sales and marketing channels (as we saw at the end of the 

design section with design licensing agent Granet & Associates). 

 

Such firms won’t always refer to themselves as “agents,” but they operate the same way, 

connecting brands and creative intellectual property with opportunities for monetization across 

a range of content mediums. Los Angeles-based Evolution USA, for example, represents Rovio 

Entertainment, the Finnish developer behind the “Angry Birds” franchise, for consumer product 

licensing, promotions, and retail distribution in the United States. In the case of Angry Birds, 

this involves reaching out and securing licensing details with the likes of retailers, children’s 

clothing brands, food companies, restaurants, and many more.  

 

https://www.europaeditions.com/
http://www.georgebraziller.com/
http://www.dalkeyarchive.com/submission-guidelines/
https://www.graywolfpress.org/
http://www.dzancbooks.org/
https://publishers.org/
https://www.ibpa-online.org/
https://www.ibpa-online.org/
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Thanks in part to the efforts of Evolution USA, Angry Birds characters appear on everything 

from calendars, backpacks, wallets, and stationery to lunch bags, snack food, and character-

shaped ice creams. Evolution USA and its counterparts secure similar deals for entertainment 

brands and other clients throughout the world. 

 

 

Case study: Games 

Obviously, in order to work with a licensing agent, brands need to have enough engagement from 

customers to warrant interest. Indeed, this is one reason why online games are popular targets for 

international licensing. 

 

Angry Birds is a great example of how this works in practice: the game was created in 2009 and grew 

swiftly and globally, becoming the number one downloaded mobile game in Apple’s App Store in both 

the UK and US within a matter of months. From that point on, the future potential of the Angry Birds 

franchise was pretty much sealed. The popularity of the game and visibility of the central characters 

in turn drove licensing opportunities, which by 2016 had resulted in an Angry Birds film which grossed 

over $350m USD. Next to Angry Birds, Minecraft (born in Sweden) is another example of a large-scale 

global licensing success coming out of the Nordics. Minecraft emerged around the same time to a cult 

following, which eventually drove licensing deals with an American clothing company, book publisher, 

and even Warner Bros., which bought the rights to explore a possible movie. In 2013, Minecraft 

announced a partnership with Jazwares, a Florida-based company which specialises in licensing 

children’s characters for toys and electronics.  

 

Games provide a nice window into licensing because they illustrate the full branding cycle at work. 

First, a game establishes a following by attracting users and generating an audience. This leads 

naturally to opportunities for simple consumer product licensing (e.g. clothing); which might in turn 

lead to a spinoff story or book deal; which might drive demand for touring and live events; all of which 

eventually raises the profile of the developer, leading to increased name recognition and demand for 

new products.  

 

This is the virtuous cycle licensing agents aim to enable, however the first step (attracting an audience 

with a great product) needs to be in place before any of the rest can happen. 

 

 

Relevance for AGMA 

In addition to gaming, licensing is arguably relevant for any creative material with marketable 

characters, designs, and/or images. This might include stories, brands, or other intellectual 

property e.g. product design. For the purposes of this report, licensing is likely to apply mostly 

to Design and Literary Fiction, especially if we view the licensing of actual films as being distinct 

from the world of character branding and products.  

 

There are many agents dedicated to licensing but it is also a key activity of the big-name 

agencies, notably CAA and WME.  

 

From an AGMA perspective, licensing agents might be worth pursuing for any members 

representing commercially successful artists, authors, designers, or other related talents in 
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Finland. Generally, a brand should have a certain amount of proven demand and reach in the 

domestic market before it makes sense to partner with a licensing agent internationally.  

 

When it comes to targeting licensing agents in North America, AGMA is also a member of the 

Licensing Industry Merchandisers’ Association (LIMA), the leading trade organization for the 

global licensing industry. Via LIMA, AGMA has the ability to help members tap into relevant 

licensing networks and databases throughout the world.  

 

LIMA’s headquarters is in the United States and the organisation has additional representatives 

in Canada and beyond. 
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3.3 THE MARKET: BY LOCATION 

North America is a big place, and in the United States alone there are pockets of the creative 

and entertainment industry in many cities including Austin (design), Nashville (music), Las Vegas 

(live entertainment), San Francisco (design), Miami (live entertainment), Chicago (performing 

arts), and many more. New York and Los Angeles, however, are the dominant players, 

particularly in the four sectors we have surveyed in this report. 

 

Toronto and Vancouver are the main English-speaking hubs in Canada. 

 

Map: Key agent hubs in North America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is important to realise that the market for creative content is increasingly global and as a 

result there are fewer distinctions between the industry in individual places. Most of the large 

talent agencies have offices on both coasts, and many also have additional overseas outposts.  

 

New York 

Toronto 

Los Angeles 

Vancouver 
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Within North America, the norms and customs of the industry in one place are likely to be more 

or less the same in another. While there are certain specialty areas that different cities are 

known for, there is not the level of difference between say, New York and Vancouver that there 

would be in Europe between London and Berlin. 

 

The general industry background and sector guidelines we have given throughout this report 

apply to Canadian agents as well as their American counterparts. The same basic lessons and 

ground rules will be similar across US locations as well.  

