MODULE #5: WHAT TO CHARGE

AND HOW TO WORK

IN THIS We'll be digging into the key parameters of your

MODULE: freelancing business —including the tricky question of
what to charge, how to price your services, and how to
receive money. We'll also look at issues like the hours
you work, the way your business is set up and more.

Even if you've not yet set up your website (Module 3) or gathered any past
experience and testimonials (Module 4), you can still work through the
materials here. We're going to be looking at how you run your business itself:
depending on your past experience, this might seem quite straightforward or
it might all feel very new.

As usual, we'll take everything a step at a time. If you do get stuck at any
point, pop by the Aliventures Club Facebook group: there are lots of other

freelancersin there who'll be glad to help.

Before we start digging deep into issues like “what to charge”, | wanted to
address some worries that might be cropping up for you by this point.

It's Normal to Have Doubts

Perhaps when you saw the title of this module, you started to think things like:

I’'m not ready to start charging yet!
« I'mnot good enough to charge for my writing.
« No one will want to pay me anyway.
« lcan'tstartabusiness, there’s just too much to deal with.
« Ifldogetaclient, I'll mess it up somehow.
« I've been paid for my writing in the past, but that was just a fluke.
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These fears come up for lots of freelancers. They are no reflection whatsoever
on your actual abilities as a writer and a freelancer.

Freelancers at all levels worry about not being good enough, or not
“deserving” their pay. To be honest, even after fourteen years of freelance
writing, | still have days when | feel that what I'm doing seems a bit like
spinning straw into gold — | tap away at the keyboard, and | get paid for it! It's
exciting but sometimes that little voice is still there at the back of my head,
asking “how can you charge that much for this?”

So if you're hoping that, a few weeks or months into freelancing, you'll never
doubt yourself again ... I'm sorry to say that might not be the case. The good
news is that doubts don’t have to stop you.

Most freelancers will confess to having had some or all of the same worries
you have — and yet they managed to prove their doubts wrong and build a
successful business.

Of course, if you're feeling unruffled and confident, that’s absolutely fine
too! You've probably got the ability to assess your work objectively: to see

that, while it may not be absolutely perfect, it's of real value to your clients.

Here are a couple of things to keep in mind as you work through the rest of
this module:

« Once you do get paid, it’s incredibly validating. And once you've been
paid by more than one client, it's more so: clearly it wasn't just a fluke!
People wouldn't hire you and pay you if you weren’t a good writer.

« We're often very hard on ourselves, perhaps even holding ourselves
to an impossible standard. If you're questioning your abilities, ask
yourself what you’d say to a friend who had the exact same
qualifications, experience, and skills as you.

PAGE | 2 START FREELANCING: MODULE #5 © ALI LUKE, 2022




MODULE #5: WHAT TO CHARGE
AND HOW TO WORK

Setting Up the Legal Side of Things

Before we go too much further with the course, it's important that we address

the legalities of freelancing. As a freelancer, you’ll need to pay taxes — and that
means registering with your government in an appropriate way.

Very important disclaimer: I'm in no way qualified to give legal or financial
advice. I'll be telling you about my experience here as a freelancer in the
UK. How you do things may well be different based on your own
preferences and your home country. Do seek qualified, expert advice if you
feel that would be helpful for you.

It's important that you do register your business in an appropriate way for your
country, ideally before you start making (much) money freelancing.

In the UK, a freelancer could set up their business as a:

« Soletrader
o Limited company
« Business partnership (if starting a business with one or more other people)

| went with the simplest option for Aliventures — I'm registered as a “sole
trader”, which just means I'm self-employed. | pay personal rather than
business tax on my income, and file taxes annually. | dont need to prepare
accounts (beyond the ones | use for my own purposes) or get anything
audited. I'd recommend this as the simplest option for other UK
freelancers.

The US equivalent of being a sole trader is called “sole proprietorship”. If
you're in the US, you'll also need to get the appropriate licenses and permits
for your state. If you want to trade under a business name, you'll need to
complete a “doing business as” form. I've included some links in the resources

Here in the UK, you have until October 5™ in your business’s second tax year
before you have to register (i.e. you won't get a fine if you register before
then). However, the government recommends registering as soon as possible,
and there’s no reason to put it off.
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Things to Keep in Mind When You're Starting Out I

These are my views, and other freelancers might have different opinions. But |
feel that, when you're just getting started:

« Youdon't need to hire an accountant. Go with the simplest
appropriate option in your country, and register yourself. You can
always phone the appropriate contact (e.g. your local tax office) and get
help and guidance if you need it. Here in the UK, the HMRC are
surprisingly helpful.

