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​Introduction



​You Should Be Freelancing


​(Shouldn’t You?)
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The other day, I was talking with a friend of mine about the challenges of marketing oneself as a freelancer (consultant, independent contractor, fervent embracer of the gig economy—pick your preference). She mentioned that a business coach once told her the best way to get people to buy your brand when you are the brand is to sell your lifestyle as something they, too, can have, if they buy your stuff. Like you can be thin and pretty and wealthy, too, if you go to their ImagineIt! seminar or whatever. 

At this point, I started laughing like a hyena.

I think it’s fair to say you wouldn’t want my life and if you actually lived it for a week, you would show up at my front door demanding to give it back. You might want parts of it—like maybe you think it would be great to work from your kitchen table with companionable people you don’t actually have to share an office with so you never have to find out how annoying they really are, or maybe you’ve always wanted to be an editor and help authors bring their visions into reality but have never done so, or possibly you wish the silver in your hair was just as awesome as the silver in mine, and like that.

But there are other parts you wouldn’t like, such as the reason I started freelancing in the first place: my daughter was born with a massive brain abnormality and spent large chunks of her early life in hospitals undergoing terrifying surgeries. I didn’t become a freelancer because I envisioned myself sipping margaritas by the ocean. I became a freelancer because it was something I could do in a hospital room while waiting for my daughter to wake up from anesthesia. 

I know I should share the picture of the ocean-side cabana that I downloaded from iStockphoto.com to convince you that your life would consist of a few hours of effortless work each morning as gentle ocean breezes waft across your smiling face if you would just read my book, but I try not to lie more than I absolutely must. Freelancing is not (necessarily) more fun, glamorous, lucrative, or portable than a staff job.

On the other hand, it is true that a few years ago, I took off for twelve weeks and wandered around Europe and the US with my daughter. A lot of people—more than I can count on both hands and all my toes—wanted to know How I Did It. And the truth is, I couldn’t have done it at all if I weren’t a freelancer. 

For years, I’ve cordoned off the month of December so that my daughter and I can take memorable holiday trips together. When she was in grade school, I took on fewer projects in the summer months to spend more time with her—while still earning enough to keep us in housing and Disney princess dolls.

Just last year I took four months off work to pursue several creative projects. Freelancing gave me the flexibility (and the cash flow) to make that happen. 

As a freelancer, I can turn down projects I’m not interested in doing, I can stop working with people who are a pain in the ass (without having to find a new job), and I’m in charge of how much I earn. 

But probably the biggest benefit is this:

A year or two ago, Jessica (my daughter) was seeing her neurosurgeon and the nurse making an appointment for a follow-up visit ushered us out, asking, “Do you need a written excuse for work?”

And for one baffled moment I could not make any sense of what he was saying. I heard the words but they did not compute. I’m a grown adult, so, no, I did not need a freakin’ written excuse to go about the business of living my life. What are you even talking about?

Then I realized that the default mode of operation for corporations is to treat people as if they are incompetent or lying or both. Because that’s the only explanation I can figure out for what was clearly a routine question for an exam during business hours. I guess if I were employed in the traditional corporate world, I’d be forced to ask, “Please, boss, can I take my daughter to see the neurosurgeon? Please, can I, please? No? Okay.”

Seriously? Seriously?

People in the FIRE (Financial Independence, Retire Early) movement are talking primarily about freedom when they talk about the true purpose of FIRE. It’s not “retirement” in the sense of not working for an income, but in being able to tell your boss, “Take this job and shove it.” 

And that’s great, but you don’t have to be financially independent to do it. You can do it by starting your own side hustle and growing it into a successful business. 

And how to do that is what this book is all about. 

The Context of This Book

This book is for people who are thinking about starting a freelance editing business or who have recently started one and have questions about best practices for going forward. 

In this book, I assume that most of your work will be in editing book-length manuscripts. While you could be hired to, say, edit short content pieces for a website, most of the freelance work available for editors is book length. But either way, the basic principles are the same.

I also assume that you plan to (eventually) freelance full-time instead of continuing in your day job, although you may start freelancing as a side hustle. However, the bulk of this book’s content applies whether you freelance full or part time.

Most of my experience is in doing (and teaching) developmental editing although I have also done (and taught) copyediting. Lately most of my students and coaching clients have been involved in fiction development, so many of my examples come from that field. But the principles of freelancing I describe in this book apply to any type of editing—developmental editing, copyediting, proofreading—whether for fiction or nonfiction. I will also talk about related areas, such as coaching authors, which you can use to make more money and appeal to a broader range of potential clients.

