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For Harry and Jack




Introduction




‘Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself’


George Bernard Shaw, playwright





Sitting with friends over lunch a while back, I looked around the table and realised that none of them had what might be described as a ‘proper’ job, with fixed working hours, a regular salary and a career structure. Instead, they all worked for themselves. There was a photographer, a caterer, a business consultant, a writer, an interior designer and a journalist.


A few weeks later I was chatting to a group of sixth-formers after making a speech at their school and discovered that many of them were planning to work for themselves too. Some of them wanted to work with technology, building websites or creating software. Some were hoping to work as garden designers or sports instructors; others wanted to write or design. Many intended to create a way of working that would enable them to travel or live abroad while they continued to develop their careers.


All of them wanted greater control over their working lives than they felt a traditional salaried job could give them. They didn’t want to have to spend hours every day commuting to the same dull office or workplace year after year, being told when to start work and when to have lunch. They didn’t like the idea of endlessly seeking approval from a boss in the hope that they might be rewarded with a promotion or pay rise one day. They wanted to be free to work how they chose, developing a career in a way that suited them, instead of plodding through life on someone else’s terms.


And then there was me. I have spent more than two thirds of my adult life working for myself, stitching together different skills and interests to create a full-time role. As well as writing books, I make speeches at conferences and other events, I advise small businesses on their communication and marketing strategies, I create content for websites, I write reports and blogs for businesses and I help other people write books of their own.


These different roles perfectly complement and balance each other. When I am writing, I am on my own; when I am making speeches or helping businesses, I am surrounded by other people. One day total silence; the next, the animated buzz of an audience or a meeting in full flow.


I love working like this and I wouldn’t want it any other way. It gives me freedom and variety and enables me to meet interesting people.


And all of this got me thinking. With so many people either actively considering or already doing it, working for yourself is clearly no longer a fringe activity – something to do in between jobs, or because you are not able to get the kind of position you want. It is no longer just an alternative sideshow – it has become the main event.


This is borne out by statistics. According to IPSE, the Association of Independent Professionals and the Self-Employed, there are now more than 2 million people working for themselves in the UK. That’s a rise of 43 per cent since 2008. And according to the Office for National Statistics they represent more than 15 per cent of the UK workforce.


I knew that I wanted to explore further.


Why work for yourself now?


The idea of working for yourself has always been appealing, but there are a couple of key reasons why it is becoming increasingly viable right now, no matter what kind of skills you have.


The first reason is technology. Affordable smartphones, laptops, cameras, video conferencing, Google, emails, Wi-Fi and superfast broadband have all made a huge difference when it comes to people working ‘together’ in different locations. You no longer have to be sitting at the next desk. Technology gives you the ability to work effectively anywhere and yet still stay connected to colleagues and customers.


The second reason is availability of work. Working for yourself makes so much sense right now because businesses and individuals are more willing to hire freelancers and independent contractors to do work that might have traditionally been done by an employee. That means there is a rapidly growing amount of work available; and depending on the skills required, it can be surprisingly well paid.


Businesses are choosing to hire workers this way because it gives them access to skills they don’t have in-house, something that is becoming more and more important as the expertise required to run their business successfully becomes more highly specialised. Even if they wanted to, many firms would find it impossible to employ people who could provide all the skills they need, particularly in fast-changing areas such as technology, digital, marketing and IT.


Hiring workers on a freelance or self-employed basis also means that only specific skills need to be paid for, and only when they are needed, which saves on costs. And businesses can get the relevant people on board really quickly, giving them far greater flexibility to react to sudden changes in their markets. It takes time to find and hire a permanent employee, but a self-employed freelancer or contractor can often start work on a project straight away. Businesses also know they are going to be highly motivated to do a good job, because otherwise they won’t last long working for themselves.


Chris Bryce, chief executive of IPSE, says: ‘We are seeing increasing use of highly skilled self-employed people, particularly in larger projects. Businesses are recognising that a freelancer has an incentive to deliver and be good which might be lacking in some permanent employees. Freelancers are increasingly starting to get the good, interesting work because they are regarded as a “will deliver, high talent” sector.’


A survey by the freelancing platform Upwork found that 59 per cent of hiring managers in the US already use freelancers and other temporary talent to supplement the skills and availability of their employed workforce, with most believing that this trend will significantly grow over the next decade. It is clear that this is happening in the UK too.


Indeed, large corporate businesses are becoming so concerned about losing their top-quality consultants to self-employment that they are creating schemes that will enable former employees to work for them on a freelance basis. The big accountancy firm PWC has created a Flexible Talent Network to enable qualified accountants to work flexibly for them on an ongoing basis – perhaps for only part of the year, or only during school term time, or for reduced hours or whatever suits them.


