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Part One



Freelancing Fundamentals




CHAPTER ONE

Setting Up

On an unremarkable Friday afternoon in the summer of 2017, I lost my job.

I was called into a meeting room at work and my boss’s boss Skyped me from the New York headquarters to let me know that I was being made redundant. The website I’d worked for as an editor for the previous two years was being shut down and nearly all its staff were being let go, effective immediately. In a state of shock, I packed up my desk, left the office in the middle of the afternoon and went home.

Over the weekend, my mum took me out for lunch to console me. She was telling me everything would be fine and that I’d find a new job soon when I heard the words come out of my mouth: ‘I’ve already got another job. I’m freelance now.’ Sure enough, when Monday morning rolled around, I got up and went into the kitchen where I sat at the table, opened up my laptop and started freelancing.

In the year before I lost my job, I’d already thought about going it alone. I would sit at my desk in the windowless basement at my staff job and daydream about what it would be like to make a living from my own home. Not having to deal with the politics of an office, or indeed the commute to it, sounded like my kind of career. It wasn’t just my allergy to the office that made me suspect I was better suited for self-employment – as someone who thrives on variety and who struggles with being told what to do within a rigid professional hierarchy, I’ve always felt hemmed in by any job title I’ve held.

But it took a redundancy to finally push me to make the leap. I’d been too scared to go freelance up until then because I’d heard the horror stories about how precarious self-employment was and I believed them. I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to make the finances work, that I wouldn’t find any clients, that I’d drown under a pile of crumpled receipts trying to file my own tax returns.

What I realise now is that I was telling myself freelancing wasn’t viable because I refused to believe that it was possible to have my dream career come true. I was hiding behind excuses of a regular pay cheque, holiday and sick pay, and staying in a job that made me miserable. But when all the things I thought I had to lose were gone, I realised it was time to make a change. In spite of the circumstances that prompted the start of my freelancing, by the first anniversary of my redundancy I’d had the best year of my career. I was writing for publications I’d once only dreamed of, including a front-page story in the New York Times. I was earning more than I had done in my staff job. And, most importantly, I’d never felt more fulfilled in all of my working life.

The horror stories didn’t materialise but I did have to adjust to freelance life, which opened my eyes to a completely different way of working than I was used to in traditional employment. When I started my very first job, I was shown around the office, my new colleagues took me for lunch and the HR worker handed me an employee handbook. None of that happened when I went freelance. No one showed me how to go about doing my work, no one invited me out for lunch and there was no handbook to reference. I was on my own.

Freelancing isn’t ‘better’ than working in-house, nor is freelancing a solution to work-based problems. My own story isn’t about quitting a job, going freelance and living happily ever after. It’s about figuring out how to make working for myself work for the long haul, because I truly believe that it can be a viable career plan for those who choose to work differently. When I look back over the course of my freelancing career to date, there’s so much I wish I’d known. I needed a resource to guide me through the ups and downs, a handbook I could keep on my desk and reference whenever something unexpected came up.

So, I wrote it all down. I wrote You’re the Business to be your own personal freelance cheerleader. I’ve filled it with everything you need to know to work for yourself, including all the lessons I’ve learned and some inspiration from a few superstar freelancers. I hope this book can be something you turn to when you have a problem that needs solving, that it brings you comfort when times are hard and, ultimately, that it gives you a roadmap for happiness and success when you strike out alone.

In this chapter, you’ll learn: 


	What working for yourself means

	Your rights when you’re a freelancer

	The difference between a sole trader and limited company



What Does Working for Yourself Actually Mean?

As I was about to start writing this book, I was procrastinating under the thinly veiled guise of spring cleaning my office. While sorting through an old box, I found a notebook I’d bought in 2016 when I was still in a staff role and plotting out my dream of self-employment. I opened the notebook and on the first page I’d written ‘Why I want to go freelance’ across the top. The first point I’d noted down was ‘A greater sense of self-worth from doing something completely independently’. I’d also written that I wanted more autonomy over my time, greater flexibility in my career and to be proud of myself for trying new things.

