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  Praise for previous editions of




  

    how to start a home-based


    Writing Business


  




  “This practical, informative guide covers every aspect of starting up a home-based writing business.”




  —Business Start-Ups magazine




  “Essential reading for anyone wanting to start a business in the field it covers.”




  —Library Journal




  “A superbly presented, complete-in-one-volume manual. An invaluable user-friendly, highly recommended ‘how to’ guide specifically for free-lance writers.”




  —Midwest Book Review




  “I love this book! If you are a writer it will teach you hundreds of great tips.”




  —Guerrilla Marketing for Writers




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  

    Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide" as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—new products and information become available, regulations change, techniques evolve, etc.

  




  

    We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be made better and be kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

  




  The Globe Pequot Press


  Reader Response/Editorial Department


  246 Goose Lane


  P.O. Box 480


  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input!
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  Three Ways to Use This Book




  1. Leaf through the pages.




  You’ll see that writing from a home office can be a viable and profitable venture—and you will be encouraged to start your own home business.




  2. Skim for specific information.




  Study the “hidden market”for writing jobs listed in Chapter Three, along with the list of potential clients; the marketing techniques described in Chapter Seven; the sales techniques discussed in Chapter Eight; and the pricing strategies explained in Chapter Nine. You’ll get new ideas about services to sell and proven, effective ways to market and price them.




  3. If you are really serious about starting your own home business as a writer, this week read Chapter One and get started building your personal support network.




  Your personal support network will consist of three parts: your Success Team, your mentor(s), and your continuing education. You can activate any one, two, or three of these, but using all of them will give you the best results. Over the next few months, set up a schedule to read Chapters Two through Ten. Dip into the Bibliography and Source Directory and complete the worksheets. At the same time, build your support network and integrate it into your reading and planning. It’s not unusual to spend a year or more creating a new home business.




  Your “Success Team”




  Famed career counselor and best-selling author Barbara Sher (see Bibliography and Source Directory) has popularized the concept of the “Success Team,” and her guidelines are useful and recommended—but you can also “do it yourself.” Do you know any other writers or creative professionals who are thinking about starting their own businesses? Could you put notices in local organizational newsletters, or even your local Pennysaver, to locate aspiring career changers who would find it mutually beneficial to meet weekly or bimonthly, share information and encouragement, and help one another set and meet goals? If you live in a small town or for any other reason find face-to-face meetings impractical, remember that this concept can be implemented free online, perhaps through e-mail, a Yahoo group, or a bulletin board such as www.ezboard.com.




  Your Mentor(s)




  Line up one or more mentors—friends or associates who have been successful at running a creative home business for several years. If you don’t know an appropriate mentor, see if you can get an introduction to one. Most people enjoy helping others by sharing their experiences. Many local writers’ organizations facilitate mentoring programs, as do some writers’ Web sites. When you have a good start on reading this book and completing the worksheets—and when, if possible, your Success Team is in place—meet with your mentor(s) in person, on the phone, or even via e-mail questions and answers. Obviously, the number of such sessions you can hope for is limited. Don’t be afraid to ask, but always be respectful of your mentor’s other commitments.




  Another source of mentors will be found in the pages of this book. At the end of each chapter is a profile of a successful home-based writer. Take a few minutes one day to read the ten profiles in a single sitting, one after the other, and look for commonalities. For example, both Jan Franck and Ilene Schneider found that, after a few years’ experience, presenting themselves as “consultants” paid off financially. Ilene Schneider, Donna Eichenwald, and Martha Brockenbrough offer tips for combining freelance writing with motherhood. Kristen King and Stephen Morrill have each found original and profitable ways to use new Internet technologies. Pete Williams and Howard Larkin have built and used networks of business contacts. Jan Franck and Jack Fehr have both formed informal partnerships with another writer. Ask yourself, “What can I learn from their experiences?”




  Your Continuing Education




  As a home-based writer, you will need to be professional in both writing and running a business, and chances are you will need to gain or polish skills in both these areas. Many resource suggestions are given throughout this book, including small-business training and counseling, writing courses in classrooms and online, and volunteer projects to gain writing experience. Don’t leave this kind of growth to chance. Make and follow a plan for your continuing education.