At the same time, individuals are also becoming more comfortable with the idea of paying other people to do tasks which they don’t have the time or ability to do themselves, whether that’s creating a website or walking their dog. The past decade has seen a surge in demand for personal and domestic services that people pay for by the hour. This has opened up all kinds of opportunities for people to work for themselves by providing these services to their local community and beyond.


Defining this way of working


A quick word about terminology. I’ve used ‘working for yourself’ throughout this book as an umbrella term to describe the many strands of working independently, such as freelance, self-employed, independent contractor and solo business, a phrase popular in the US which describes people who run businesses that will only ever employ themselves.


Now, I know that the phrase ‘working for yourself’ is not perfect. After all, unless you are Banksy, you are not working for yourself in the sense that you can simply beaver away at your own personal projects and hope that they will somehow bring in an income. In reality, most people who are working for themselves are actually doing work for clients, who have either commissioned or hired them to carry out a specific task.


However, I’ve chosen to use ‘working for yourself’ as it’s the best we have right now, and because it reflects the fact that working this way is about putting you in control – of your working hours, your working environment, the kind of work you choose to take on and how much of it you decide to do. By providing your services in a way that you are comfortable with, you are in control of the process and you are doing it on your own terms, according to your own rules. You get to decide if you want to take on a piece of work, and then, depending on the type of service you offer, you may also get to choose when you do it, how you do it, where you do it and how long you take to complete it.


How this book can help you


Working for yourself can be an incredibly rewarding way of making a living, giving you more freedom, control, fun, satisfaction and income than you could have imagined. But if you have never done it before, it can be difficult to know where to start, how to get established and what pitfalls to look out for along the way.


This book is a step-by-step guide, showing you how to do it in an effective, fulfilling and rewarding way. Drawing on my own extensive experiences and those of many others who already work for themselves, it contains practical advice and information, real-life examples and essential top tips to help you make a successful transition to working for yourself. You’ll learn how to decide if this is the right path for you, how to get started, the key issues you need to think about and how to overcome obstacles – not just from a practical point of view, but from a personal, financial and emotional perspective too.


So whether you are currently in a salaried job and exploring the idea of going it alone, about to take your first step into the workplace after school or university, have just been made redundant or are already working for yourself but need help and guidance on how to do it better, this is the book for you.


Now let’s get started.




Chapter 1


Why do you want to work for yourself?




‘To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people just exist’


Oscar Wilde, playwright





There are lots of potential benefits to working for yourself, but some of them are going to be more important to you personally than others, so it makes sense to identify from the outset which of them would make a real difference to your life.


Let’s take a look at some of these now, so you can see clearly what you are aiming for and the rewards you will gain by making the switch.


You can do something you love


Abby Gregory spent six years working in an office for a travel company, ending up as product manager, but she always dreamed of being able to work with animals, having grown up around horses and looked after rescue dogs. So when she was made redundant, she seized the chance to create her own job and became a dog walker in her home town of Cheltenham and the surrounding area.


Abby now walks thirty dogs a week and makes more money than she did from her salaried job. She says: ‘I tried working in an office because I thought I needed to knuckle down and get a proper job. But the whole time I was there I wished I was outdoors working with animals. It is hard work and I do long hours, often walking 20 kilometres a day, but I love it. I couldn’t do a nine-to-five job working for somebody else now.’


You can decide when you work


Much of the work done by freelancers and self-employed people is output-based and for an agreed set fee, meaning that it doesn’t matter how or when you do it, as long as the end result is good. If you are writing a piece of software for someone or making them a wedding cake, they don’t care how long it took you, or when you actually did the work – they just want to know that the finished software or cake is fantastic. So if you take on these kinds of projects as a self-employed worker, you have an immense amount of freedom to design your working day exactly as you want it. You may prefer to start work early in the morning, for example, or work late into the night. You may choose to fit your working hours around the needs of other family members or do three extra-long days and take the rest of the week off. However you choose to shape your working hours, it can be a hugely refreshing change from a salaried job that requires you to be at work at a particular time each day and stay for a certain number of hours, regardless of what needs doing.


Indeed, a recent survey of freelance workers by price comparison website Moneysupermarket.com found that 59.6 per cent regarded the flexibility of working hours as the single biggest benefit of working for yourself.