Reading over that list, I was taken straight back to a time when I was unfulfilled in my professional life and imagining what working for myself might be like. I remembered writing it and a little voice in the back of my mind telling me that it couldn’t possibly be as good as I was dreaming. And yet, on reflection, it has been.

Finding that list got me thinking about what we actually mean when we say we work for ourselves. For me, being freelance means a lot more than just an employment status. Working for myself means living life on my own terms – it’s a life choice as much as it is a job. In working for myself, I’ve learned as much, if not more, about who I am as a person as I have about business. For instance, I’ve realised that I am enthused by helping other people solve a problem. I’ve also learned hard lessons, like how I tangle up what I do for work with too much of my identity. Knowing myself better – what motivates me and what I’m passionate about – has helped me create a more fulfilling career.

If you could design your day, your job, your career from scratch, what would it look like? And why? That ‘why’ is very important. Because in working for yourself you get to design every aspect of your career and the best way to do that is by starting with what compels you to do your work in the first place.

I’ve come to realise that I struggled to find professional fulfilment in in-house roles not because I was bad at my job but because the job was bad for me. I used to be frustrated in staff roles because I felt like I had no say over the decisions that affected my working life and yet I didn’t want to move into the kind of position in which I would be able to influence them. As far as I was concerned, there was a management paradox. In order to accelerate in my career, I would need to assume managerial responsibilities. However, that path would only take me further away from writing, creating a gulf between me and the work I love. In working for myself, I’ve been able to design a career that stretches me while not compromising on the work itself. I’ve found a deep sense of self-worth from my work as a result.

That’s not to say self-employment is without compromises; of course there are concessions. No sick pay, no annual leave and paltry parental allowance are structural issues that can make this a challenging career choice. Nonetheless, there are many myths about freelancing I don’t find to be true. For instance, I take issue with the idea that freelancing is insecure work. Yes, it’s insecure in the sense that there isn’t a safety net like the one that catches in-house workers. But you can’t get fired from freelancing. Your business can’t get sold from under you and no one will restructure your team. There are new and different challenges you’ll face when you work for yourself but, on a day-to-day basis, I find the agility of freelancing actually makes me more able to weather the storms.

Working for yourself means different things to different people. It can be a stepping-stone for some. For others, it’s a side hustle. There are many – I count myself among them – who are in it for the long haul. Working for yourself can be a dream job, an illustrious career or simply a way to pay the bills. It can also be all three. Whatever it is, it’s yours for the making.

The Different Ways to Work for Yourself

What’s in a name?

When you work for yourself, the freedom of how to work extends to what you call yourself professionally.

There are now over 5 million self-employed workers in the UK, according to the latest figures from the Office of National Statistics. That’s just over 15% of the country’s workforce and it’s a varied group that includes freelance graphic designers and writers, artists and florists, as well as IT consultants, virtual assistants and delivery workers.

Depending on the type of work you do, the industry you’re in and your own personal preference, there are different titles you can give yourself. You can describe yourself either by how you do your work, by what the work is or by its legal classification. For example, I’m a freelancer, an author and a sole trader.

It’s important to note that the UK’s tax authority, HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC), only considers you to be ‘self-employed’ if you are a sole trader, meaning that you and your business are the same entity. If you own a limited company, you’re not classed as self-employed by HMRC. Instead, you’re both an owner and an employee of your company. (I’ll go into the differences between sole traders and limited companies in more detail later on in this chapter.)

Of course, how you’re registered with the tax authorities and how you talk about what you do don’t have to be the same thing. Most people understand ‘self-employed’ to be a blanket term, applicable to anyone who works for themselves rather than receiving a wage or salary from an employer. And while there might be a technical term for what you do, you might prefer to call yourself something else. Except in conversations with my accountant, I never talk about myself as a sole trader. Instead, I interchangeably describe myself as either a freelancer, self-employed or a journalist.

