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All companies, small and large, have writing needs. Instruction manuals, marketing brochures, newsletters, annual reports, internal memos, white papers, conference scripts, keynote speeches, business-to-business publications, company websites—the list goes on and on. I’ll talk about how to get your foot in the door, how to stay there once you’re in, what companies are expecting from you, how to surpass their expectations, and why you need to be open to corporate writing not only as a source of potentially serious freelance income but also as a source of fun, interesting work.
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One of the best parts about being a freelance writer is discovering just how often people have writing needs they’d happily delegate to someone else. Typically these projects don’t belong in any formal publishing category, but taking them on can enhance your career in multiple ways. From medical school application essays to script outlines for nervous wedding emcees, I’ve written just about everything for people over the years. And I’ve gotten paid for it. I’ll talk about the myriad ways people need writers, the many ways you can let them know you’re around, and the importance of keeping business separate from everything else.
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INTRODUCTION
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For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved to write. I always kept a pen and pad at my bedside at night. I devoured Archie comics and Danny Dunn books with equal relish. I became incensed with my friends if they didn’t faithfully follow the scripts I’d written for the videos we made together. I wrote poems endlessly, thrilled beyond measure to discover that girls could sometimes be moved by my handling of language and tempo. Words were magic, and I longed to know every trick.

Today, I’m lucky enough to call writing my career. Like any successful freelancer, I’ve been able to reach this point by allowing myself to consider the entire horizon of opportunities available. I’ve had lots of hits (thank you, Maxim!), plenty of misses (come on, MAD—my stuff’s funny!), and a number of fun surprises (not that I have anything against nudism—I just didn’t think I’d ever do a feature on it).

After years of doing this, I still can’t predict which queries will make an editor sit up and take notice and which will be discarded faster than you can say, “Good luck placing this elsewhere.” But one thing I can say for certain: With professionalism, perseverance, and an open mind, one can make it as a freelance writer.

The purpose of this book is to show you just how broad today’s writing landscape is, and thereby help you pursue every possible opportunity in the quest to build your career. At this moment, more prospects exist for freelancers, in more forms, than ever before, and there are a many ways to take advantage of them.

A hundred and two ways, actually. In the following chapters you’ll find a great assortment of potential freelance opportunities, along with tips on how to research them and who to contact. Some of these, like magazine features, have no doubt occurred to you; others, like greeting cards, may not. I—or someone I know—have had success with every one of the types of writing discussed in this book. They’re real, and they’re out there, so don’t be afraid to take your shot.

Most important, try to view every opportunity you pursue as part of a long-term, big-picture endeavor. Build relationships. Be willing to market yourself. Stay open to possibilities you may not have thought of before. Act professionally at all times. Freelancing can be challenging, but many people have made it work. You can, too. Good luck!
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The Top Ten Great Things 
ABOUT BEING A FREELANCE WRITER 



Yvette Adams, internationally successful freelancer 



1. The ability to work anywhere. Modern technology means you can be jotting off a story from anywhere with an Internet connection—your mobile phone, an Internet café, or a laptop picking up someone’s wireless signal.

2. The chance to meet extraordinary characters. From healers in northern Thailand to a dingo in central Australia that played the piano, I’ve met some unforgettable people (and other creatures) that have helped make my stories all the richer.

3. The chance to make good of a bad situation. In 1998 I was in Jakarta when President Suharto was overthrown. While I was stuck at the airport for twenty-four hours, I made the most of things by filing a story to my local paper and getting paid for it.

4. The chance to gain access to great events. In 1999 I managed to secure a press pass to cover the Confederations Cup held in Guadalajara, Mexico, a football tournament featuring Brazil, Germany, the United States, and New Zealand. Inside were free food and booze, a welcome sight for a weary backpacker in need of some refreshments! Others (most of them over sixty and male) had waited their entire careers to get into an event like this.

5. The chance to earn cash. At times, freelancing has been my main source of income; at other times it’s been supplemental cash for my travels. Either way, it all helps!

6. The chance to travel to new places. In 2001 I pitched a youth travel agency in London telling them that their competitor had a travel agent journeying to different locations and sending back diaries. I scored a free round-the-world trip for a year and a digital camera in exchange for sending back 400 words and four snaps each week.

7. The chance to learn about new places and things. While in Buenos Aires at a bar, I bumped into a woman compiling the Time Out travel guide for Patagonia. One thing led to another and I ended up writing about adventure sports for the publication—not something I can say I knew a lot about before!

