Up Your Visibility to Get Work, advises
Rick Rodgers, Author or Collaborator of
100+ Books

Yes, editors call Rick, but live events generate projects too.
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Rick Rodgers, author, collaborator and sought-after recipe tester. (Photo by Art
Corie)

Cookbook author Rick Rodgers has been a name in our business for a long time. 1
met him at an International Association of Culinary Professionals (IACP) annual
conference years ago. We meet when he comes to San Francisco’s East Bay, where
he grew up. He always regales me with stories about his experiences in cookbook
publishing.

I've asked to interview him many times, and he finally said yes. Read on to see the
full interview. There’s not much indiscreet stuff, however, because he’s a gentleman.



(And maybe because of a few non-disclosure agreements.) But you'll find lots about
getting work in our field.

You might know Rick’s name because he has authored over 40 cookbooks. He has
also been the coauthor, ghostwriter, recipe developer, recipe tester, editor, or
consultant to more than 60 others. “Yes, that is over a hundred!” he says proudly.

The man tried to retire a few years ago, but he missed being busy with lots of work.
Most of his new projects are cookbook collaborations with influencers.

Here’s Rick’s take on how cookbooks have changed over the
years, why influencers get lots of followers, and how to get more
project work:

Q. How many years have you been writing cookbooks?

A. I hate to put a number on it, but it does seem like 35. My first book was published
when I was in kindergarten.

Q. You've written 40 cookbooks now, right?

A. Yes, 40 under my own name, and another 60 books as collaborations. In the
golden age of cookbooks — the 90s and early 2000s — editors were calling me every
few weeks to do a book project.

Q. Four books you've worked on made The New York Times bestsellers list. What
makes a book a bestseller, in your opinion?

A. Those books were branded in some way, with a celebrity or a TV show. There are
two I did with Art Smith (Oprah’s private chef), two I did with Teresa Giudice (a TV
reality star) and one with Patti LaBelle (singer and actor).

So that’s why, when publishers talk about platform today, it really is important to
have one. It used to be that you could be a celebrity on PBS, the Food Network or a
blog. Now it’s social media. And it's going to change again.

Q. How has writing cookbooks changed since you began?

A. Probably the most enormous change is the importance of visual art. Not just
photography but the overall design. And how photography is paid for, where the
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responsibility falls to the author. When I started, it was part of the publisher’s
budget to cover that cost.

So if you have the bandwidth to teach yourself photography, it's more useful than
you could ever know.

Q. How has ghost writing or collaborating changed since you began?

A. I say collaborating because everyone hates the term ghost writer. The difference
is that, back then, the client already knew how to write a recipe. They needed help
with writing and organizing their thoughts.

Today, publishers approach social media influencers to write a cookbook. Many of
them have never opened a cookbook in their lives, because they are digital people.
Their strengths are in videography and making Instagram-ready beauty shots.
Writing a detailed recipe? Not their strong point. They don’t write down recipes.
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Stacked by Owen Han represents the influencer trend in cookbooks. This book is
one of Rick’s collaborations.
Q. What's the secret to being a good collaborator?

A. You have to spend time getting to know your client. It's easier now because I
don'’t have to fly to Hollywood to cook with Frankie Avalon (an actor, singer and



former teen idol) or drive to Brooklyn to cook with the Extra Virgin TV show’s Debi
Mazar and Gabriele Corcos.
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One of Rick’s many celebrity collaborations is Super Tuscan, by Cooking Channel
team Debi Mazar and Gabriele Corcos.

Today, with social media, I can watch a client’s videos online and pick up their voice,
syntax, words they like to use, ingredients they like and techniques they favor. In
that respect, digital has helped me lots.

Q. You're writing cookbooks with influencers these days. How did they become
superstars?

A. They know how to connect with an audience the same way that performers do.
Marilyn Monroe was beautiful, but there was something within her that made you
want to watch her. With any kind of charisma, you can't force that magic to happen.
Some people are also pleasant to look at too. Some have quirks where you want to
see what they will do next.

There is an influencer for everybody. I am not the audience for many social media
cooking reels. I look at reels that have 2.5 million views and I shudder because they
didn't teach me something. What they're cooking is impractical. But the purpose of
the video was to entertain in 45 seconds.

Q. What do cookbook writers get wrong about recipe development?

A. People write a cookbook for themselves instead of thinking about the needs of
the reader. I think I'm here to solve a problem for readers. I want to share how they
can make their life easier in the kitchen.

I just got a cookbook, for example, where the only meat recipe was for dehydrated
beef tendon. It doesn’t sound yummy. The steps might be: Step 1, buy a dehydrator.
Step 2, drive 25 miles to the Mexican meat market. Step 3, make a marguerita for
when you start the recipe. It doesn’t solve the problem of trying to get food on the
table three times a day.

Q. How can people get work as recipe testers? What does it pay?

A. You have to go to industry conferences, such as IACP, Cherry Bombe,
and Women in Food. Tell your agent you're willing to do this work.

You have to be visible. [ went to a cookbook signing the other day, and I had a long
conversation with the agent for the book. I told her [ was available as a collaborator
and recipe tester. She said she would put me on the agency’s list. [ have done
mailings to cookbook agents to get work also.
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When coming up with a project fee, I find it difficult to do an estimate for recipe
testing. I always ask to see a bunch of sample recipes. I have to glean how much
work it's going to be for the whole book. If it is truly fast and easy recipes, I might
estimate S$150 per recipe, plus ingredient costs. But for chef books, it’s hard to write
recipes for less than $250 each plus ingredient costs.

Q. How did you get started?

A.Imet a cookbook editor at the gym. Later [ went to IACP conferences to connect
with other editors. I got a reputation for being a good tester.

Q. What's the biggest and smallest advance or fee you've been paid to write a
cookbook?

A. It was $150,000, including the photography budget. For the smallest payment, it
was $10,000 for editing about 100 recipes with no recipe testing.

Q. What kind of platform must a potential cookbook author have these days to
succeed?

A. You have to do social media that gives you big numbers, and by that, I mean
YouTube and TikTok. Instagram and Facebook are supplemental. Only five percent
of viewers will buy your book. Which is why people with five million followers are so
sought after by publishers.

Q. You freelanced recipes for Bon Appetit magazine for more than a dozen years.
What made you so valuable as a contributor?

A. I wrote hundreds of recipes. They paid well and they were a pleasure to work
with. Barbara Fairchild, the former editor, gave me an endorsement which appears
on my website. My recipes were reliable and [ was tuned into the needs of their
readers. I met her at the Greenbrier Symposium for Food Writers and then I sat
next to Kristine Kidd, the food editor of the magazine, at an IACP event.

Q. What can you tell us about your ability to shape shift and change with the
times?

A.Tam in business to be paid. I don’t do it for fun. I'm lucky that a hobby turned into
a career. Because I go where the money is, [ need to constantly learn about the new
venues. [ started by doing collaboration cookbooks with celebrities at PBS, moved

on to the Food Network, and then Bravo cooking shows. Next, we had bloggers who
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needed help, and now it’s social media. I didn’t even know what TikTok was two
years ago!