Finally, I assume you already have or will learn the skills you need to work as an editor. This is not a book on learning the craft. It’s about creating a business around the craft. To learn more about the craft of editing (in its many forms), go to the section at the end of this book called “Want More?” or visit the Club Ed website at www.ClubEdFreelancers.com. 

Some abbreviations I use throughout this book:

AE = acquisitions editor (usually your contact 


person when working for publishers)



CE = copy editor/copyediting

DE = developmental editor/developmental editing, 

sometimes referred to as “dev”

ms = manuscript

mss = manuscripts

WIP = work-in-progress

You’ll notice that I talk about two main categories of clients: book publishers and indie authors. In general, most of our clients come from one of these two groups. When I say “book publishers” I mean companies that produce publications. This could be a book packager or a trade magazine publisher or it could even be a commercial press (some provide packaged editorial services to their clients). “Book publishers” is just my shorthand for organizations who hire freelance editors.

“Indie authors” is my name for writers who directly hire you to edit their work, even if they plan to query agents and go the traditional publishing route.

Roles you’ll need to understand to be an effective freelance editor include:


	
The acquisitions/assigning editor is the editor who buys the book or commissions the article/short story. He or she works for a publishing company and may be the one who asks you to do the necessary editing on a project. This person is responsible for shepherding the book through the publishing process, from contracting with the author, to overseeing edits, to approving cover design, to helping coordinate publicity. This role is usually (though not always) played by a staffer. An acquisitions editor is sometimes called a senior editor. 

	
Executive editors, editorial directors, and editors-in-chief oversee the big-picture operations of the editorial side of a publishing company and may also be the ones who contract with you to work on a project—but you are most likely to be working with an acquisitions editor. 

	
Editors-at-large are usually brought on by a publisher because they have a specific skill or reputation to contribute. They rarely deal with day-to-day operations and are usually not on staff. As a freelance editor, you will rarely work with an editor-at-large—but you may be an editor-at-large. 

	
Managing editors are more likely to be found in periodical publishing than in book publishing, and may perform many of the same roles as the acquisitions editor. In some cases, the managing editor functions more like a copy editor. In book publishing, managing editors tend to play a role similar to executive editor and may have editors reporting to them. Sometimes they will be more like a production editor. In any case, they will almost always be on staff.

	
A production editor oversees the physical production of a book or magazine. This editor usually works closely with the managing editor or acquisitions editor to produce the publication or book. Most production editing positions are staff positions, and they require a specific expertise in project management. 

	
The developmental editor, also called content editor or substantive editor, is one who works at the big-picture level. Does the ms do what it’s supposed to do? The developmental editor may also perform basic fact-checking and will be expected to catch discrepancies such as the protagonist who has blue eyes in the first chapter but brown eyes in the second. Developmental editing is often done by an assigning or acquisitions editor, but it can be farmed out to freelancers. 

	
A copy editor is also concerned with whether a piece works, but this is at the sentence level—polishing the prose. The copy editor also ensures the ms conforms to the accepted style.

	
The proofreader, which many people confuse with the copy editor, is the final defense against error in a manuscript. The proofreader goes through a manuscript before it is published to make sure that no errors have slipped through after editing. A proofreader may compare a final typeset work against its copyedited draft to make sure the changes were accurately reflected in the final. This work requires an excellent eye for detail. 









Developmental editing, copyediting, and proofreading are the three areas with the most potential for freelancers. 

Gut-Check Checklist

If you’ve had a staff editing job, taken an editing class or two, or edited a friend’s newsletter—in other words, you possess at least a basic grasp of the craft— you might be thinking about turning your skills into a side hustle or even a full-time freelancing business. 

Before you quit your day job, make sure you understand what you’re getting into. You have to ask yourself, in a no-bullshit way, if you’re cut out for freelancing—and if you’re not, are you okay with sticking to staff jobs, or do you want to work on your skills so you can become a successful full-time freelancer? 

Some people find the be-your-own-boss part hard. They need the structure of a staff job and the accountability of reporting to a boss. Others don’t like the isolation of freelancing. No shame in that. Freelancing is not for everyone. 

Below are some questions to ask yourself before giddy dreams of ocean-front cabanas short-circuit your common sense.

Why Are You Freelancing?

Before committing time, money, and effort to starting your editing business, ask yourself why you want to. This is where you need to apply brutal honesty to your motives. Is it because you’re tired of working hard? Most self-employed business owners work longer hours than their corporate counterparts (and, sorry to say, actually earn less). If you’re tired of working fifty hours a week, consider that on average full-time freelancers work sixty hours a week. 

