 Freelancing 101 
© Ruth E. Thaler-Carter, “I can write about anything!”® 
Today’s shrinking economy means editors may not only want, but need, to develop freelance projects. 

Here are some tips on how to take the plunge into freelancing, full-or part-time. 

Why freelance 
• No one is safe – downsizing, corporate restructuring, budget issues, overloads, eager youngsters starting out/competition, low-fee websites, outsourcing – all conspire against the classic job-for-life model. 

• Personality issues – know thyself. Not everyone is cut out for the standard 9-5 corporate environment or dealing with office politics; nor is everyone cut out for freelancing. 

• Burnout – if you’ve been at work for too long, you may need variety or a new challenge. 

• You’ve been laid off or fired – you’ve been pushed into “forced independence.” 

Rewards 
• You should have a variety of projects so you never get bored. 
• You have the freedom to work as much as you want, when you want, on what you like, wearing what you want, playing the music you like! 

• You have the flexibility to be productive at your personal peak times, work on more than one assignment or project. 

• Non-corporate types can work in their own ways. 

• You should have more time for your partner or family. 
• There’s no limit to your income. 

Why not to freelance 
• You need self-discipline and the ability to meet deadlines and do quality work without direct supervision. 

• You must be able to work alone and survive without an office “family.” 

• You’ll work more, in more hours, at least at first; clients will expect you to be more accessible than bosses might expect. 

• You’ll have to deal with several “bosses” instead of one. 

• You won’t make more money right away – you may have to start with low rates and work up to higher ones, it may take time to find paying markets, etc. 

• All supplies, equipment, promotions, benefits, memberships, expenses, etc. come out of your pocket; tax deductions do not cover all outlays and only occur after investing in whatever is needed. 

• Entrepreneurship is not easy – it takes constant effort. 

• You have to sell your skills and find new projects. You can’t be shy. You will have to create/find most of your work. 

• Competition is fierce – lots of other people are, or want to be, freelancers and will undercut your prices. 

• You still must cope with office politics to get and keep projects – your contact(s) may be fired, transferred, over-ruled, etc. 

• You have to keep your own records and do your own filing. 

• You might not be as good as you think you are. 

• You will get screwed, maybe not often, but at least once. 

If you can’t handle any of these aspects, rethink the full-time freelance life. 
What you need

• Skills/training/experience – super-strong knowledge of grammar, usage, punctuation, at least one major style manual (AP, APA, Chicago, etc.). 

• Chutzpah.

• Tact.

• Persistence/perseverance/patience – success probably won’t happen overnight. 

Danger zones
• Set aside money for emergencies and self-employment taxes! My Murphy’s Law corollary is that whatever can break down or go wrong will do so, and at the worst possible moment, causing the maximum embarrassment, when you have the least time, money and other resources to cope. 

• Get health insurance, especially if you’re single – professional groups can often help. 

• Manage your time; don’t let work manage it for you. Set regular working hours and know when to stop. It’s easy to end up working all the time, especially if you’re freelancing while working a “real job.” Give yourself breaks, fun time, social life, vacations. 

• Set boundaries – tell your family and friends that your work is serious and inviolable. Don’t let your kids tie up or answer your work phone, use your computer, or clutter your work space; establish office hours. 

• Don’t be the neighborhood patsy – just cuz you’re at home during the day does not mean you’re available to babysit, accept packages, run errands, etc. Learn to say “no”! 

• Don’t accept projects until you really can handle them; it’s better to say no or refer someone else than miss a deadline, take on too much, mishandle technology, etc. 

• Protect your rights – read about the issues, ask for or develop contracts/letters of agreement. Don’t work without something in writing! 

• Guard against isolation — create ways to get out of the house and stay connected to the real world. Don’t have the daily paper delivered; join organizations and attend their meetings; start your own group; take classes, etc. 

• Be prepared – Have savings, back-up colleagues and resources for crises of health or workload, or when things break down. Meet deadlines early, just in case. 

Preparation 
• Start now – moonlight while employed (as long as it’s not against your employer’s rules or in violation of ethics). Offer to do projects for colleagues, volunteer for projects for professional groups and charities you support, etc. 

• Network – make contacts through professional groups, colleagues, community, so your name becomes known. 

• Build your skills – use your current situation to get as much training and experience as possible. You may need to be able to do more than one thing – one skill is not always enough these days. 

• Save money – have three months’ worth of expenses (rent, utilities, health insurance) saved up in case business takes awhile to take off; some recommend six or even 12 months’ worth. 

• Set up – have your own computer, supplies and other vital equipment on hand when you start, not after, as well as e-mail, domain name, maybe a website. 

Setting up 
• Look professional – have a good answering mechanism, computer system, fax line, e-mail, letterhead and business cards, separate work space, delivery service, etc. Develop contracts/letters of agreement, invoices, etc. Get a domain name and start planning a website. Make sure nothing looks or sounds silly. No cute little kid’s voice on the answering service, no silly e-mail names, etc. 

• Promote yourself – announce your business and successes, market your services – referrals develop over time. 

• Decide whether to work alone or not, at home or not – if you work alone, you may have a harder time being perceived as a professional, but partnerships/companies can be difficult to manage without written guidelines. Working from a home office can be isolating, but you can work at any time, wear anything and keep all the money; outside offices mean more expenses and limits, but a more professional image. 

• Set reasonable rates – check with local colleagues and professional groups, track how long it takes you to do projects now. Hourly rates are usually more profitable but may make you feel less professional; project rates make it easier for clients to budget but also easier for you to get taken advantage of – be expected to do more work without extra pay; page rates can be most profitable – the faster you work, the more you earn. Be sure to arrange to get paid for expenses ahead of time. 

• Identify yourself as a generalist or specialist – specialists may be able to charge more as experts; generalists get more projects. 