It’s like when you work in-house and your job title doesn’t actually reflect what it is you do, so when you’re at a networking event, you call yourself something else. I once worked at a university as a marketing executive, where my main job was to edit a magazine, so I’d tell people I was an editorial assistant. I did this because I was establishing my writing career and I wanted to signal to others – and to myself! – that I was on the right path.

Let’s look at some of the different job titles you can give yourself:

Freelancer

In the UK, ‘freelancer’ is neither a legal term nor a tax status. It’s really more of a cultural term for a type of worker. As such, each freelancer has their own definition of what they do, but generally speaking a freelancer will have multiple clients at the same time, do their work at home and set their own hours. The work is usually project-based and income is earned through either a project fee or a daily or an hourly rate. The creative industries tend to be those where the term freelancer is used the most. You’ll generally hear about freelance writers, photographers, graphic designers, illustrators, hair stylists and makeup artists.

Independent worker

An independent worker does what it says on the tin – they work independently. It’s a newer term that’s recently come into the work lexicon. While it essentially means the same thing as freelancer, some people prefer to call themselves independent workers. Generally, people who work in more progressive sectors such as innovation, technology and research tend to call themselves independent workers.

Contractor

A contractor typically works on one project for a client at a time. Often, the fees for this work are paid at a daily or hourly rate. A contractor can be a sole trader, a limited company or employed by an agency or umbrella company. In industries like IT, construction and consulting it’s more common to hear the term contractor than freelancer.

Small business owner

This might be someone who runs a florist shop and employs a part-time assistant, but it could also be someone who runs an online brand consultancy out of their kitchen. While small business owners are usually associated with products and/or physical premises, plenty of self-employed workers like the title because it denotes a degree of professionalism. You also sometimes hear the term ‘micro business owner’. Some people start out as freelancers and grow into small business owners, either in size or in mindset.

Entrepreneur

The term is now synonymous with Silicon Valley, however, an entrepreneur is really just anyone who sets up their own business. The term carries a certain cachet, of someone who’s doing something innovative or disruptive, usually in the tech space. For that reason, most people who work for themselves in the tech industry call themselves entrepreneurs, while others avoid it because of its ‘tech-bro’ associations. The term ‘solopreneur’ has also started creeping into use, to describe people who innovate like an entrepreneur does, but work by themselves rather than as part of a team.

Gig worker

People who work in the gig economy are considered contractors; the difference is that rather than working on a project basis directly for a client, they work on demand, usually through a third-party platform. There’s a lot of flexibility with this kind of work, especially in terms of hours, but securing it is dependent on the availability on the platform. Ride-sharing drivers, delivery people and skills-for-hire are the most common types of gig worker.

Side hustler

A side hustler is a part-time freelancer. They have a nine-to-five job and do their freelancing on the side.

What should I call myself?

I pay special attention to the words I use to describe my employment status. I hate it when I’m filling out a form and I come to the question where I’m asked to choose between ‘full-time employed’ and ‘self-employed’. It’s a subtle semantic difference that really gets under my skin because the implication is that if you work for yourself, you’re not doing so on a full-time basis. Instead, as you’ll see in this book, I distinguish between freelancers or the self-employed and their ‘in-house’ or ‘staff’ counterparts.

I call myself a freelancer because I like the original definition of the word. The term ‘free lance’ was coined by the Scottish writer Sir Walter Scott in his 1819 novel Ivanhoe to describe medieval mercenaries. ‘I offered Richard the service of my Free Lances, and he refused them,’ Sir Walter wrote. ‘A man of action will always find employment.’ These men offered their lancing skills to any wealthy landowner who would pay the best price for them.

I love the idea that working for yourself dates back so far, that charging your worth is, quite literally, mercenary. However, you might be thinking that you don’t like the connotations of the word ‘freelancer’. I’ve found that many people avoid the term because it sounds too casual and they want to establish themselves as a professional expert. And that’s OK, you get to call yourself whatever you want (you may even prefer a term I’ve not listed here).