However, the upside is the flexibility. You can work in your pajamas. You can cook breakfast for your kids every morning. You can work at midnight if that’s how your schedule shakes out. If you want to take a day off and go to the zoo, you can. (You just don’t get to take a paid vacation day to do it.) 

Most people choose to become self-employed because they reach a point where they can no longer stand fitting into a corporate world that doesn’t suit them. They want to be their own boss. They want to pick what work they’ll do and turn down projects that don’t appeal to them. They want more control over their work lives and more say in how their work and personal lives intersect. They understand the amount of work involved and have prepared for it. 

Do You Have Experience? 

In my consulting work—I advise freelance editors on how to be more successful in their businesses—I often encounter aspiring editors who spend years taking classes before they feel ready to tackle an actual project. Some of them never feel ready. Before you plunge into freelance editing, you do have to gain knowledge of your field. But you also need experience, which you can’t get just by taking classes. You have to go out and do some editing—either through a staff job or internship or on the side until you’re experienced enough to charge professional rates.

Editing is not an entry-level position. You have to have knowledge and experience to succeed at it as a freelancer. I’ll talk about how to get more experience throughout this book, but if you have literally none, you’re not ready to strike out on your own just yet.

Are You a Self-Starter?

I talked about freedom and flexibility being key reasons why I’m a freelancer and have been for more than twenty years. But if you’re too focused on that aspect, you’ll piss away days, weeks, and months without actually building a business. Are you (or can you be) a self-starter? Can you motivate yourself to get out of bed day after day even if there are no immediate consequences if you don’t? 

It may sound like paradise to be free of your inconsiderate boss and unkind co-workers, but they’ll be replaced by inconsiderate and unkind clients—freelancing is not some miracle cure for everything that’s wrong with your life. Are you able to work hard every day even if you’re the only one who sees you crushing it? 

Do You Need a Steady Paycheck?

Which leads to the next point to consider. How much do you need the security of a predictable income? If you’re already living on the edge, paycheck-to-paycheck, you can’t just chuck the job and expect freelancing to take up the slack right away. It can take time—months—before you establish any kind of reliable income from your efforts. If you don’t mind feast one week and famine the next, or you’ve socked away savings, or you hooked up with a life partner willing to take on more of the financial burden while you’re getting established, you’ll find it easier to start your own editing business. 

Consider your financial goals for the next few years. Are you planning to buy a house? Self-employed people can have trouble getting home loans unless they’ve been in business for at least five years and show tax returns indicating consistent income. If you’re planning on making major purchases in the next few years, either reconsider the purchases themselves or think about staying with your present position until after you’ve secured the loan or made the purchase.

Do You Need Benefits?

Related to the “steady paycheck” concept is the “perks” concept. Will you need the benefits that come with a staff job, such as health insurance or retirement benefits? With healthcare in the US in a transition period, it can be hard to know whether you’ll be able to get health insurance on the open market in the coming years. If you’re near retirement or close to being vested in a retirement program, you might be wise to wait a few years because of the financial benefits that would be yours if you stayed.

Does Your Family Support This?

Freelancers like going it alone, but if you have a spouse and/or children, you’ll need them on board, too. Though your ultimate goal may be to have more flexibility in your life, in the beginning you may actually have less, especially if you’re starting with a side hustle in addition to your regular job. 

Some people gain the support of their families by negotiating a deadline: They’ll start contributing steady income to the household by a specific date. If they can’t meet the deadline, they return to their former career. (This works best if you can return to your former career. In other words, don’t burn your bridges.) The downside to this approach is that freelancing requires time and persistence to work (sometimes a lot of time and persistence). Make sure you give yourself every opportunity to succeed. 

Although you need to have a plan in place in case you fail, you must also be convinced that you won’t, and that any failure you have right now is just temporary. Mindset is everything, so if you’re surrounded by naysayers, it will be a tougher slog than it needs to be. Do what you can to gain the support of your significant others. 

Is Your Personality Suited to It?

If you’re a security-oriented person who hates taking risks, keeping your day job and working a side hustle may be the best solution (unless you’re trying to break your addiction to security). One talented colleague found she didn’t have the stomach for the tension that surrounded her when she tried freelancing—getting clients, dealing with last-minute cancellations and payment problems, erratic workflow. Her spouse wasn’t exactly helpful, either. She still enjoys giving critiques to writer friends but no longer tries to make a business out of it. 