« Youdo need to keep sensible records — like copies of your invoices,
and details about whether or not they were paid. I'd strongly
recommend setting up a bank account and PayPal account that
you only use for business transactions. (We're going to come onto that
later in this module.)

« You shouldn't panic about needing to fill in forms. Plenty of people in
your country are successfully self-employed —and some of them may
really struggle with writing. You're a writer! You can get those forms
filled in: they’ll probably be much more straightforward than you
imagine. These days, it's likely that everything you need to fill in can be
done online.

« You should put money aside from tax as soon as you start earning.
Otherwise, paying your tax bill can be a major stress (every January and
July in the UK, quarterly in the US) — so make sure you're prepared well
in advance.

While this might sound a bit obvious, do make sure you're aware of how tax
works in your country —and have a good grasp on what you'll have to pay
when.

I've heard a few real horror stories about freelancers and tax — like one
freelancer who thought that she didn’t have to pay tax for the first five years
of being in business. (Needless to say, she did!) I'm sure you're considerably
more clued up than that, but do look online for government guidance on how
tax works for self-employed people in your country.
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Making Sure You Can Easily Get Paid

As soon as you have paying clients, you'll need an easy way for them to
actually pay you. I've had a few personal clients pay by cheque, but the vast
majority of my clients pay either by bank transfer or by PayPal.

When | started out freelancing, | used my personal PayPal account and
personal bank account. You could do that too ... but it’s a pain because you
end up with all your personal expenses muddled in with your business ones.

I'd suggest that you:

Set up a new bank account that you use for business income and business
expenses. Note: you probably don‘t need an account that's labelled as a
“business account”. A normal current / checking account should be fine.

Unless you rarely use PayPal for personal expenses, set up a new PayPal
account and link it to your new bank account. This lets you keep personal
purchases separate from business ones. I'd suggest creating a "Business”
PayPal account for this (it doesn’t cost you anything, and it gives you lots of
useful features, like the ability for clients to pay by credit card).

You can withdraw money from your business accounts to your personal
accounts whenever you like, but by channelling all your income and
expenditure through the business accounts to start off with, you'll make it
much easier to keep track of things and to sort out your taxes.

Do You Need a Standard Contract? I

One of the things | worried about when | started was whether | should get
clients to sign a contract or not, whether | should ask for half the money up
front, and so on.

As it's happened, I've mostly taken on gigs with clients who I've already got to
know (through guest posting or mutual contacts). I've been comfortable with
just getting payment details in writing by email, only signing contracts if the
client wants to do so.
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In fourteen years, I've had exactly one client who didn’t pay in full (one of
the very few who I didn't know at all before | started doing paid work for
them), and I've never had any significant issues with clients’ expectations not
matching mine.

If you do prefer to use a contract, though, you could:

« Consider asking each client if they have a standard contract for this type
of work. If they’re a business client, they may well do. (If they're, say, a
first-time author, they almost certainly won't.)

o Use atemplate contract —there are plenty online —and modify to suit
you. Something like this “Letter of Agreement” could work fine, or

freelancer Dan Mattia supplies his sample contract online here.

If you're not using a contract, do make sure you have things in writing, by
email. Here's some wording you could use: modify it to suit you, your client,
and your job.

To make sure we're both on the same page, here’s what I'll be delivering:
A weekly blog post of approx. 8oo words.

Replies to comments, where appropriate, within 24 (working) hours, for a
week after the post goes live.

I'llinvoice you at the end of each month for posts written during that month
(regardless of when they’re published), and payment is due within 30 days.

Once a post is paid for, you can republish it as you please, and | will never use it
elsewhere. Please keep my name on the post, though, unless we agree
otherwise.

Any questions, just let me know.

How to Send an Invoice I

Many of my clients are happy with a PayPal payment request rather than a
more formal invoice.
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Of course, not all clients will use PayPal, and those who pay by bank transfer,
or those who pay me an hourly rate and need a timesheet, get an invoice.

You can download my invoice template from the “Bonuses” section of the
Start Freelancing course page here:
aliventures.com/start-freelancing-course

The password is: freelancesuccess

| used to type details of work done and time spent directly into the invoice,
and add up the time with a calculator. That rapidly became a pain! Now, | just
keep a separate spreadsheet of "work completed” for each client with the
details, and copy that into their invoice.

Again, you can download my work completed spreadsheet from the Start
Freelancing course page.

When to Send Your Invoice

| send out invoices at the start of the month, normally on the first Monday, for
work done the previous month. If it's been a particularly slow month for a
specific client (e.g. they only needed one short blog post), | don't bother
invoicing them that month — I just add the work to their next invoice.