As you think about what to call yourself, take practical considerations into account – for example, how do other workers in your field and industry refer to themselves? But also think about your identity as a worker and as someone who’s chosen to forge their own career path.

Know Your Rights

There’s a common misapprehension that freelancers have no rights. While it’s true that employment law doesn’t cover self-employed people, there are nonetheless other laws and protections that apply to freelancers. For instance, as a self-employed person, you still have protection for your health and safety and, in some cases, protection against discrimination. If you do fall foul of illegal practices, you have the right to pursue damages, which I’ll cover in later chapters.

While there might not be as many rights that protect the self-employed, that doesn’t mean you can or should be taken for a ride by nefarious clients. It’s vital to learn what rights you do have and to support those who campaign for more of them. When you don’t know what your rights are, you leave the door open for clients to take advantage of you.

The way that I think about self-employed rights is that it’s my responsibility to make sure I protect myself as best I can. If I worked at a company, there would be a health and safety officer there to make sure the staff are protected. I’m my own health and safety officer and it’s my job to make sure I’m looked after.

Discrimination

It’s against the law for employers to treat their workers unfairly or differently because of who they are and, in some cases, the legislation also applies to freelancers. The Equality Act 2010 makes it illegal to discriminate against anyone because of age, gender reassignment, marital status, being pregnant or on maternity leave, disability, race – including colour, nationality, ethnic or national origin – religion or belief, sex or sexual orientation. If you feel you’ve been the victim of discrimination while carrying out your work, Citizens Advice can help you.

Health and safety

The Health and Safety at Work Act lays out how employers must protect the health, safety and wellbeing of anyone on their premises, including any freelancers. Put simply, if you do any work on a client’s premises, you’re entitled to the same health and safety protections as the in-house staff.

Whether you have to comply with the law yourself depends on the work you do. If your work activity is specifically mentioned in the regulations set out in the Act – including work in construction, agriculture or railways or work with gas, asbestos or genetically modified organisms – then you have to undertake a risk assessment. Even if you don’t work in those areas, you may still have to make sure you’re compliant with the act if your work poses a risk to the health and safety of others. For example, the law would apply to a hairdresser who uses bleaching agents or similar chemicals but not to one who only washes and cuts hair.

The Health and Safety Executive is the body that enforces the law and you can find out if the work you do is covered by these rules at www.hse.gov.uk/self-employed

Late payments

An important law that all freelancers in the UK should be aware of is the Late Payment of Commercial Debts Act. This entitles you to claim interest and debt recovery costs if another business is late paying for goods or a service.

If you agree a payment date, the regulations recommend that it be within 30 days for public authorities or 60 days for private companies. If no payment date has been agreed, the law says the payment is late 30 days after either the customer gets the invoice or you deliver the goods or provide the service (if this is later).

If a client is late paying, you can claim interest, plus a fixed sum in late payment fees. The interest you can charge if a business is late paying you for goods or a service is known as ‘statutory interest’ and is 8% plus the Bank of England base rate for business-to-business transactions. You cannot claim statutory interest if it’s different from the rate specified in the contract, so make sure you read your contracts carefully. If your contract is with a public authority, such as a local council or the NHS, you cannot use a lower interest rate either.

You’re also able to claim an additional fixed sum on top of the interest, which is set by the legislation and depends on the amount of the debt. For debts up to £999.99, you can charge a late payment fee of £40, for amounts between £1,000 and £9,999.99 it’s £70 and for anything over £10,000 it’s £100. You can only charge the business once for each payment, however, you can charge a fee for each late invoice. So, if you’ve done three pieces of work for a client and issued three separate invoices for them, you can charge three late fees. There is more information on how to deal with late payments in chapter 11.

Maternity Allowance

The self-employed do not qualify for statutory maternity pay. Instead, you can claim Maternity Allowance. The amount you can get depends on your eligibility. You could get either £151.20 a week or 90% of your average weekly earnings (whichever is less) for 39 weeks, or £27 a week for either 14 or 39 weeks. To claim Maternity Allowance, go to www.gov.uk/maternity-allowance to access the forms. There’s a guide to navigating parental leave for freelancers in chapter 10.

