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T ravel writing seems a dream job to many journalists. 
A life spent on remote, exotic beaches, or poolside at a 
celebrity-strewn resort, cocktail in hand as he or she 

watches the scene.

That’s how many imagine the job, and how we travel writ-
ers often project it, especially in this day of Facebook selfies, but 
the reality is far more complex. In this piece we’ll look at what 
some of America’s top magazines, newspapers, and guidebook 
companies are looking for in writers. We’ll also hear from writ-
ers making a living through travel and similar work as we learn 
the true nature of the job.

Before we go on, a few words about generating an income 
by travel writing. Between the general difficulties of freelanc-
ing, and the frequent large costs involved in traveling for work 
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purposes, it can be hard to make a living as a travel writer. Many 
travel writers mix up their income, doing pure travel writing for 
websites, magazines, newspapers and books, teaching, part time 
jobs, other journalism, ghost writing, and commercial writing.  
For those starting out, look to travel writing as a way to mix up 
income sources and for change of scene while trying to establish 
oneself. It is also a way to make what might have been a vacation 
tax deductible, often a reason why es-
tablished journalists working for ma-
jor publications delve into the field.

The good news for ASJA’s free-
lance writers is that the bulk of the 
publications we looked at as well as 
most travel publications generally 
use freelance writers.

Keith Bellows, editor in chief, 
National Geographic Traveler 
Magazine, and editor in chief, 
National Geographic Travel, said for Traveler magazine, “Ninety 
nine percent of our features are freelance-written.” 

Freelancers can break into the magazine by writing for 
departments—the smaller, themed sections of the magazine, 
which Bellows called, “our farm system,” adding, “Tons and tons 
of writers have produced for the departments.” He said the mag-
azine pays from $1 to $2 a word, though it can depend on the 
piece and the writer.

The New York Times travel editor Monica Drake said that 
her section was, “mostly freelance-written, but that doesn’t tell 
the whole story. The cover stories are often staff-written. I’d say 
the balance is 60-40. But of three longer narratives inside, about 
a third are staff-written.” Shorter pieces throughout the section, 
Drake added, “are almost entirely freelance-written.” She cau-
tioned that “right now it’s more difficult for freelancers to break 
in than it used to be. We’re using more New York Times corre-
spondents and literary nonfiction writers who have a few books 
behind them. But if you wanted to start at the ground up, you 
could do a brief or a short trend story.” Pay rates she said can 
vary, but features range 50 to 75 cents a word, with some expens-
es also sometimes covered.

Pauline Frommer, editorial director of guidebook company 
Frommers, hires freelance writers, preferring those with prior 
travel writing experience. Frommer said, “Since we are hiring 
people for complete books and not just short articles, we look 
for journalists who have done travel writing before because it’s a 
very particular skill set. We want authors with lively, opinionat-
ed voices who are meticulous about the details and who are pas-
sionate about the places they cover.”

The other editors don’t necessarily look for traditional travel 
writers. The Times’ Drake said, “Most of our writers are not pro-
fessional travel writers, and I think they come up with more un-
usual stories. So, for example, we’ve recently published pieces by 
Farai Chideya, the radio journalist, longtime reporter, and nov-
elist who wrote a piece about traveling while black, and Jennifer 
Moses, a painter and writer who wrote about how to get to know 

Oxford, the ultimate insider’s place, as an outsider. That’s not to 
say that we’ve written off travel writers. Tony Perottet’s recent 
cover on high culture in Sydney, though, is an example of the un-
expected, counterintuitive tale that I like to run.”

Bellows said, “We’re not interested in travel writers. We 
are interested in writers who are travelers.” He said he partic-
ularly liked quest stories, mentioning a feature on searching 

for Tasmania’s cleanest air. Bellows 
is credited with bringing Andrew 
McCarthy into travel writing af-
ter the actor approached him about 
writing for the magazine. Bellows 
said McCarthy’s understanding of a 
good story is something all writers 
should have when approaching the 
magazine. “I look for stories. We get 
too many pitches on places,” he said. 
“What we need are stories and people 

who deliver stories with arc, dialogue, narrative. Very few travel 
writers understand this.”

It should go without saying, but Bellows continued, “It ap-
palls me after 30 years that people don’t read the magazine and 
we can tell in a nanosecond. It’s obvious. Read the magazine 
first,” before pitching. He also explained: “A writer coming to 
us should understand we are much more than a magazine.” He 
mentioned National Geographic’s social-media following, travel 
books, and what he called “robust, 360 degree content,” pointing 
out multi-media correspondent Andrew Evans as someone who 
can deliver all of this and provide unconventional ideas.