8. The chance to see my name in print. Seeing my byline gives me a kick every time.

9. The ability to work from home in my pajamas.

10. The ability to choose my own hours. With two young children, freelancing allows me to choose when and how many hours to work while still being a good mommy.
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MAGAZINES
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Although I derive a great deal of satisfaction seeing my writing in magazines, it’s my wife Stephanie’s reaction I always look forward to most. Often after finishing the final draft of an assigned story, I’ll hand her the manuscript and ask for comments. I know her feedback will be balanced, because years ago she developed a peerless method for evaluating my work. Passages that work well get a check mark in the margin; those that fall short get a number of comments in red challenging me to do better; those she finds particularly affecting get an “Aww …”; and those that stand out are denoted by a silhouette of a naked female figure.

No matter how good or bad she thinks the writing is, however, she’ll always hand the manuscript back to me with a bit of distaste, and I know why: It looks ugly. All that double-spaced Courier 12-point type, all those double-hyphens for dashes, all those underlines in place of italics—oh, sure, I love it because it’s filled with words, but let’s face it, aesthetically speaking it’s not the Sistine Chapel. “It’s good,” she’ll say, handing it back to me like an unsightly dress I’ve asked her to try on.

A few months later, when the issue arrives, she’ll flip to my article and her eyes will widen. “It’s so good,” she’ll say. “Did you change a lot of it?” Little has been changed, of course—it just looks like a magazine article now.

I share this anecdote to make the point that, yes, there is something impressive about getting your work published in magazines. In  the first place, it usually makes for a great tear sheet. In the second place, the pay is, on average, higher than for any other type of noncorporate writing. Finally, it allows you to explore and write about subjects you might never have paid a second thought to before, leading to a continually expanding spectrum of knowledge and expertise you can leverage again and again.

The Landscape 

Among the many print markets for freelancers, magazines offer the broadest range of opportunity. There aren’t dozens of magazines needing freelance contributors—there are hundreds. Yes, you’ll hear people spout doom-and-gloom statistics all the time—the number of magazines that fold every year, the number that can’t get enough advertisers, how all of them will eventually be converted to online versions. Ignore the pessimists, okay?

If you need some reassurance, visit your nearest Barnes & Noble and go straight to the magazine section. You won’t know where to look first. You’ve got established big boppers occupying the space they’ve proudly earned over the course of decades. You’ve got new titles trying to horn in on that space. And you’ve got magazines that kind of float beneath the radar, maintaining consistent readership but never threatening to crack the upper levels. Beyond what you see on the local bookstore shelves, you’ve got everything else: trade journals (bet you didn’t know there are half a dozen magazines dedicated just to the stone, quarry, and mining field), regional magazines (there’s not only Alabama Living, but Alabama Heritage, too!), religious publications (more than you’d think—twenty-six pages’ worth in the current edition of Writer’s Market), specialty publications (the Ps alone yield everything from Police Times to Podiatry Management), and much, much more, from airline magazines to university publications.

Each magazine has its own requirements, and each magazine editor his own style. But no matter the magazine you’re targeting, success comes down to the same set of behaviors: diligent research, precise querying, excellent writing, deadline-hitting, and, not least, being easy to work with. Get enough pitches out there while applying these principles  without compromise, and you’ll enjoy seeing your byline in magazines for a long time to come.
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Three Great Magazine Editors 
ANSWER THREE IMPORTANT QUESTIONS 



Q  When querying, what are three common mistakes writers make that lessen their chances for publication?

Rhonda Bannister, Queensland Brides: One: They don’t research our title. Two: They send copy for consideration that’s obviously written for a newspaper audience. Three: They stalk me with the same style of writing once I have said no because it doesn’t suit our parameters.

Jason Sowards, Golf Illustrated: One: They have errors and typos in any correspondence with editors. Two: They bombard editors with numerous questions regarding submissions and queries. Three: They submit a query or article that isn’t the type we normally publish.

Caroline Connell, Today’s Parent: One: They deliver a vague topic, not a story idea (e.g., “Why do siblings fight? Talking to parents and experts, I’ll explore this subject in 2,000 words ...”). Two: They pitch us on something we did recently (they’re not looking at our magazine or Web site). Three: They submit multiple pitches. I’ve seen several where the writer goofed and forgot to change the magazine’s name.

Q  Describe the kind of writer you love to work with. What specific things can a writer do to get on, and stay on, your good side?

 Rhonda Bannister: They turn in excellent, tight copy, nothing sloppy, and do it to the magazine’s specifications—not  yours. That’s what makes you a favorite and why editors will keep coming back to you.