  Putting It All Together




  In my experience,“making it seem real” is one of the biggest hurdles to clear in starting a business. Meeting with your Success Team, holding discussions with your mentor(s), and increasing your professional knowledge and skills will help you clear that very important hurdle.These experiences will also provide personal feedback about your capabilities and ideas. But remember that you must always take feedback with a grain of salt, comparing several opinions and measuring them against your own judgment.You don’t want to beat your head against a brick wall, but neither do you want negative thinkers destroying your dreams.




  After you have completed the reading, research, and planning involved in Chapters One through Ten, sit down and write your business plan. Share it with everyone involved, including your spouse or significant other. If appropriate, use it to obtain loans and leases. Then follow the directions for keeping your business plan up-to-date as your business gets under way.




  While your plans are taking shape, treat your mentors and other guides to a nice meal or some other favor. Good businesspeople always acknowledge favors and pay professional debts promptly—although the best repayment you can make for this help will be to advise some fledgling writer or creative professional years from now, when you are well established.
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      	Getting Started as a Home-Based Writer
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  “Until you make it, fake it.”


  That’s what they say.


  “Until you make it, fake it.”


  There is no other way.




  I don’t mean “buy a new Mercedes”


  If the payments would come hard.


  I don’t mean “put three-hundred-dollar dresses


  On your MasterCard.”




  But fake a little confidence—


  Just fake the way you feel.


  ’Cause fakin’ now will teach you how


  And soon it will be real.




  “Until You Make It, Fake It”




  

    No, this lyric never made it to the “top forty.” But composing it and other topical ditties kept me in touch with writing as I drove the southern California freeways, tape recorder in hand, calling on my printing sales clients during the early 1980s. Supporting myself as an outside sales rep was part of my plan to make the transition from higher education public relations to freelance writing and graphic designing. And it worked.

  




  

    This particular selection from my heretofore unpublished and unproduced “Sales Success Song Cycle” may help you, too, as you step off the diving board into your own home-based writing business.

  




  

    Let me share a secret: At first, it doesn’t seem real. You may even feel as though you are pretending to be in business—an imposter “playing office” with a toy telephone and a kiddie computer. That’s OK. Don’t worry about it. “Until you make it, fake it.”

  




  

    Acting like a professional will set you apart from equally talented writers who, in reality, are between jobs—who don’t have a compelling vision of themselves as self-employed and won’t be there in two years when a client wants them to rewrite an early project.

  




  

    You will be there to handle such an assignment! By that time, you will have become a real entrepreneur—part of the vast small-business backbone of every free economy. You will be a real businessperson with real clients, real jobs to do, real cash flow, real equipment that probably needs upgrading, and dreams that are really coming true.

  




  

    I did it—and so can you!

  




  What This Book Offers—and Assumes




  

    Before we go any further, I want to make it clear that this is a book about commercial writing, business writing, nonfiction writing. It is a book about obtaining practical, often unglamorous assignments that can pay the bills. The glamorous part is being your own boss, earning a living at a craft you enjoy—that’s what I assume you’re looking for as you read these pages.

  




  

    Throughout the book, I have used many examples from my own experience and from the careers of other writers. But what if you can’t relate to these examples? After all, every writer is different. To broaden my research and to help you visualize yourself as a home-based writer, I have provided profiles of ten successful professionals—one at the end of each chapter.

  




  

    The ten writers represent a variety of specialties. A few have gone the traditional magazine article and nonfiction book route, but most earn their living from what I describe later on as “the hidden (or corporate) market.”They come from a wide geographic region. Some are older, some are younger—although the kind of writing discussed in this book normally requires some staff experience, or at least a little life experience. If you can go directly from being a full-time student to being a full-time home-based business writer, more power to you!

  




  

    As I edit this fifth edition, I have called and re-interviewed each of the profiled writers. I have learned how they are integrating new technologies into their workaday lives, how they are adapting to market changes, and how they are fitting their careers into their personal and family needs. Though I know only two of the writers personally, it was like meeting again with old friends.

  




  

    Donna Donovan, owner of Really Good Copy Company in Glastonbury, Connecticut (Chapter Five), wrote me after our interview, slightly tongue-in-cheek,“I don’t know what I’d do if we didn’t talk every few years. You seem to have a knack for calling just when I’ve made a determination that it’s time to make changes in my approach to business, and talking about it with you seems to ‘realify’ it for me.” Ilene Schneider (Chapter Nine) told me,“It’s interesting how so much of what you’ve written has chronicled my whole life and my daughter’s life and certainly the life of my career.”