 

If anything, the only major difference is that some types of agencies (particularly smaller agents 

focused on specific sectors and niches) tend to cluster in particular locations. Below we offer a 

brief guide to which locations tend to be hubs for which creative sectors, and other subtle 

considerations about the marketplace. 

 

East Coast US: New York 

New York is America’s theatre and performing arts hub, as well as the biggest location for art 

and advertising. It is also the centre of the publishing industry. Although New York does not 

compete with Hollywood when it comes to Film and TV production, it is still a major location 

for audiovisual work, which has grown bigger in recent years. 

 

With 8 million inhabitants, New York is by far the largest city in America and one can find nearly 

every type of business in the creative industry taking place here. Most talent agents with a 

presence in New York will be involved in the performing arts and generally this is also the best 

location for behind-the-scenes talent focused on theatre and stage production.  

 

New York dominates the landscape for literary/publishing agents – it is difficult to find many of 

these in Los Angeles apart from the big agencies which may have a literary division. Most design 

agents also tend to have a base in New York City, based on the city being a primary advertising 

and artistic hub. Given the size of the market and New York’s reputation as a live performance 

mecca, booking agents are also very active here. 

 

Overall, despite LA’s edge when it comes to Film and TV, readers of this report will find almost 

every kind of agent in the target sectors active in some way in New York. 

 

New York is a fast, no-nonsense place and New Yorkers can occasionally come across as being 

rude or brash. Overall, however, people in New York will generally be responsive to anything 

that looks like an opportunity. AGMA members seeking to develop business with New York-

based agents should network, attend key events, and most importantly make sure to approach 

any prospects with a clear value proposition which makes clear what is in it for them. 

 

West Coast US: Los Angeles  

Los Angeles is America’s second-most populous city, but in reality is a vast and sprawling 

collection of small cities and localities with different flavours and identities.  
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Hollywood is one such locality, famous for Film and TV production the world over. Santa Monica 

is another, and is a hub for art and design while also hosting the biggest film industry event in 

America (the American Film Market, mentioned earlier). Burbank, north of Hollywood, is a hub 

for many of the big studios. Downtown LA has historically been a stodgy business centre, but 

has been host to a growing arts and cultural scene in recent years. Broadly speaking, most 

agents are based in Hollywood or Santa Monica. 

 

From a creative perspective, LA’s big industries are Film and TV and to a lesser extent 

Performing Arts. As mentioned, most Literary Fiction agents will be operating in New York. 

Design is an industry which is diverse enough that there is an extensive landscape of LA-based 

agencies despite the dominance of New York. Digital design and any kind of moving image 

production (e.g. video games) will be more likely to have a presence in LA, with many design 

companies clustered in Downtown LA. 

 

Los Angeles tends to present a friendlier face to outsiders than New York, but is sometimes 

criticized for being superficial; in reality, the entertainment industry is just as cutthroat as any 

other and as with anywhere else it is a hard road to the top.  

 

One cultural lesson that applies to the United States generally, but perhaps especially to LA, is 

the “culture of favours” described to us by one of our interviewees, who is an LA-based 

publicist. There is a culture of doing favours for others in one’s professional network, whether 

making a strategic introduction, getting someone an interview, or giving away an extra ticket 

to an exclusive event. But this is not always as altruistic as it may seem. Genuine as one’s 

intentions might be in doing a “favour,” there is also often an expectation that the favour will 

be repaid somewhere down the road.  

 

Furthermore, when it comes to asking people for a favour, it is not seen as polite to ask for too 

many favours without giving something in return. Along the same lines, people who do lots of 

favours for other people may in turn expect those people to deliver if there comes a time when 

they might need something. 

 

Such favours are a key part of the business culture in America, but this is true in the creative 

world especially, and particularly so in Los Angeles. One way for Europeans to get in the good 

graces of LA agents might be by offering to do a “favour” in helping them to make strategic 

connections in Europe. Getting to this point would likely require having an existing relationship 

(perhaps forged at an event or industry gathering), but once such contact is in place, it would 

be a good way to deepen prospects for eventual collaboration in the US. 

 

Canada: Toronto and Vancouver 

Although not nearly the same size and scope as the US, Canada’s creative industry is large in its 

own right and has achieved growing international attention in recent years. This has been 

bolstered by the growing profile of Toronto as a film production hub, and by the emergence of 

TIFF as one of the world’s leading international film festivals. 
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With around 1/10 the population of the United States, Canada tends to get overlooked in North 

America, but its 36 million inhabitants would make it the 7th most populous country in the 

European Union, with more people than all the Nordic countries put together. If it were located 

in the United States, Toronto alone would be the third-largest city in America after New York 

and Los Angeles. All of this is to say that Canada is a significant market in its own right and 

should be treated this way by European agents seeking partners for North America. Canadians 

tend to be more approachable and the fact that this is a smaller market may make it easier to 

generate partnerships, while still offering plenty of room for growth and development. 