Think about how you’ll deal with working alone. Can you do it day after day, week after week, month after month without starting to talk to the wallpaper? You must not only tolerate working alone, you must enjoy it. If you don’t love working alone, you’ll be seeking excuses to get away from working. Then you’ll be going to lunch with your mother or shopping with friends instead of finishing the project that’s due tomorrow. 

Support from friends and colleagues can help you weather the isolation but if the very thought of eating lunch by yourself every day makes you sad, you may want to rethink freelancing.
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​Getting Started


Now I’m going to go a little New Age on you and talk about the touchy-feely parts of freelancing. It’s more important to your success to know your why than it is to choose the best invoicing platform for your needs, so I’m going to start there. We’ll get to the exciting topics of business licenses and estimated tax payments a little later (Chapters 6 and 7, also known as The Paperwork Parts).

Purpose Equals Prospects

Here’s one of my favorite phrases to use with newer freelancers: “Purpose Equals Prospects.” I sound like a multilevel marketer, don’t I? Please forgive me. But this is not a con job: before you spend much time starting and building your editing business, you have to figure out what your business is for. I don’t mean, “I’m a freelance developmental editor.” Or “my business is copyediting for a variety of publishers.” I mean, what is your purpose?

Mine is to help women find a way to tell their stories. That gets me out of bed a lot faster than, “Oh, great, six more manuscripts to edit this month” does. Now, I don’t necessarily share this purpose on every Facebook post I make. I use it to shape my actions, not as a marketing slogan. 

Purpose Guides Decision-Making

This doesn’t mean that I won’t help men or that I won’t edit a how-to guide that has nothing to do with anyone telling any story. It just means that this purpose informs my decision-making regarding my work. It guides my marketing and my messaging to potential clients. 

In my purpose you’ll see my target audience: women who have stories to tell and for one reason or another are having trouble telling them (implied by the “find a way”). It doesn’t limit me to a specific approach: I do as much coaching, hand-holding, and cheerleading as I do actual developmental editing. 

I help people figure out who their audience is, I help them figure out how to reach that audience, I help them conceptualize their books—I do all kinds of things that don’t necessarily equal “developmental editing,” even though I say I’m a developmental editor.

I have a colleague whose purpose is, “To help people share their expertise in the most effective way to accomplish their goals and reach their audience.”

You can tell right off that we appeal to different types of clients. 

So the first thing I want you to do is figure out what your purpose is. Don’t worry; this can change as you do. I used to be more pragmatic and less touchy-feely. Back then my purpose was more like, “Organize the hell out of these people and get their work to production.”

What would you like your freelance work to be, not just for your clients but for you? Your purpose can be to attract lucrative projects that challenge your skills, or to provide a service to emerging authors who are struggling to find their voices, or to champion the work of people of color, or whatever makes Monday morning worth showering for. It can be anything. But it needs to be something.

Finding Your Purpose 

I’m not going to give you a ton of guidance regarding how to state your purpose. That’s up to you. I don’t care how many active verbs your purpose contains or anything like that. I just want you to have one. It doesn’t have to be especially brilliant or even terribly unique. What you start out with may not be what you end up with by the time you’ve finished reading this book. That’s fine. But having at least a general sense of purpose helps you figure out who your potential clients will be, which is a critical step in building your business.

Don’t get too caught up in the mystique of the word “purpose.” It’s not as if the universe knows it and you don’t until you pass some kind of spiritual test. No quests are required. A purpose can be, and often is, simply something you decide based on things you’ve enjoyed doing in the past or have had success with: “You know, I really liked working with Aunt Emma on her memoir.” Bingo. 

Think about the type of audience/client you’re trying to reach—“women” for me; “experts in their field” for my colleague. And you should give some attention to the type of problem you’re solving (“teaching them how to communicate the importance of their research to the general public” or “crafting emotionally resonant fiction”). 

Other than that, it can be anything that you find compelling enough to get out of bed to do. 

What Do You Want From Your Work?

Maybe you don’t know what your purpose is. Maybe you don’t care. Maybe you don’t connect with one purpose over another—helping newly minted memoirists get their words on the page is no more or less compelling to you than helping bestselling novelists polish their prose. Maybe the whole thought of identifying a purpose makes you roll your eyes. 

In that case, forget about purpose. Think about what you want from your business. This is another way of figuring out who your potential clients might be and how you might reach them.