  




  

    You see, my neophyte home-based writer friend, even long-established professionals sometimes need to examine and re-invent their careers—and they may even need help “feeling real” about what they do. For example, Kristen King (Chapter One) “felt real” only after meeting other full-time freelancers.

  




  

    I always treasure the letters, e-mails, and phone calls I have received from writers who have found my book useful. But talking once again across the miles to this almost randomly chosen group of professionals—and finding them all still full of ideas and enthusiasm for home-based writing as a way of life—has done more than anything else to convince me that this book, too, is real and worthwhile.

  




  

    Unfortunately, much that purports to be advice about “starting your own home business” is bogus, boiling down to schemes for parting you from your money—so much so that I have sometimes wondered if I should have added to this genre.

  




  

    Yes, I should have—and I’m glad I did!

  




  

    Beware of any advice that offers “easy profits,” requiring “only a few hours a day.” Every one of the profiled writers has worked for years to gain his or her level of competence, and every one has coped with downturns. As Jack Fehr (Chapter Two) told me when I re-interviewed him in 2003 after the economic downturn, “My free-lance writing business is down 35 percent this year, but that’s a lot better than being laid off and losing 100 percent!” (This year, Fehr’s business is back to normal. Freelance writers have a knack for getting through hard times.)

  




  How I Got Started as a Home-Based Entrepreneur




  

    No one in my immediate family had ever worked for anything but large employers—the Chicago school system, United States Steel, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Navy—that kind of employer, that size. It was my former husband’s naval career that brought us to California from the Midwest, and I went to work for the state university system. It was all I knew—benefits, a monthly paycheck, security in numbers.

  




  

    If you have a relative who is self-employed, count yourself lucky and start soaking up small-business ambience in Cousin Harry’s restaurant or Aunt Betty’s hair salon. Virtually my entire career after graduating from Northwestern University’s Medill School of Journalism had been spent in public relations, publications, and grant writing for public and private colleges and universities. Not only did I know nothing about self-employment, I knew nothing about business itself.

  




  

    In 1975 my experience as the public relations representative and journalism instructor on a semester-long study voyage to Europe, the Middle East, Africa, South America, and the Caribbean forever changed my typically academic, out-of-touch view of business. Until that mind-blowing three months at sea, I had irrationally (but conveniently) conceived of the business world as being overwhelming on the one hand and unworthy of my efforts on the other. Seeing street vendors in every culture we visited—so like the swapmeet or flea market culture then emerging in the United States—demolished my ivory tower perspective. It made me understand that business—the exchange of goods and services—is a basic endeavor that sustains and will always be part of human life.

  




  

    As my new understanding evolved, I began to dream of freelancing and controlling my own schedule. In 1978 I sold an op-ed piece to the Los Angeles Times about a liberated single mom (me) taking a part-time vacation to see how staying home would feel (heavenly).

  




  

    “Perhaps our work-crazy American system, even with its incredible wealth, just can’t allow institutional time to become human time,” I concluded.“We single mothers, juggling the demands on us, may be only the tip of an iceberg of discontent—the frenzied fringe of an entire generation that is frantic to earn more and more money looking for Mr. Goodlife. . . . In my own case, it’s taken me [years] to catch on, but finally I stopped racing long enough to smell my rosebush this morning.”

  




  

    Leaving my college job in 1980, I made a 180-degree turn to outside commissioned sales. As a printing buyer in higher education, I had watched scores of sales reps make their pitches and thought:“I could do that.” I knew the move was transitional, but I decided that outside sales would teach me about the business world and force me to structure my time.

  




  

    Well, I still struggle with structuring my time (Charles Hobbs’s Time Power tapes and my Outlook calendar have helped). But I did learn to feel at home in both large and small corporations, and I did achieve an understanding of what business is about. I built a printing clientele largely through networking in professional organizations, and I helped my clients by designing and editing for them on the side. When I made the leap to full-time freelancing in 1986, my printing clients provided a base.

  




  

    While, sadly, many of my corporate friends have learned that their professional loyalty no longer guarantees them job security, I’m glad I learned to scramble and survive. In addition to providing me with financial adaptability during the recession of the late 1980s, my home-based business also improved my sense of physical well-being. For years, in high-pressure public relations work and occasionally during a printing sales crisis, I got terrible headaches. I couldn’t help noticing that periods of extra stress were often followed by periods of pain. In the years I have been self-employed, I’ve experienced lots of stressful deadlines, but almost no headaches. I’m not sure why. I guess I just feel more comfortable with stress I can control.