Damon Jones earns a good daily rate working for himself as an interim executive in the private equity industry, going into private equity-backed firms and helping them with specific projects to grow their businesses. There is a lot of demand for his services and he could easily do what most other interim executives do and sign up to work every working day of the year. But instead Damon has chosen to make the most of the freedom that working for himself offers. So he works just ninety days a year, spending the rest of the time doing all the other things he loves, such as running his own property-development business or helping out with the caravan park that his wife set up on their farm in Suffolk.


Working this way also means that Damon is able to spend large amounts of time at his other home in southern Spain, typically spending three months there each winter. He has created a home office out there which is an exact copy of his home office in the UK, with linked computers, making it easy for him to stay on top of work commitments if he needs to.


Damon clearly enjoys being able to live and work this way. He says: ‘I could work 220 days in the public sector earning really good money every year, churning the work out like a sausage machine. But it would drive me absolutely insane. I do this because I absolutely love doing it. For me it is about lifestyle. I turned down two permanent roles last year because I didn’t want them. I have got one of the best jobs in the world.’


Decide where you work


If you can supply your own tools or equipment – whether that is a laptop, a camera or a pair of hairdressing scissors – and work on a project on your own, then you can locate yourself pretty much anywhere you want, even overseas.


That’s what Cass Helstrip did. After many years of working in a salaried job as a public-relations consultant for the travel industry, she decided to work for herself at the age of 31. She started out based in a co-working space in London, but soon realised that she could just as easily work abroad. So she began working overseas for a few weeks at a time, taking her laptop with her to work in places such as France, Thailand and the US.


Eventually, at the age of 37, she moved to Ibiza for a year, renting an apartment there to live and work in, and flying back for one week every month for meetings with journalists and clients. She would stay in a friend’s spare room for the week she was back in London.


She says: ‘It was an amazing experience and there were so many cheap flights from Ibiza to London that I could be back within a few hours whenever I needed to. I used to work on the balcony of my apartment which overlooked the swimming pool, which I absolutely loved.’


Cass’s clients were very happy with the arrangement too, many of them going out to stay with her. She even picked up some new clients in Ibiza.


There was just one thing she had to be aware of. She says: ‘I did have to be careful with social media. While my clients completely trusted my commitment, they didn’t much like me posting photos of the beach while they were stuck in an office.’


You can vary the work you do


When you work for one employer in one job it is easy to get stuck in a rut doing the same kind of work, over and over again, because of the rigid expectation and structure around the work you do each day. If you work in the marketing department of a company, it would be unthinkable for you to suddenly decide that you’d like to join the design team for a week or be part of the sales team for a few days. You may be able to deviate from your job description occasionally, perhaps by suggesting an exploratory side project, but not by far, and not for long, because you would also need to be doing your own clearly defined job. Even if you are delivering a tangible benefit to the business performing one of these other roles, you are likely to find yourself stepping on someone else’s toes or encroaching on someone else’s territory and will be quickly reined back in.


When you work for yourself, however, you have much more freedom to take on different kinds of work in a variety of areas. Provided you have the relevant skills, you can do marketing one week, writing the next and designing the week after. Instead of enduring the monotony of working on the same thing with the same people week in, week out, you can benefit from the freshness that comes from a range of projects requiring different skills. This can be personally enriching, and it can give you a wider perspective of your industry.


As long as you are not working for a direct competitor, your clients don’t need to know what other work you are doing, who you are doing it for or how much of it there is. Which means that you can develop a whole portfolio of different types of roles, and you will never get bored.


You can change the nature of your relationships with people you work for


When you are in a salaried job your boss has all the power: they get to decide what you do and how you do it; and if you get it wrong, they can fire you. But working for yourself creates a completely different kind of dynamic. That’s because instead of being employed by only one person who can decide that they don’t want you to work for them anymore, you can work for lots of different people, all at the same time. That lessens your dependence on any one employer, and takes away their ability to decide your fate – because if you don’t like the deal that’s being presented, or you hate the working relationship on offer, you can simply walk away and get other work elsewhere. This turns the relationship between you and the people you are doing work for into a much more equal partnership.


You can explore new areas of work in a low-risk way


When you are in a salaried position it can be hard to move into a new area without changing jobs, because if you are any good at what you do, your boss is likely to want you to keep on doing it, again and again. In addition, changing jobs involves major upheaval and can be a high-risk strategy if you have no real idea whether you are going to like the new role any better than the one you are giving up. When you work for yourself, however, you can easily try out new areas in a short-term, low-risk way to see if you like them. Getting some work creating a logo or organising an event does not commit you to being a logo designer or event organiser for the next five years; you merely have to do it until the project you have taken on is complete. If you discover that you hate it, you can simply avoid that kind of work in future.