Jason Sowards: We love to work with writers who regularly submit articles that are on time, free of errors, and follow their queries and assignment guidelines. Writers who don’t pester the editors with lots of questions or nag about their latest payment will usually stay on our good side.

Caroline Connell: A writer who likes what our publication does, who gets excited about the assigned topic, who delivers on time, and who doesn’t assume the editor will take care of the details (e.g., grammar, spelling, factual correctness—you’d be amazed). And, ideally, a writer who appreciates the editor’s role, enjoys the dialogue, isn’t afraid to express her opinion but wants to deliver what the editor needs.

Q  How do you feel when you receive a bang-on query or a manuscript that nails the assignment? Rhonda Bannister: Relieved! 

Jason Sowards: When we receive a great query or assignment, it creates an excitement that carries over to all the editors and designers who work on that article. This results in a piece that reaches its full potential and one of which everyone can be proud.

 Caroline Connell: Excited! Doesn’t happen that often. Makes my proverbial day.



FRONT-OF-BOOK PIECES 

Those short bits you see in the first few pages of most magazines are called Front-of-Book (FOB) pieces. Also referred to as quick hits, these brief items serve as warm-ups for the reader, like stepping-stones leading them subtly into the meat of the magazine. Sometimes, quick hits are peppered throughout, like in Men’s Health. FOB pieces frequently offer  the best way for new writers to break into publications because they’re low-risk propositions, editorially speaking.

FOB pieces can be as long as a few hundred words or as short as 50. Whatever the length, remember that they represent a proving ground— they’re potential springboards toward longer, more prominent stories. In an editor’s eyes, someone who can make 150 words sparkle can do the same with 3,000.



	1 FRONT-OF-BOOK PIECES	Writing Front-of-Book pieces is a great way 
for new writers to break into a magazine.

Get This Gig: Front-of-Book Pieces 

Where Do I Start?



Get smart on what FOB pieces deliver and the concision with which they do so. For every 250-word FOB item you see, the writer probably amassed enough research for a story ten times that length. I regard FOB stories the way I regard haiku poetry—they may look easy because they’re short, but quite the opposite is true. They have structure, rhythm, and energy, and like any longer piece, they give the reader something to think about.



Flip through the past three issues of half a dozen magazines of interest to you and note the kind of things they cover in their FOB pieces. Then start brainstorming.



Who Do I Contact?

If the magazine’s listing in Writer’s Market doesn’t indicate which editor to send FOB pieces to, check the masthead and try to obtain contact information for the managing editor or executive editor. Then query away, keeping in mind that a pitch for a short piece ought to be just as good as a pitch for a long one.
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Do You Know Where 
YOUR STAPLER IS?



Many writers and other artists claim that their extreme lack of organization is simply an occupational hazard. Others practically boast about it, claiming it as a distinct imprint of creativity. Whether or not creative types are naturally disinclined toward orderliness, the sooner you decide to get organized and stay organized, the more successful your practice will become. Why? Two reasons: one physical, the other mental. Physically speaking, when your work environment is organized, you spend more time writing and less time trying to locate the calculator or paper clips or this file or that folder. Simple odds dictate that using your time more productively will lead to more work.

The mental aspect is just as important. We all know how aggravating it is to have to scramble for an important document or try desperately to remember where we put the CD with the backup copy of that contract after the electrical storm has wiped out our operating system with a deadline looming. It stands to reason that the less energy you need to put into nonwriting activities, the more energy you can direct toward your actual work, improving its overall quality and thereby making you a more desirable commodity. Sure, a little anxiety can be healthy for writing, but it should be anxiety born of the drive to produce stellar work, not anxiety based on wondering where the stamps went for the umpteenth time.

Organizing yourself is probably a lot easier than you imagine, and you might even be surprised at how good a little structure makes you feel. Start small: Buy a box of multicolored file folders, some labels, a backup hard drive or memory stick, and several upright magazine files. Label one of the magazine files CONTRACTS, then place in it different  file folders labeled with the subject area for a given contract. For me, these folders include, among others, Bridal, Sports & Fitness, Men’s, Gardening, and, of course, Writing & Publishing. Label another of the magazine files CURRENT ASSIGNMENTS and a third STORY IDEAS, and populate them as you did the first. Use consistent colors for specific topics—for me, gardening always gets a green file folder whether it’s in the STORY IDEAS or the CONTRACTS file. This makes for easy cross-referencing. And that’s just a start. Odds are this small bit of organization will spur you to create files for every aspect of your work. “Organization is everything,” says freelancer Heather Cook. “From maintaining accurate records for tax purposes to structuring a weekly plan to include marketing and administrative tasks, it allows me to stay focused and efficient—and that makes my overall work better.”