  




  

    In 1994, just as the first edition of this book was being published, family commitments brought me to central Florida from southern California to care for an elderly relative—and again my business served me well. Since home-based writing is not only adaptable, but portable, I was soon able to find clients in Tampa Bay. In 1996, with more time available after my relative’s death, I adapted to new market needs, refocusing part of my business on Web page design. By then, it was becoming clear that the Internet was opening a world of new opportunities and making it possible to write for clients across the country, or even the globe. And I have also been able to undertake a long-deferred fiction project, a historical novel that I’ve had great fun researching and am still in the process of writing. It may or may not bring me money but has already brought me great satisfaction.

  




  

    So, as you can see, a home-based writing business is nothing like the nine-to-five job you come to, go away from, and eventually leave—something separate from your “real life.” It is your real life. At least, it has become mine.

  




  Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)




  

    Q. Why work at home?

  




  

    A. Computers and the Internet have made working from your home an everyday option for entrepreneurs as well as for employees. For entrepreneurs, these are among the benefits:

  




  

    ▪ Startup and operational costs are low.

  




  

    ▪ You can adjust your hours to meet family needs.

  




  

    ▪ You can build a basic benefits package (especially with the help of professional associations), and it will remain under your control.

  




  

    ▪ You can serve clients anywhere in the world.

  




  

    ▪ If you maintain a healthy mix of clients, you can become a trusted extension of a client’s staff without risking the layoffs, outsourcings, and downsizings that too often blindside full-time employees.

  




  Q. What kinds of jobs are we talking about?




  

    A. Non-glamorous,“meat-and-potatoes” jobs that you can realistically expect to receive as a new freelance writer—assignments that are available in most communities as well as nationwide and worldwide through the Internet. We’re talking about articles for regional, trade, employee, and other small magazines. We’re talking about newsletters, product sheets, press kits, ad copy, brochures, technical manuals, résumés, Web site content, audio-visual scripts—writing that is usually considered “work for hire” and to which your client (be it a company, organization, or individual) will usually own all rights.

  




  Q. What if I don’t know how to do these kinds of writing?




  

    A. You must be a professional writer in order to offer your services to the public at going rates of pay. But there are many ways to gain the skills you need short of returning to college as a full-time student.

  




  

    ▪ Focus clearly on what you need to learn.

  




  

    ▪ Accept the fact that gaining new skills will take serious time and effort.

  




  

    ▪ Seek out classes and workshops.

  




  

    ▪ Volunteer to do projects in your areas of interest.

  




  

    ▪ Locate and attend appropriate professional groups.

  




  

    ▪ Network to find opportunities for coaching and personal observation (explained in more detail later).

  




  

    ▪ Read widely, including the professional free-lance Web sites listed in the Source Directory.

  




  

    ▪ Collect and study samples of the kinds of work you want to do.

  




  Q. How can I get started?




  A. Start by making concrete, written plans. Give special attention to how you will “transition” into full-time self-employment. Methods others have used include:




  ▪ Keeping a full-time job and freelancing part-time.




  ▪ Working part-time and freelancing part-time.




  ▪ Establishing an “outsource” relationship with a previous employer (usually as your major client).




  ▪ Relying temporarily on the income of your significant other.




  ▪ Drawing on savings or a loan (be careful here, because this risk may not really be necessary).




  The rest of this chapter covers the answers to these questions in more detail with worksheets to help you do serious planning.




  Why Work at Home?




  Why not work at home? Especially if you can earn a good living, be your own boss, and work on projects you enjoy. Working at home is nothing new. In fact, at the dawn of the 1900s, almost half of U.S. workers were self-employed. The advent of the automobile and the rise of giant corporations changed all that, and the proportion of self-employed workers bottomed out at 7 percent in the late 1970s.




  Since then, however, self-employment has made a huge comeback. The National Association of Home-Based Businesses estimates that the year 2001 saw more than sixty million people in America working from home. While some of those people use their home offices for “after-hours” work and some are telecommuters, an estimated 18.5 to 20 million (about one-third) are self-employed. According to the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA), 99.7 percent of our nation’s 23.7 million businesses are “small” (fewer than 500 employees), and of these, just over half—11.8 million—are home-based. Home businesses are also considered among the fastest-growing segments of the U.S. economy, with annual growth estimated at between 7 and 10 percent.