 

Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver are Canada’s three main creative hubs, with Toronto and 

Vancouver being the key English-speaking locations. Within the target sectors for this report, 

Toronto tends to be a hub for film, animation, and post-production, while Vancouver is a major 

location for advertising and TV commercials.  

 

Design is a relatively well-distributed industry in Canada, with activity in all of the major hubs. 

Most Literary Fiction agents, meanwhile appear to be based in Toronto. Agents for Performing 

Arts and Events have a relatively even split between Toronto and Vancouver. Generally, many 

of the key agencies covering Film and TV production and Performing Arts seem to have offices 

in multiple cities across Canada. 

 

For any Finnish agents who speak French or have done work in the French market, Montreal 

could be a relevant location as this tends to be the main base for collaborations between France 

and North America, given it is the biggest Francophone city. Otherwise, Toronto and Vancouver 

will be the main cities for AGMA members to target. 

 

Although Canada may still live in the shadow of its more well-known neighbour to the south, it 

has its own well-developed landscape of homegrown talent agents and entertainment industry 

stakeholders. It is common for Canadian agents to collaborate and develop projects with their 

US counterparts, particularly for talent which has moved to Hollywood or elsewhere south of 

the border. Given this experience working internationally, the Canadians could be ideal 

partners for Finnish agents and managers trying to get an initial foot in the door in North 

America. 

 

Final Thoughts: International Engagement for AGMA Members 

Throughout this report, we have attempted to highlight some of the ways in which AGMA 

agents and managers can engage with strategic partners across our four target sectors. One of 

the mantras we have repeated is that European agents and managers should consider a 

multitude of options for reaching out to the market. The North American creative and 

entertainment world, as we have shown, is a networking-driven industry, and opportunities for 

Finnish talent will ultimately come from building effective networks.  

 

Some of this network-building may well involve reaching out to agents, but there are also other 

ways that representatives of Finnish creative talent can create opportunities for their clients. A 

lot of this has to do with increasing visibility by attending key industry events and showcases 



INSIGHTS INTO AGENTS AND MANAGERS IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES AND RELATED SECTORS: NORTH AMERICA 
 

 
 54 
 

in-market, and taking advantage of opportunities to engage with North American stakeholders 

attending the same events in Europe. 

 

A second strategy is to focus on strategic partnerships, not only with agents but also with like-

minded creatives who might be interested in developing joint collaborations with their 

European counterparts. The various agents and managers reading this report will know their 

talent better than anyone, and should think about approaching the full range of dance 

collectives, alternative theatres, design hubs, writers, directors, indie producers, small 

publishing houses, and even independent freelancers in North America who might be a good 

fit to work together with creatives based in Finland.  

 

Successful collaborations will have the result of further increasing visibility for Finnish talent 

while creating new relationships and new opportunities for additional work.  

 

Agents are more necessary for creatives in some sectors than others, but even in sectors where 

they play a bigger role, a portfolio of reference projects will help AGMA members to effectively 

reach out. The best thing international agents and managers can do for their talent in North 

America is to build networks and increase visibility. From this, interest will follow.  

 

The below recommendations summarise our advice for engaging with the four target sectors 

analysed in this report. Most of these suggestions have already appeared in some form 

elsewhere in the text, but they are repeated again here for clarity and emphasis: 

 

<< RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ENGAGING WITH AGENTS IN NORTH AMERICA: AGMA >> 

 

1) Develop creative projects 

As discussed above. Whether in film, performance, literature, or design, successful independent 

projects which put Finnish talent on the North American radar will draw the attention of agents and 

drive further opportunities. 

 

2) Attend key events 

Events are the key place to meet other people from the industry, build relationships, and establish 

Finnish agents and managers as players in the North American market. They are also an opportunity 

for talent represented by AGMA members to showcase and get noticed. 

 

3) Promote virally 

The internet and social media are great tools for Finnish talent to put itself out there, across all 

sectors. Particularly for existing work, AGMA members should encourage their clients to grow their 

following and ensure that their work is well-represented online. 

 

4) Pursue smaller agents 

As we have discussed throughout this report, big talent agencies can be a hard place to get one’s foot 

in the door. There are, however, a host of smaller agencies which AGMA members can target. Such 

smaller agents might be more open to new ideas and collaborations. 
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5) Leverage transatlantic connections 

More than likely, AGMA members will have a host of connections already across Europe with the 

same types of stakeholders we are recommending to target in North America. This can be a great 

place to start in terms of building networks and securing initial projects. 

 

 

The creative industry in North America can be hard to break into, but readers of this report 

should remember first and foremost that, as agents and managers themselves, they already 

have a head start. As we discussed in the industry overview, many agents in North America are 

open to international collaborations where both sides have something to offer each other. By 

building strong networks in North America, AGMA members (and any other agents from 

Europe) will create a name for themselves and in turn make their talent more credible.  

 

By focusing on different strategies for putting themselves and their clients out there in North 

America, AGMA members can increase the demand for Finnish talent in the market and raise 

their own profile as players on the global stage.  
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4. APPENDICES | Listings of Main Players and Professional Organisations 

 (available separately) 

4.1  EAST COAST US 

4.2  WEST COAST US 

4.3  CANADA 