If you're generally working on bigger projects or one-off projects, you can
simply send the invoice as soon as you turn in the final part or revision.

How Much Should You Charge?

This is a question that many freelance writers and editors agonise over. In
many cases, your client will have a set rate they pay —e.g. $50 for an 8oo word
blog post — but quite often, they’ll ask what you charge.

This can be a real conundrum. Ask too little, and you’re missing out on money
they’d have been happy to pay. Ask too much, and you won't get the job. (And
if you ask way too little, that can raise doubts about your abilities.)
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It also doesn’t help that:

e Most freelancers don't put their rates on their sites — so you can’t easily
find out what other people are charging.

e Many advertised freelancing gigs are at very low pay rates (the better
paid ones don't tend to ever get advertised) — and this can give you a
skewed idea of what's “normal” in the industry.

| can’t tell you what every single freelancer out there charges, but | can
give you some idea of what I've successfully charged over the years.

When | started out freelancing at the start of 2008, | was being paid $20 for an
800 — 1,000 word post. That's a very low rate: not much more than 0.02 cents
per word. Luckily, it didnt last long: within a few months, | was up to $40 per
blog post, or 0.04/word. (Each post took me about an hour.)

| gradually increased my rate. Two years ago, | was charging around
0.08/word. Today, my minimum is 0.10/word, and I'm usually targeting $0.12 -
$0.20/word, depending on the complexity of the writing.

One way to set your own rates is to start with the minimum wage in your
country. You should charge at least twice this per hour, because a lot of your
work hours will be taken up with admin (emails, etc) and marketing (blogging,
social media) rather than paying work.

In the UK, for instance, the minimum wage (outside London) is £9.50 from
April 2022. That means charging at least £19 per hour (about $25).

But you should see this as an absolute minimum. Most freelancers charge far
more, and you could easily ask for $30/hour or more even if you're only just
starting out. You'd want to look at getting that up to $40-$50/hour within your
first few months, too.

After fourteen years, | aim to make around $100/hour on freelance work
(£75/hour), and that's definitely a realistic goal for you, too.
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Should You Quote a Price Per Hour or Per Project? I

When a client asks “what do you charge”, you have a few potential ways of
answering them:

e "“lcharge $50/hour.” (Your “per hour” rate.)
e "“lcharge $0.06/word.” (Your “per word” rate.)
e "l charge $50 for an 8oo word blog post.” (Your “per project” rate.)

There is loads of advice out there on the internet on how to price. Charging
per word is very standard, and many clients will ask for a per word rate.
However, it doesn’t necessarily make sense in all circumstances: for instance,
if you're updating previously written material, it won't really work —and that’s
when a project rate makes more sense.

Pricing per word or per project works well because:

¢ You'll probably get faster at freelance writing as you do more of it —
meaning you'll make more money for every hour you spend on your
client’s projects (without having to raise your rates).

e Clients like to know exactly what they’ll be paying for a specific
result —they don't really care how many hours it took you!

There are some drawbacks to pricing per word or per project, though. Mainly:

e It can be very tricky to estimate how long something will take,
especially when you're starting out or when you take on a different type
of project from usual. So that huge blog post you think will take 10
hours might end up taking 20 —and you’ll be making much less per hour
than you planned.

¢ You might be working with clients who have quite varied needs. For
instance, maybe (like one past client of mine) they want a weekly phone
call, short daily blog posts, and regular social media updates. Having
them on an hourly rate probably makes most sense here.

So my advice is to have an hourly rate in mind, but to quote a word or project
rate where possible. That should be fairly easy for work that’'s reqular and
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generally takes roughly the same amount of time, like blog posts, or for work
that's clearly defined in scope up-front, like editing someone’s novel.

To get better at estimating how long projects take you, keep track of exactly
how long you spend on (e.g.) writing a blog post. Include things like the time
spent coming up with ideas, planning, sourcing an image (if needed) ... not just
the writing time.

Should You Include Your Rates on Your Website?

Many freelancers don’t mention what they charge on their website — and
there can be a variety of reasons for this. Sometimes, they're worried that
their rates might put off potential clients ... but they think that once
someone’s in touch, they'll be more willing to pay.

Often, though, it's because they want the flexibility to vary their rates based
on what exactly a client needs. If the client is clearly going to be quite high-
maintenance, for instance, they might up their rate accordingly.

| think it's a good idea to give at least an indication of your rate on your
website (e.g. “my standard rate is $70 for a blog post of up to 1,000 words"”) as
frankly, there’s no point you wasting your own time with people contacting
you who are only willing to pay $10 for a blog post.