ESSAYS 

A good number of magazines have a specific page dedicated to essays written by their readers. The most prestigious example of this is the back page of The New York Times Magazine, which features a different one-page essay every week by someone you’ve likely never heard of. Such credits can be great boosts to your portfolio. Years ago I submitted an 800-word piece about watching my son sleep in his crib to Today’s Parent for its personal essay page. The editors accepted it, and two things happened. First, I became a regular contributor to the magazine. Second, the piece earned some awards, increasing my profile significantly. I’ve received more comments on that little essay than just about anything else I’ve ever written.

	2 ESSAYS	One of the many examples of essays in magazines is the back page of The New York Times Magazine, which features a different one-page essay every Sunday by someone you’ve probably never heard of.

Get This Gig: Essays 

Where Do I Start?

Flip through your favorite magazines to see whether they have something that looks like an essay page. Make your search comprehensive, since essay pages can show up just about anywhere—sometimes on the back page, sometimes near the front, sometimes smack-dab in the middle. Many magazines have the same essay writer all the time; others happily invite submissions. To get this information, check several recent issues of the magazine, inspect its Web site, or review its listing in Writer’s Market.

Who Do I Contact?

Magazines sometimes have a specific essays editor, which will be noted on the masthead or on the page where the essay appears in the magazine. If you don’t see such an editor indicated, send your piece to whatever editor is listed as the contact in Writer’s Market. If that information isn’t available either, but you’ve seen that the magazine does publish essays, send your manuscript to the managing editor or executive editor.
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Writing 
AGAINST THE GRAIN 



Editors are always looking for stories on certain topics— topics referred to as evergreen. So you should just find out what those topics are and pitch ideas for them, right?

Not necessarily. One market-cracking technique I’ve found to be highly useful over the years is writing against the grain. This is different from not writing to trend. Writing to trend means sending pitches about the hot topic of the moment, often an ill-advised practice because the topic is usually gone by the time you get there. Writing against the grain means taking evergreen topics and turning them on their ear. Let me explain.

Being under constant pressure and tight deadlines, editors need evergreen topics because they’re safe, reliable, and quick. But these same editors also love having their eyes opened to new possibilities. At one point I became interested in trying to infiltrate the popular golf market, but a slight hurdle was in my way: I’m a terrible golfer. I researched golf magazines wondering what I could add to the abundance of material on lowering handicaps and putting with confidence. Combing through the pages, I was astounded to find that, in all these pages dedicated to what I considered the funniest of sports, virtually no space was allotted to humor. This was all the revelation I needed. My article, “10 Reasons I’ll Never Take a Golf Lesson,” about why I’m a dreadful golfer and OK with it, was purchased by the now-defunct Golf Journal and kick started an ultimately crucial part of my writing career.

The bridal market posed a similar problem. While I’d certainly become familiar with its subject matter during my engagement, all I knew about wedding planning was how stressful it felt. How was I going to break into a market saturated with articles about finding the right dress, writing thank-you cards, and dealing with in-laws? “Write about the groom’s perspective,” my fiancée advised. “Maybe they’ll find it refreshing.” She was right. My article, “A Man’s Guide to Surviving the Engagement,” was purchased by Brides, and I became a frequent contributor. Today, when people ask me what kinds of magazines I write for, I still get a kick out of saying, “Oh, you know, golf, fitness, sports ... bridal.”

When I decided to target the men’s fitness market, I again felt out of my league—I’m the average guy in the gym, inconspicuous on a good day. The magazines in this market were full of behemoths whose pecs, abs, and delts seemed to stand out from the page in high relief. However, few articles spoke to the regular gym goer, the guy who looks more like me than these striated Goliaths. Bucking evergreen topics once again, I wrote an article called “The  Average Guy’s Guide to Looking Good at the Gym.” Men’s Exercise bought it. Writing against the grain had worked a third time.

Maybe you’re interested in writing for movie magazines. A quick check reveals that they mostly publish reviews of current films, profiles of stars, and all-time-best lists. Step outside the box. What does your experience with movies allow you to write about that hasn’t been tapped? Would an article on the different ways people eat popcorn catch an editor’s attention? Probably not—the topic is narrow and has only mild entertainment value. On the other hand, a list of the worst male movie hairdos of the past twenty years might be intriguing, since it satisfies a format these magazines are used to but is refreshingly different from the usual lists of best sex scenes or one-liners. Or how about a funny article on why Top Gun should be mentioned alongside Casablanca among the all-time classics? Or a ranking of the best second bananas ever, like Goose from Top Gun and Victor Laszlo from Casablanca? That’s the other thing about brainstorming against the grain: It’s more fun.

