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How To Pitch: Alternative 
Medicine
Doctor story ideas that'll help readers 'navigate 
remedies and solutions from an alternative 
perspective'
By Peggy Bourjaily – May 8, 2007

Circulation: 200,000
Frequency: Ten times/ year with double issues in 
July/ August and November/ December
Special issues: August and December have 
special inserts dedicated to "Natural Solutions"

Background: In 1992, the magazine debuted as 
Alternative Medicine Digest and, 10 years later, 
became the consumer publication, Alternative 
Medicine. While health had always been the focus, 
editor-in-chief Linda Sparrowe says 
communicating "health as the ultimate lifestyle 
choice and offering the art and science of healthy 
living," is the book's primary mission.

In 2004, Innovision Health Media
bought Alternative Medicine, moved 
the company to Boulder and hired 
Sparrowe from California. The mag's 
goal is to be a trusted resource in the 
wellness community and to help its 
readers make sound decisions about 
their health. "We are 100 percent 
committed to what we call the CAM [Complementary and Alternative Medicine] 
space, as opposed to just straightforward medical information," Sparrowe says. 
"We look at every aspect of your life, from what you eat to what products you use 
for personal care, to how you manage chronic illness. It's really our job to navigate 
the remedies and solutions from an alternative perspective."

Alternative Medicine readers are highly educated, career- and family-oriented 
women in their forties. "Our readers are pretty sophisticated," Sparrowe says. 
"This population has chosen to be involved in taking care of their health and they 
are looking for answers." The magazine's tone is conversational and smart, 
welcoming new readers and "teaching people as we go along, without alienating 
our core audience," according to Sparrowe.

What to pitch: Sparrowe emphasizes that Alternative Medicine is 
unapologetically focused on alternative health. She often receives a great idea, 
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five-figure deal.
only to have the writer "become an apologist." Writers need an "understanding of 
and an affinity towards alternative medicine," says Sparrowe, who seeks writers 
who are familiar with Alternative Medicine and who can tell her in a pitch, "what 
the story is, what the hook is, and why my reader would want to know about this. 
And then, what's the surprise?"

Sparrowe tries to publish at least one new writer per month, since writing "is a
tough business to break into." She seeks both published and unpublished clips 
because, "I've been burned by people with really good editors." Also, Sparrowe 
warns, "Don't ever think that editors from other magazines don't talk to each 
other, because we do. That happens quite frequently." She adds that good 
feedback on a prospective writer means she "might go out on a limb a little bit" to 
publish a newbie.

Sparrowe starts new writers out with 250-word news items and will assign
experienced writers a story in one of the mag's departments: "Natural Radiance,"
"Healing Foods," "Healthy Solutions," and "Inner Balance." Unless a writer comes 
highly recommended, Sparrowe won't assign features (1,800-3,200 words) to 
first-timers.

However, each department houses second-tier stories (600-700 words) and "RXs"
(450 words). "RX" is a "really great place to pitch," she says. "It's condition 
solution specific and it's specific to whatever the department's focus is. So, if the 
condition is psoriasis, and the 'RX' is in the food section, then the solution would 
be food-based."

Alternative Medicine is always looking for great food items, but getting published 
there requires "access to really good recipes, or [the ability to] create recipes" 
yourself, says Sparrowe. "Natural Radiance" is the magazine's beauty 
department, where "we're looking for natural solutions for promoting healthy skin 
and hair and for how to take care of our bodies," she says, recommending writers 
pitch very healthy, clean products. "Inner Balance" welcomes ideas on anything 
from yoga to qigong.

Personal journey stories are also welcome, but must include a reader takeaway.
When Sparrowe first joined Alternative Medicine, it ran personal journey stories, 
but, as Sparrowe recalls, they were too personal. "I stopped them altogether 
because at the end of the article, it wasn't really helpful, and I didn't quite know 
what to do with it," she says. Now, personal journeys run as a "nice combination 
of being really personal, but taking the reader with you. Just recently, we ran an 
article on miscarriage. It was so well-done because it was so personal and well 
thought-out, and it was also an exploration of this writer for answers. So, we were 
able to come along for this ride and learn within her quest for ourselves." 

What not to pitch: Don't pitch anything on conventional medicine, and keep in 
mind that everything needs to be centered around health. Don't bother pitching 
fluffy food or sports articles. Also, "Ask the Doctor" and "My First Time" aren't 
open to freelancers.

Editors try to avoid killing stories. "When I kill a story, I often blame the editor as
much as the writer," says Sparrowe. "I would say to writers: Really make sure 
you know exactly what we want. If you get an assignment letter that's really 
unclear, then chances are you're going to have to rewrite it."

Recent freelance stories pitched and published: Sparrowe tries to give new 
writers a chance, and the April '07 issue contains a "really sweet success story." 
A woman who had been a source, but had never written for a magazine, 
approached the editor with a great idea. Sparrowe stresses that she doesn't 
usually accept ideas from non-writers, but she loved the pitch. "If you really have 
it in your heart of hearts -- go ahead, write it and submit it on spec," Sparrowe 
told her. "If I love it, I'll pay you $1 a word for it. If I don't, you're certainly free to 
pitch it elsewhere." The draft needed work, but Sparrowe saw "something very 
earnest" in the piece, and sent it back, explaining "what would need to happen to 
make it work. She went back and did a fabulous job, and we ran it in this last 
issue."

Sparrowe also reports that a recent pitch on yoga and scar tissue was expanded
into a feature.

Etiquette: Send an email with two or three clips. Interns will route your query 
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appropriately. They also try to email writers when their query is received. Follow 
up after three to four weeks. Also, look at the writer's guidelines before submitting 
a pitch.
Lead time: Three to five months
Pay rate: Up to $1.50/ word
Payment schedule: On acceptance, but if the editor receives a decent first 
draft, they'll submit your invoice sooner
Kill fee: 20 percent
Rights purchased: Exclusive rights for six months. After six months, you can 
reprint the article in non-competitive outlets, so long as credit indicates where it 
originated.

Contact info:
Alternative Medicine
2995 Wilderness Place, Suite 205
Boulder, CO 80301
www.alternativemedicine.com

Direct all pitches to: editor@alternativemedicine.com

[EDITOR'S NOTE: Though we've updated this article recently, the speed at
which things move in media means things may have already changed since then. If
you notice any outdated info, email us, and we'll fix it a.s.a.p.]
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