You can create a more pleasant working environment


For me this is easily the greatest joy of working for myself. No more shivering in offices because the air conditioning is turned up too high or wondering what the weather is like outside because there are no windows to look out of. At home I can turn the heating up as high as I want, whenever I want. And I can put my desk by the window, so that on sunny days I get a nice view and fresh air. Best of all, unless I am going to a meeting, I can wear what I want and no one cares – no more uncomfortable jackets and high heels for me. Bliss.


You can pursue your own projects while still earning a living


Phil Lowe is a successful leadership coach who works with senior business executives to help them become more effective at work. He also writes and directs films. His short film The Driving Seat was shown at 40 festivals worldwide and won six awards, including Best Comedy Film at the Isle of Man festival.


At the moment, Phil doesn’t make much money from his film projects. If he was in a full-time job he would have to squeeze his film work into evenings and weekends. But because he works for himself, he is able to make time for this and his coaching work. He splits his week roughly equally between his two roles, blocking out time in his diary for film projects and then fitting his more lucrative coaching work around it.


Phil says: ‘One side supports the other side. My daily rate as a corporate coach is higher than if I was an employee, so I don’t have to do it every day, and I don’t have a boss to justify my time to. I also have the freedom to say no to work if I choose to.’


He adds: ‘I have writer friends who work full-time and can only write in the evenings and I have to be careful not to appear too smug about all the time that I have in which to write.’


As a result, Phil is also much happier. He says: ‘If I couldn’t coach ever again I would certainly miss it, but if I couldn’t write ever again it would feel like part of me being cut off.’


You can make more money


There is a widely held belief that working for yourself will mean having to make do with a lower income. But it’s just not true. Many of the people I know who work for themselves make far more money now than they ever did in a salaried job.


They are not necessarily working harder, they are just working smarter. Look at the time you waste in a typical job: all those hours spent getting to and from work, chatting to colleagues at the water cooler and wandering around the shops in your lunch hour. All of that wasted time can be put to much better use when you are working for yourself, allowing you to take on multiple projects, work more productively and generally get a lot more done.


You can step away from the petty squabbles of workplace life


Being an employee rarely means simply turning up for work and getting on with your job – there is all the other stuff you have to get involved in too, from time-consuming appraisals and assessments to team-building exercises.


But when you work for yourself you are judged solely on the quality of the work you do, rather than on your ability to win at office politics. You don’t have to sit through endless strategy meetings, you don’t have to get involved in performance reviews and you don’t have to sit next to someone you cannot stand, every day. You can simply get on with your job.




TOP TIP


Get in touch with anyone you know who already works for themselves and ask if you can have a chat with them about why they have chosen to work this way. Ask them to tell you honestly what they particularly like and dislike about the arrangement and what advice they would give you. By talking to someone you know personally, you should come away with some real insights into how it works in practice.
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Chapter 2


Do you have the personal skills to go it alone?




‘Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can’


Arthur Ashe, tennis player





Working for yourself is not just about doing work in a different way – it entails a whole shift in mindset which, depending on your attitude and approach, can either be exciting and liberating or scary and daunting. So before we go any further, let’s look at whether working for yourself is going to be the right choice for you, and whether your own personality traits would make this a good or bad option for you.


There are a number of traits you will either need to have already or to develop if you are to make a success of working for yourself. Here are some of the most important ones:


Self-motivation


When you are in a salaried job you can probably cruise through a day, a week or even several months without achieving very much, and you will still get paid at the end of the month. Not so when you are working for yourself. Nothing will happen without you driving it. This means that you have to be able to motivate yourself both to pitch for work and to do the work on time, every time, because no one else is going to do it for you.


Tenacity


It can be difficult finding work, particularly when you are starting out. You are trying to create something out of nothing, and it is not going to happen overnight. And it can be just as hard keeping the work coming in. You may have to deal with a lot of rejections before you get a yes, and then deal with more rejections before you get your next yes. You must be able to bounce back if you don’t land work you had hoped to get or a project you were working on ends sooner than expected.


Ability to stay calm under pressure


When you work for yourself, regardless of the kind of work you are doing, you are unlikely to have the kind of support or back-up resources that you would have in a job. That means the buck pretty much stops with you – if something goes wrong, you need to be able to stay calm and clear-headed and fix it on your own, without collapsing in a heap.


Julia Maddox works for herself as a caterer, having decided to go it alone after working in a restaurant for a few years. She typically caters for parties, anniversaries and other special occasions.
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