Pauline Frommer also felt people should understand the 
guidebook world, but added, especially for newer writers, “Read 
as much as you can. Books and articles on politics, culture, his-
tory, art history, culinary history, you name it. You want to im-
merse yourself in the place you want to discuss before hitting 
the keyboard. And then get yourself published as much as you 
can, whether you start a blog or write small pieces for a local pa-
per. In order for an editor to hire you for a larger project, they 
need to see a track record.”

Editors also believe anyone wishing to be a part of the travel 
writing world has to understand the need to balance a variety of 
kinds of writing and projects while on the road.

AnneLise Sorensen said that in travel, “The key to a suc-
cessful freelancing career is to diversify, diversify, diversify. I 
write, I edit, I photograph, I teach, I consult for travel websites, 
I’m a travel expert on radio, TV, podcasts, and newspapers—you 
name it. But, first in my list of titles is always ‘writer’ because I 
think that all good work starts with good writing and storytell-
ing. Whether you’re shooting a video, crafting an effective pitch 
letter, developing an angle for your travel blog, or doing an inter-
view on the Today show—it all starts with a compelling story.”

ASJA member Anja Mutic said the projects she makes a 
living from include, “Guidebooks, newspaper articles, maga-
zine pieces, and online stories, for a decade now. For the past 
few years, I’ve done on average one or two guidebook updates 
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per year. Each takes up three to four months. What works real-
ly well is that I spend at least five to six weeks in that particular 
destination, which leads to a number of story ideas, then pitches 
and ultimately non-guidebook assignments. So with one guide-
book hit, so to speak, I get a series of projects.” Mutic added, “In 
addition to travel writing, I’ve done other work but all related 
to travel. That has included teaching travel writing, consulting 
and PR—or as I prefer to call it, destination advocacy for plac-
es I love.” She gave the example of bringing other journalists to 
Croatia’s Istria.

Both writers are on the road extensively, yet find ways to use 
each trip productively. Mutic said, “I tend to take longer trips, 
due to my guidebook work. So often I’ll stay in a country for two, 
sometimes three months at a time, traveling and then setting up 
a temporary home somewhere to write up the research findings. 
Shorter assignments that take me to the road also pop up from 
time to time. Balancing home life with travel is definitely a chal-
lenge but somehow I’ve been managing, with a lot of flexibility 
and always reminding myself it’s the life I’ve chosen, this semi-
nomadic existence.”

Sorensen said, depending on assignments, she travels “some-
times every other month—but my approach is to consolidate my 
trips, so that I research several destinations in one journey. I ap-
ply the same philosophy to my journalistic coverage. I aim to have 
one trip yield at least five different pieces— destination articles, 
of course, but also shorter profiles on a chef or museum curator, 
a photo slideshow, and so on.” It can be difficult to balance all of 
this, so Sorensen said, “When faced with a challenging schedule 
of travel, writing, and pitching, I follow the 30-30-40 approach: I 
aim to send 30 percent of my pitches before I travel, 30 while trav-
eling when, usually, the most unique story angles emerge, and the 
rest upon my return, when I’ve had a week or so to ruminate.”

For ASJA members new to travel writing, Mutic said, “My 
advice would be to travel more even if that means to a new neigh-
borhood, or a town near you and, when you do, to take copious 
notes, plenty of photos and brainstorm story angles. Always try 
to find out what’s new or recently opened or in the pipeline, 
since that’s what editors want to know. If there’s no newsy an-
gle, it’s quite tricky to get an assignment.” She also mentioned it 
can be important to specialize, whether on certain topics or geo-
graphical areas, which for her is Croatia, where she was born 
and raised.

Sorensen said opportunities for travel writing are every-
where, explaining, “My philosophy is that you don’t need to 
travel far to write on travel. Editors everywhere are increas-
ingly looking for local travel experiences—and this is my first 
suggestion to new travel writers who may not have the time or 
funds to travel widely. I hosted an NBC Nonstop TV show called 
Backyard Travel on all the weird and wonderful ways you can 
travel in your own backyard, from taking belly-dancing classes 
to eating tripe tacos.”

Both writers acknowledged a travel writer’s life can be jum-
bled, though neither would have it any other way. Sorensen ex-
plained, “To me, travel isn’t something separate from daily life—
it is a way of life.” To that end, she added she was creating a new 
multimedia initiative called Travel Transforms, on how travel 
can be a catalyst for change in your life.

Perhaps you too can find it to be one in yours, along with 
your writing. ¢

For purposes of disclosure, the author has worked with the publica-
tions whose editors he has interviewed for this article.
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Travel Writing Resources:
North American Travel Journalists Association (NATJA) 
natja.org

Society of American Travel Writers (SATW) 
satw.org

New York Travel Writers Association (NYTWA) 
nytwa.info

National Geographic Traveler Magazine 
travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/traveler-magazine

The New York Times 
nytimes.com

AnneLise Sorensen website 
AnneLiseSorensen.com

Anja Mutic website 
everthenomad.com
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