Suppose you want to make a comfortable amount of money while maintaining a flexible schedule and that’s really all you care about. If you can collect six figures a year (or whatever “comfortable” means to you) then you’re all set. The business is just a means to an end. 

That’s certainly fine and perfectly acceptable. But it means you need to find clients who will pay top dollar for your work. It means you need to focus on developing ongoing relationships with clients who can hire you for repeat business (less time spent marketing) and who have bigger budgets, so this is likely to be corporations or else a very select group of individuals with lots of discretionary income and a recurring need for editing.

Or perhaps you want your freelance editing to feel personally satisfying, for you to feel you’re making a difference in people’s lives. If so, you’re probably going to want to work directly with indie authors rather than freelancing for publishers. 

Even if you do know what your purpose is, knowing what you want from your business helps you figure out the types of clients you need to target (and how to find them).

Identifying Your Potential Clients 

Think about what your purpose implies (if not outright states) about your audience (potential clients). My audience (in very general terms) is women telling stories. When I reflect on this, I realize I care about the kinds of stories they’re trying to tell. I want to help them tell stories about their own lives, or from their own imaginations, so that suggests memoir and fiction. 

I’m not interested in helping a woman tell someone else’s story (biography or history), no matter how noble a cause that may be. I do edit a fair amount of nonfiction but that is an artifact of an earlier purpose; I’m good at it but don’t actively pursue those types of clients.

So I’m looking for women who are writing memoirs and fiction. As I said above, my purpose also implies they’re having trouble telling those stories. Some further reflection on this tells me that I don’t want to work with writers who are blocked, or who are struggling with serious mental or emotional problems that are getting in their way. I’m simply not equipped to deal with these issues. Rather, I want to work with writers who are doubting themselves or don’t yet have the skillset to successfully convey their vision. I have the ability and knowledge to help these people. One main way I do this is by helping writers figure out what the story is and to dig deep to get it out. In other words, I help them learn craft. 

Additionally, I’m not interested in working with people who treat writing as a hobby. I want to work with serious students of writing. Therefore my audience is professional women committed to learning craft to tell their stories. 

You might reach entirely different conclusions and that’s fine and wonderful! I’m just explaining how this process worked for me.

I recognized that there were a number of women I knew who, like me, had had success as nonfiction writers, but wanted to spend more time working on their fiction. However, the skills of nonfiction and fiction are different, and professional writers can struggle with the transition. So I became a guide for helping women shift from writing nonfiction to writing fiction or creative nonfiction. 

Narrow = Clear

Now, this may seem like a very narrow group, but that’s a good thing! Later I’ll talk more about the importance of specialization and finding your niche(s). But for now just realize that having a narrow potential audience/clientele is not a problem but an asset. The more you can pinpoint exactly who your ideal client is, the easier it is to find her and let her know what your fees are for helping her solve her problem.

I know exactly where to find the people I’ve defined as my ideal client type. I’m already Facebook friends with them. I’m in the same writers’ groups as they are. I go to the same conferences. Mostly I simply let people know that this is the work I do and they come find me (more on networking and referrals in a bit). 

Now, let’s see about applying this process to someone who isn’t me.

Suppose your purpose is to help emerging writers find their voices. You think about this for a while and you decide that you love working with teens, and so you would like to start coaching teen writers at the library. You know exactly where to find the library and also you have a good sense of where you might find teen writers—at the local high school. So, you could reach out to them and tell them about your services.

One Question You Must Ask

But before you do that, the question you must ask yourself is, “Can this clientele pay a fair market value for my services?” Because if the answer is no, you don’t have a business, you have a hobby. Or, possibly a nonprofit organization funded by arts grants but that is outside my realm of expertise so let’s just assume you’re as profit-motivated as I am. 

Teens writing novels don’t have any money to spend on your services. Their parents might but it is doubtful that they would dig very deep or very often. So while this could be a nice gig you do on the side because you love to see thirteen-year-olds realize they have potential, you’ll have to revisit your purpose insofar as profit motive is concerned. 

What kinds of emerging writers could afford your services? Who else might want to learn to tell stories? What about retirees interested in the legacy they are leaving? “Legacy” isn’t just about their estate. Maybe they want to share what they know or give their children a better sense of what their lives were like. Retirees are much more likely to have disposable income and be willing to spend it on something as important to them as a story they want to leave behind. Can you think of where you might find these potential clients? The senior center, the Osher Institute, next door? 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ub bEd

Guide to

Startm%and Running
fixabl

a reelance
Editing
Business

)

Jennifer Lawler
Author of Dojo Wisdom for Writers

g





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