State pension

Self-employed people have a right to a state pension. You can only receive a state pension if you’ve paid the necessary national insurance contributions via HMRC. There’s a guide to self-employed pensions in chapter 10.

Welfare benefits

Self-employed workers have the right to claim benefits. If you’re on a low income or out of work, you may be able to claim Universal Credit, which is a monthly payment to help with your living costs. You can see if you’re eligible at http://www.gov.uk/universal-credit/eligibility

Contracts

In the absence of robust employment law, the best way to protect yourself as a freelancer is through a contract. A contract outlines all the particulars of the relationship between you and your clients and what’s expected of both parties, including timely payment. If your client doesn’t offer you a contract, you can use a platform like Underpinned (http://www.underpinned.co) which offers a contract building service. You can also buy contract templates from online legal service providers like LawBite (http://www.lawbite.co.uk) or a solicitor’s firm that specialises in legal matters for small businesses.

How to Set Up Your Freelance Business

As I mentioned at the start of this chapter, there are two different ways to structure your business when you work for yourself:

Sole trader

As a sole trader, you run your own business as an individual and are considered self-employed by HMRC. You can keep all your business’s profits after you’ve paid tax on them. You and your business are the same entity so you’re personally responsible for any losses your business makes.

Limited company

A limited company is a separate entity that you can form to run your business (even if that business is just you). A limited company is either ‘limited by shares’ or ‘limited by guarantee’. Companies that make a profit are usually limited by shares and not-for-profits are limited by guarantee. In both cases, the company is legally separate from the people who run it and has separate finances from your personal ones.

Benefits of being a sole trader

Less paperwork

Setting up as a sole trader is straightforward. You just have to let HMRC know that you’re going to be paying your tax through self-assessment, which can be easily done online (more on that later in this chapter). You also have less paperwork to file once you’re up and running as you only need to submit an annual tax return, whereas a limited company director also needs to complete corporation tax returns and annual accounts.

Few admin costs

As the administrative responsibilities of being a sole trader are less burdensome, your bookkeeping is straightforward and as such you won’t need to have an accountant. Even if you do choose to hire one (which many sole traders do), the fees for filing sole trader accounts are less expensive than for limited companies.

Privacy

Limited companies must register with Companies House (the UK’s registrar of companies) and certain personal details will be made available online, including company details.

Benefits of being a limited company

Liability

The key difference between a limited company and a sole trader is that as a company, your business is a separate entity from you. This means that should something go wrong in your business, only your business is liable. For example, if you were sued for breach of contract, only your business assets (such as the money in your business bank account and any professional equipment you have) would be on the line, but your personal assets (such as a property or personal savings) are protected. Similarly, your personal assets can’t be taken from you to pay for any business debts if you get into financial difficulty.

Profit potential

The way you pay tax as a limited company is different from that of a sole trader. Sole traders pay tax on all the profits they make after deducting business expenses. Limited company directors pay corporation tax and income tax on any dividends they take. At a certain profit level (usually £50,000), you may end up paying less in tax compared to the same earnings of a sole trader. (There is more on how tax works in chapter three.)

Credibility

Depending on the industry you work in, operating as a limited company can carry professional cachet. For example, in the IT industry, it’s generally expected that self-employed contractors be registered as a limited company. It’s also important to research this as some larger companies will only deal with freelancers whose businesses are structured in this way.

Borrowing power

As a limited company, you have more options for raising capital and borrowing money.

Which structure is right for me?

While there may be tax advantages with one structure compared to the other, there are also other factors to take into account, such as the nature of the work you do; your capacity to take on additional admin responsibilities; how other freelancers in your industry are structured; your clients’ expectations; your long-term plans for your business and your personal circumstances outside of work.