HUMOR 

From Entertainment Weekly to Holidays for Couples, the majority of magazines allot a certain amount of space to articles that are just plain fun. I refer to such pieces as distinct from other articles lighthearted in tone but otherwise information-oriented. A humor piece is identifiable via an easy, one-step test: Its main purpose is to make you laugh (or at least smile). Such pieces are like jugglers; their simple aim is to entertain.

It’s important to recognize what’s humor and what isn’t so you can make it clear to an editor when querying. If you’re pitching humor, say so. When I offered “23 Things You Should Never Say on the Golf Course” to Golf Journal, I had never actually heard anyone say, “Does anyone know how to get blood off a 9-iron?” so I was making it obvious to them  that the strict intention of my piece was to give readers a chuckle. If, on the other hand, you’re querying about an educational piece written in a friendly, conversational voice, let the editor know so she’s clear about what’s being promised.

	3 HUMOR	Virtually every magazine has a humor component to it. If it doesn’t, maybe you ought to suggest it should.

Get This Gig: Humor 

Where Do I Start?

First, read a lot of humorous writing so you understand where the bar is set. Like kids’ writing and erotica, funny writing tends to be harder than people assume. Read a few of Dave Barry’s columns and, between wiping away tears, study how cleverly Dave takes a universal topic or broadly relevant idea and twists it into his own unique take.

Then, start flipping through magazines. Investigate which have dedicated humor columns. Some are written by the same writer all the time; others use rotating contributors. And don’t think that just because a magazine doesn’t contain humorous pieces, it isn’t open to the suggestion. Sometimes the only reason a magazine doesn’t run a humor column is because none of its editors has received the right pitch for one—yet.

Who Do I Contact?

If humor seems to be a staple of the magazine and is given prominent real estate, contact the features editor. Otherwise, try the managing editor or executive editor.
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Doing Your 
HOMEWORK 



Every successful freelancer is also a great researcher. Unless you exclusively write first-person essays about your own experiences—which, unless you’re Frank McCourt, you probably don’t—there’s a lot of information you’ll need to delve into to properly flesh out the topics you write about. (That’s “flesh out,” by the way—not “flush out,” which is applicable only if you











	4 SERVICE PIECES	Service pieces aim to inform readers about a certain topic. Nearly all magazines have a strong need for service pieces because it helps them draw advertisers.










	5 FICTION	In the biannual focus groups it conducts with random subscribers, Esquire finds its readers tend to single out fiction as one of the top things they look for in the magazine.









	6 INTERVIEWS/ PROFILES	The key to building your interview portfolio is gaining access to subjects.























	7 LISTS	When you’re querying about a list piece, indicate its format clearly so the editor can visualize where it might fit into the mix.










	8 QUIZZES	Quizzes offer a great way for readers to actively engage with the magazine. Try to make your quiz easy enough for readers to feel they’re well informed but challenging enough for them to feel they’ve learned a thing or two.










	9 GAMES/ ACTIVITIES	Games and activities aren’t just for kids. Think of how many people make it their weekly mission to complete The New York Times Magazine Sunday crossword.













	10 FACTS AND FIGURES	Think about the different subjects a certain magazine covers. Then see what kind of statistics related to those subjects you can research and relay that the magazine’s readers might find interesting, amusing, or surprising.














	11 ADVICE COLUMNS	What are you an expert in? And what’s on readers’ minds today? Once you find a topic whose answer is yes on both counts, you’ve got a potential pitch.












	12 ARTICLES FOR COMPANY PUBLICATIONS	Numerous companies have begun to produce their own publications as a way of highlighting their products or services to existing and potential customers. And they need writers to write their stories.












	13 TRAVEL ARTICLES	Your upcoming winter vacation to Florida, for example, might be conducive to queries about golf in the region for a golf magazine, traveling with kids for a parenting magazine, Miami restaurant trends for an in-flight magazine, and a snowbird’s diary of a Florida trip for one of the local magazines in the area you’re traveling to.











	14 JOURNAL/ DIARY PIECES	Journal/diary-style format can serve stories of almost any type, but you need to sell the editor on both the idea and the voice.








	15 RATINGS/ REVIEWS	When writing reviews, aim for balance. If you’re too harsh, editors might think you have an axe to grind. Too flattering, and they might think you can’t see both sides.









	16 RECOMMENDATION PIECES	A recommendation piece is an endorsement for something. A good recommendation query doesn’t focus on why you enjoyed something; it explains how that something would benefit the magazine’s readers.
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