If you're offering editing services, it's quite normal to give a range rather than
a precise number —as some manuscripts will need a lot more editing than
others. You might want to write something like "l typically charge $1,500 -
$2,500 for a full-length novel manuscript”. Ask for a sample of the work before
providing a more precise quote: that should give you an idea of what you're
taking on.

Setting the Parameters of Your Business

Most freelancers begin freelancing around other responsibilities, whether
that’s a day job, academic studies, or caring for small children. So, it's
perfectly normal not to be available at your desk from g — 5 every day.
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It's useful for both you and your clients if you have a clear idea of the hours
you work, though. Maybe you‘re at your desk in the mornings while your
youngest child is in preschool, for instance, or maybe you check emails each
evening once you're home from your day job.

You definitely don’t need to tell your clients every detail of your schedule, but
it's often helpful to be able to say things like:

e "“I'll get back to you by the end of Thursday.”

¢ "“I'mavailable to talk on the phone on Tuesday or Wednesday morning.
Let me know what time would suit you.”

e "Il have the first 10,000 words to you for review by the end of next
week."”

To be able to make these promises with confidence, you need to have
standard hours when you're able to work. Plus, it's all too easy for freelancing
to end up taking over every bit of your day if you don’t have fixed hours for it —
leading to overwhelm and burnout.

When you're setting your schedule, you might need to think about what would
be ideal and what would be the minimum you need in terms of working time.

I'd highly recommend that you:

e Don't cut back on sleep to freelance. You might want to shift your
sleeping time (e.g. some people find that going to bed early and getting
up early to write works for them, others do the opposite) — but don't try
to manage on less sleep than you need.

e Do talk to your spouse [ family members about your schedule. Get them
on board. When our kids were very small, my husband and I always had
our working/childcare schedules on the fridge, so we always knew who
was doing what, when.

e Don't expect everything to go perfectly. Allow some spare time each
week where you can catch up if you missed an earlier freelancing
session. If you're changing your schedule, allow a couple of weeks for
you (and your family members, if applicable) to get into the swing of it.
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e Do think about the times of day when you're at your best (or not).
Personally, | try to keep evenings clear of any work-related writing so |
can use that time to relax — I'm much more focused in the mornings.

| know there’s been quite a lot to take in during this module, and perhaps
some tricky decisions to make. If you get stuck or just want to bounce some
ideas around, do come along to the Aliventures Club on Facebook: we’'d love

to get to know you a bit more! It's facebook.com/groups/aliventuresclub.

Your Module #5 Assignment

ASSIGNMENT: Yourassignment for this module is in four parts. You

(2 hours) can tackle as many of them as you want:

#1: Look into how to register your freelancing
business appropriately in your country. Pick an
option (I'd go with the simplest — e.g. sole trader/
sole proprietor) and fill in the appropriate forms.

#2: Set up a new bank account and/or a new PayPal
account for your freelancing.

#3: Decide on what you're going to charge per hour
—and come up with a corresponding per-project
rate, if you already know the types of projects you'll
be working on.

#4: Figure out your standard hours for your
freelancing work, so that it can fit around the other
demands of your life.
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Module #5: Further Reading

All of the further reading is optional, but if you want to find out more about
something we’ve covered, it’s highly recommended.

Working for yourself, Government guidance (UK)

This straightforward page explain what constitutes self-employment, how to
register as a sole trader, and more.

Self-Employed Individuals Tax Center, Government guidance (USA)

This page explains what tax you need to pay (including “self-employment tax”)
and how to file your annual return and make your quarterly payments.

Choosing your business structure, Government guidance (Australia)

This page is very brief, but includes useful links to find out more about
different business structures in Australia: sole trader, partnership, company,
and trust.

PAGE | 13 START FREELANCING: MODULE #5 © ALI LUKE, 2022



https://www.gov.uk/working-for-yourself
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/self-employed-individuals-tax-center
https://www.ato.gov.au/Business/Starting-your-own-business/Before-you-get-started/Choosing-your-business-structure/

MODULE #5: WHAT TO CHARGE
AND HOW TO WORK

What's Coming Up in the Next Module:

Well done on reaching the end of this module. Remember, if you have
questions at any point, do head to the Aliventures Club for help and support:

facebook.com/qroups/aliventuresclub

Here's what to expect in our final module, Module 6:

MODULE 6: Ir.1 the f!n.al mc.)dule, we'll be looking at where exactly to
find writing gigs (and some red flags to watch out for).
As well as looking at good online sources of leads, we'll
also cover other ways to get writing gigs, and the pros

and cons of each.

We'll cover the process of pitching editors — with
templates and real-life examples to help you —and
we'll also look at how to keep the client relationship
going after you've had a pitch accepted.
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