Given the financial and legal implications, it’s important to seek advice from an accountant or financial advisor about which option is best for your circumstances. This is true whether you’re planning on freelancing for the long haul or are starting a side hustle. Remember, you can set up as a sole trader when you start out and then become a limited company as your business grows.

How to set up as a sole trader

When you register for self-assessment with HMRC, you are essentially telling the tax authority that you will be filing a tax return every year. It’s a good idea to do this as soon as you go freelance but you have up until 5 October in your business’s second tax year. That means if you started freelancing on 1 January 2021, you have until 5 October 2022 to register for self-assessment.

You can register online at: http://www.gov.uk/log-in-file-self-assessment-tax-return/register-if-youre-self-employed

One of the requirements of being a sole trader is that you must include your name and business name (if you have one) on official paperwork, like invoices and letters. You can trade under your own name as a sole trader or you can choose another name for your business. If you want to trade under another name, it can’t include ‘limited’, ‘Ltd’, ‘limited liability partnership’, ‘LLP’, ‘public limited company’ or ‘plc’, nor can it be the same as an existing trademark.

If you don’t want others to use your business name, you can register it as a trademark at http://www.gov.uk/how-to-register-a-trade-mark/apply

How to set up as a limited company

There are a few steps for setting up as a limited company.

First, you have to choose a name for your business. Your name can’t be the same as another registered company’s name or a registered trademark and it must usually end in either ‘Limited’ or ‘Ltd’. You can search the Companies House database to see if your name is already in use.

Then you need to appoint a director who, if you’re working for yourself, will be you. You also need to appoint a shareholder, who again will be you.

When you register your company, you need a ‘memorandum of association’, which is a legal statement signed by all initial shareholders agreeing to form the company. (If you register your company online, you don’t need to write your own memorandum of association as it will be created automatically.)

You also need ‘articles of association’, which are written rules about running the company. You can either write your own and upload them when you register your company, or use standard articles which are available at http://www.gov.uk/guidance/model-articles-of-association-for-limited-companies

Once you have all your documents in place, you need to register the company with Companies House and HMRC, which costs £12 and can be done online at http://www.gov.uk/limited-company-formation/register-your-company

An accountant can also help you form and register your limited company, as can some self-employment services like the online accountancy firm Crunch and the mobile bank Tide.

Chapter summary: Setting Up

Start your self-employment journey off on the right foot by learning what rights you have, picking a job title that suits your working style and structuring your business in a way that makes financial sense for you.

Pick your own job title: When you work for yourself, you get to choose your job title. Freelancer, side-hustler, micro business owner, entrepreneur – the choice is yours. Take practical considerations into account when deciding how to refer to yourself but also think about your identity as a worker.

Freelancers have rights. Know them: While freelancers don’t have the same rights as employees, they are protected against discrimination, health and safety violations and late payments. We’re also entitled to a pension and other state benefits. Know what your rights are so that you can advocate for yourself should a client breach them.

Structure your business: You have two options for your freelance business: running it as a sole trader or setting up a limited company. The latter means your business is a separate entity from you. Which structure is right for you will depend on your personal circumstances, so spend some time researching your options. Remember, you can always go down the sole trader route and then start a limited company later on.


FREELANCER STORY

Sian Meades-Williams (@SianySianySiany) – freelance writer, editor and newsletter expert

I finished university and I didn’t know what I was doing. As helpful as an English Literature degree is, no one ever told me what career I could get with my qualification. I didn’t know how to go off and be a writer. This was pre-Twitter, when the internet wasn’t full of resources and information about freelancing. It just didn’t exist. So, when I got offered a job to edit a new lifestyle website in London, I jumped at it. Unfortunately, that job lasted three months. I was unceremoniously let go in the middle of a Starbucks. It was mortifying and weird, and I had no idea what to do next.

I’d never learned to freelance. I didn’t really even know that’s what I was doing when I started. I was just trying to be incredibly scrappy until someone I knew gave me a contact for someone else who might be commissioning, and that’s how I eventually landed my first writing gig. I want to say it spiralled from there but it genuinely didn’t because I don’t think I was treating freelancing as a business. If I’m really honest, I don’t think I did for years. I was just pitching when I needed to and saying yes to every piece of work that came my way.