• Be professional – Do good work, proof/edit yourself, meet deadlines, etc. 

• Don’t whine to colleagues about not making money or to clients about needing early payment! 

First steps 
• Convert your current employer into a client by selling the advantages – they save on benefits, overhead, etc. Some employers will keep you on their health insurance for awhile. BUT – becoming a consultant will not solve conflicts with colleagues or release you from projects you already are tired of doing, and former employers are likely to take advantage of your relationship. Put everything in writing! 

• Do volunteer or barter work for your employer, community, church, association or hobby group to develop a portfolio and build skills and recognition. 

• Volunteer to do presentations to build your visibility. 

• Keep up and expand your networking activities – join groups that include potential employers such as Chambers of Commerce, community groups, etc., not just peer groups. Read business pages/pubs to see who’s gone bankrupt or opened for business. Thank those who refer business to you. 

Finding work 
• Tell everyone you know! Friends and family may refer you for projects. Never assume someone knows you’re available, or knows what you can do. 

• “Convert” your employer 
• Professional groups – do more than just join; participate, be visible so colleagues will hire/recommend/refer you.

• Volunteer in the community. 

• Market, market, market all the time, even when working on a big project.

• Respond to want ads. 

• Consider advertising – but be picky about where.  

Responding to listings 
• Don’t apply for positions you aren’t qualified for. 

• Respond to specifics – parrot back how you fit what they want. 

• Have a plain-text version of your résumé or brochure always at hand and updated. 

Websites 
• Make sure everything is in your name on your credit card, even if you use someone else for design. 

• Keep ’em simple – barter services with someone who knows what they’re doing. 

• Update regularly. 

• Check with clients before posting names or finished/published work. 

• Use testimonials from clients. 

Blogs 
• Blogging about editing can provide visibility and build your reputation.

• Diversifying services 
• Layout, design, photography, web design, writing, indexing, speechwriting, teaching/speaking/training, etc., are all good sources of additional income – but require their own skills and resources, such as programs and style manuals. 

• Getting paid 
• Always get contracts/letters of agreement. 
• Submit invoices! 

• Have an attorney (can be a friend willing to send “lawyer letters” on your behalf).
• Follow up after reasonable amount of time. 

• Be prepared to go to Small Claims Court. Make friends with a lawyer! 

• Common concerns
• What to charge – start with a rate based on your current salary plus benefits, divided by 1,950 to represent hours worked in a year at a full-time job. Consider doubling it to account for your freelance expenses. The more training and experience you have, the more you can charge.

• Define a page (250 words or 1,800 characters) and check the entire document for length and quality before offering a rate/fee or committing to a deadline.

• With individuals, ask for an advance or deposit before starting work, and charge in increments.

• Be wary of working for students – some will expect an editor to do writing work for them, but that is unethical, and some will plead poverty. 

• ESL clients can be lucrative, but their work can be very time-intensive.

• Look for editing work outside traditional publishing or academia – businesses, nonprofits, associations, individual authors, law firms, medical practices, publications, etc. Everyone needs editing!

• Online clients/companies often pay very low fees.

• You will have to pay estimated taxes every quarter once you generate freelance editing income. 

• Don’t be surprised to be asked to take editing tests or submit work samples, but many clients won’t want anyone to see the edited versions of their projects, so don’t share their work with prospective new clients. Editing tests should be short (no more than 1,000 words/four pages) and on published work. Don’t edit a full chapter as a test. 

• Set the hours you want to work; don’t let clients bully you into working on weekends or holidays, or accepting ridiculous deadlines. 

Resources 
• “Freelancing 101: Launching Your Editorial Business,” by Ruth E. Thaler-Carter for the Editorial Freelancers Assn. (http://the-efa.org/res/booklets.php#6).

• https://americaneditor.wordpress.com/2016/07/13/on-the-basics-so-you-want-to-be-a-freelancer/
https://americaneditor.wordpress.com/?s=So+You+Want+to+be+an+Editor
https://americaneditor.wordpress.com/2014/02/10/on-the-basics-tips-for-getting-started-in-editing-or-freelancing/
• Tools such as Jack Lyon’s Editorium macros (www.editorium.com), Paul Beverly’s macros, (www.archivepub.co.uk/macros.html), Daniel Heuman’s PerfectIt (intelligentediting.com) and Rich Adin’s EditTools all enhance productivity, speed, accuracy.

• Rich Adin’s An American Editor blog (https://americaneditor.wordpress.com) and The Business of Editing: Effective and Efficient Ways to Think, Work, and Prosper book (with Jack Lyon and Ruth E. Thaler-Carter). 

• ACES, Editorial Freelancers Assn., National Assn. of Independent Writers and Editors, Editors Canada, Bay Area Editors Forum, Red Pencil, etc. – all have job services, meetings, colleagues who are potential clients or referral sources. Organizations like the Society of Professional Journalists, American Medical Writers Association, National Association of Science Writers, etc., have freelance sections.

• Editors Association of Earth Facebook group.

• Louise Harnby’s Proofreader’s Parlour blog and marketing books.

• The Grammar Girl blog (but not Grammarly!). 

• Copy Editing List.
• copyediting.com has job/project listings.

• Katharine O’Moore-Klopf’s Knowledge Base (www.kokedit.com).
• Colleagues and vendors often have or know of projects. Hobby, church and alumni groups often need your skills. Agencies are worth checking, but charge fees and might not pay until clients pay them. 

• Writer’s Market, Literary Marketplace for publications or organizations that might need your editing services. 
• The Internet — YahooGroups, publisher/publication sites, craigslist, guru.com, e-lance.com – offer opportunities and listings, but often for very little money. 

The bottom line: 
Be persistent, patient and professional, and you’ll succeed.