After a while, I realised that I wanted to create something of my own. I saw a gap in the market for a website – or blog, as we used to call them – that covered food and design. What I didn’t realise was I was taking the very first steps to setting up one of the first lifestyle blogs in the UK.

I launched Domestic Sluttery with some friends and once that went live, things snowballed really quickly. The money from the blog was adding enough to my salary that I could freelance around it and I could do half and half. That’s how I learned how to edit a website, be a writer and an editor, and create something that was totally my own. It wasn’t until then that I started making something that really felt like mine. I think I’d always been kind of fumbling my way through. And now that’s the bit that I love about freelancing.

What I call myself changes every day. On my mortgage application, I’m an editor and author because it sounds more authoritative than ‘freelance writer’. Sometimes I’m an editor; sometimes I’m a freelance writer; sometimes I’m an entrepreneur. Sometimes I’m a person having a nap in the middle of the day! They are just labels. And all I have to do is say, ‘I’m Sian and this is what I do.’





CHAPTER TWO

Your First Clients

My first freelance contract didn’t come from a LinkedIn post, a networking event or even a job board. It came through someone I’d once shared a tent with at a music festival on the Isle of Wight in the late 2000s.

In the ten years since Vicky and I drank cider out of cans in a muddy field, we had both become journalists. Our paths took us on different courses but we reconnected when I lost my job in 2017 and reached out to Vicky. She was working as an editor at a digital magazine at the time and introduced me to her boss, who swiftly asked me if I could cover someone on the team while they went on holiday. That three-week stint of work was the confidence boost (and pay cheque) I needed to feel like maybe this freelancing thing might just work out for me.

The sooner you can get your first freelance client, the sooner working for yourself will actually feel doable. In this chapter, I’m going to walk you through my go-to techniques for finding your first clients. Over the following pages, I’ll walk you through how to use your existing network to find your first piece of work, and in later chapters you’ll learn how to develop longer-term strategies for bringing in clients over the long haul.

First, though, I need to introduce a little bit of business jargon because there’s a technical word for how you find clients. It’s called … marketing and sales. I can already feel you pulling away but stay with me! I know that many people find promoting and selling difficult at best and downright repulsive at worst. The reality is, however, that every business needs to market itself and sell to customers and your freelance business is not an exception. The difference is that a large company has an entire sales team whereas you are the sales team when you work for yourself. This chapter will help you get comfortable with the idea of marketing and selling because, as much as we might not like it, there’s no way to avoid it. Sales and marketing are so important, in fact, that there are two more chapters on them later on in this book. I’m going to make a bold claim and say that by the end of this chapter, I’ll have changed your mind about marketing and sales and helped you find a way to actually enjoy the process.

I want to start by asking you to think about a positive experience you’ve had when being sold to. A time when you walked away not only with the goods in hand but feeling happy about parting with your money. If you can’t think of one, let me tell you about a recent experience I had being sold a second-hand car.

When we think of the worst kind of salespeople, second-hand car dealers are often at the top of the list. So I went into the purchase with my head filled with the stereotype of sleazy salesmen upselling cars completely unsuitable for my lifestyle. But that wasn’t my experience with Rachel at all. I told her that I needed a car big enough to fit my lively Labrador in and it needed to be compliant with the emission regulations in London. I already had something in mind and she walked me through all the other options I had. She let me test drive a few cars alone so I could just focus on whether I actually liked them without her running commentary. She didn’t push me at all. I went around to a few other dealerships but ended up going back to Rachel and buying a car from her. It was the biggest purchase I’d ever made and I felt really good about it.

Why was that such a good experience? Because Rachel actually listened to me. When I told her I needed a car that could fit a big dog, she showed me SUVs and estates. When I told her I was still figuring out my budget and would need some time to decide, she didn’t push me to make a call on the spot. More importantly, Rachel let me come to the decision to buy a car from her on my own. People do want to buy things; they just don’t want to feel like they’re being sold to. I wanted to buy a car but I wanted to buy the one I’d decided was right for me. When you start to think of good sales as an exercise in listening, it suddenly becomes about people and not products. And that’s the secret.

If you’re still not convinced, let’s unpack what it really is about sales that so many of us hate. Countless freelancers have told me over the years that they delayed launching their businesses out of embarrassment about what people would think of them. Some can’t stand the thought of selling goods or services to people they don’t know, feeling more comfortable with people who already know they’re good at what they do. Others, however, are fine selling to ‘strangers’ but don’t like the thought of friends and family seeing – and perhaps judging – what they’re doing when they put themselves, and their professional talents, out there. After all, before I worked for myself, it’s not like I wanted my parents to come into the office and watch over my shoulder as I worked.

Let’s take a moment to understand why you may feel embarrassment about striking out on your own. Embarrassment is what’s known as a self-conscious emotion. It happens when you become conscious of a fear (which can be real or imagined) that what you’re doing deviates from social norms. In other words, you become worried about what people will think of you. It’s important to remember that embarrassment can happen regardless of whether the situation is positive or negative. You could feel just as embarrassed by forgetting someone’s name as by someone complimenting you in public. When you think about embarrassment in these terms, it’s no wonder you may feel embarrassed about starting your freelance career. Self-employment is still not the norm. It means going against the grain and not doing what’s expected of us. Even if you’re really excited by the prospect of working for yourself, you can still feel embarrassed by it. The advice in this chapter will help you overcome feelings of embarrassment and fear about starting and selling your freelance business.

In this chapter, you’ll learn:


	How to understand who your clients are

	Why people want to hire you

	Strategies for finding your first clients

	How to handle client relationships



Finding Your First Clients

Your network is crucial to the success of your freelance business from day dot. Your first clients will most likely come from connections you already have and your future clients will come from connections you continue to make. The easiest and fastest way to land your first client is by using whatever resources you already have access to – just like I did with Vicky at the start of my freelance career. Even if you’re completely new to freelancing, your industry and even the workforce all together, you do have an existing network. It may not be expansive (yet!) but you do have a place from which to start building.

Now, I already know what you’re thinking. You might believe me when I say we’re all







	If you just started your freelance floristry business and your friend is getting married, your ask might be to do the flowers at their wedding.

	If you’re starting your freelance workplace wellbeing training programme and your friend works for a large company, your ask might be an introduction to their HR department.

	If you’re launching your freelance copywriting business and your friend has been doing it for years, your ask might be how they find their clients.










	Writing website copy

	Designing logos and websites

	Developing content strategy







Finding work online




How to use social media to find your first clients








	GitHub for coders

	Behance and Dribble for designers

	Flickr and Unsplash for photographers

	Vimeo for videographers

	Contently for writers

	The Dots for creatives




The half-hour LinkedIn makeover




	Use a proper photo: It doesn’t have to be a corporate headshot but choose a picture that looks professional.

	Write a clear and descriptive one-line bio: Instead of ‘wordsmith’, be specific: ‘Copywriter with ten years’ experience in health, consumer technology and personal finance’.

	Update your summary: Your summary is your cover letter. It’s where you show prospective clients how you can help them. Spell this out clearly by explaining how you work with clients, what results you can achieve and what skills you have. If you want a guide for what to write, feel free to look at my LinkedIn page as an example: http://www.linkedin.com/annacodrearado

	Post your availability:Write a post detailing that you’ve gone freelance and what type of work you’re looking for at the moment. Use the template on page 31 as a guide.

	Use the built-in tools:Check the ‘available for work’ button is marked ‘on’ or write in your summary page that you’re currently accepting new clients.





A Primer on Dealing with Clients


Make their priorities your priorities


Communicate, communicate, communicate


Don’t forget about feedback


Be aware of scope creep


Learn how to say no


Chapter Summary: Your First Clients
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