  As a writer, you are well placed to join the at-home revolution and you are not alone. The International Data Corporation lists writing as one of the top ten home-based businesses—with good reason. Computers, e-mail, online services, and faxes have made writing from home incredibly convenient.




  Today a well-run home office is every bit as professional as a cubicle in some high-rise business center—and a lot handier for you. But there’s still another reason to work at home. If you can avoid the pitfalls of home business (see Tips for Managing Your Business [and Yourself], Chapter Ten), your costs will be significantly less than those of public relations, advertising, and marketing firms, which must add office rent, utilities, and employee benefits to the basic expenses of equipment, supplies, and marketing. That makes you an economical alternative—exactly what clients are looking for.




  In the first decade of the new millennium, with continuing layoffs, outsourcing, and down-sizing, companies and organizations everywhere are seeking to meet their writing needs without maintaining staff members who draw salaries whether they’re busy or not, and whose skills may not be well suited for every project.




  The downside of this situation is well summarized by the following example. One successful writer I interviewed for this book told me about a friend who had been working full-time for a national publishing firm, producing a newsletter. The company abruptly laid the editor off and, in less than a week, hired the dazed woman back to continue putting out the newsletter—for less money and with no benefits. She accepted, thinking it might be the start of a freelance career, but with no preparation for freelancing and a nearly full-time job producing the newsletter, she could not find time to organize or market her business.




  With the help of this book and your own research and planning, you can avoid such a trap and tap into what I call “the hidden market”for writing: businesses, government agencies, retailers, restaurants, hotels, hospitals, professional groups, universities, and many other clients who buy services like yours in every community and online.




  Of course, these clients could and often do meet their needs by hiring an advertising, public relations, marketing, or design agency—but they can’t do it at the prices you can charge working out of your home—although, as we’ll see in Chapter Nine, really lowballing your prices cannot lead to long-term success.




  With effective marketing and a professional approach, you can gain important and lucrative jobs from very large clients—sometimes snatching them away from well-established agencies and sometimes serving as an agency subcontractor. I’ve done both—and so can you.




  What Kinds of Writing Jobs Are We Talking About?




  Throughout this book, we are talking about assignments you can realistically expect to receive as a new freelance writer—assignments that are available to you in most communities and online and that can add up to a full-time income.




  We’re talking about such meat-and-potatoes jobs as producing newsletters, product sheets, and brochures and creating press releases and press kits, ad copy, speeches, and company magazine articles. We’re talking about developing instructional and technical manuals, creating audiovisual and video scripts, originating Web site content of all kinds, editing, even writing résumés. In other words, this book will teach you how to be your own boss while doing what other writers do in salaried positions.




  Such writing is often called “business” or “corporate” writing, and it’s almost always done as “work-for-hire.” You produce a specific piece of work and your client owns all rights to it.




  I should make it clear that not all writers and writers’ organizations agree with the concept of “work-for-hire.”The National Writers Union (NWU, UAW Local 1981) (see Source Directory) takes especially strong stands on all aspects of writers’ rights. In seeking appropriate compensation for electronic rights, it joins with the American Society of Journalists and Authors and many other advocate groups. However, as musicians can attest, finding clear-cut solutions to the compensation problems introduced by online and other new technologies is proving to be no simple matter.




  Why is this an issue? Well, it’s far less an issue in corporate writing, where a writer usually negotiates a price for each job or works on an agreed-upon retainer fee, than it is in traditional freelance article writing, where editors and publishers determine what the writer will be paid and the writer tries to retain as many rights as possible. As NWU pointed out in its magazine, American Writer (Fall 2001),“. . . research shows that rates for freelance journalists have declined sharply over the last thirty-five years when adjusted for inflation. . . . As an example of the generation-long losses, in 1966, Cosmopolitan reported offering 60 cents a word, while in 1998 they reported offering $1.00 a word. In the meantime, the buying power of the dollar fell by a factor of five. So Cosmopolitan’s real rates fell by a factor of three.” NWU advises freelance journalists:“Never write for less than $1.00 a word!” It also operates a BizTech Division, which “works to improve the working conditions, contract terms, and payment rates for NWU member who create intellectual property on a contract or project bases . . . .”




  This book is not about writing for Cosmopolitan or Rolling Stone or any of the other “big-name” markets, but it is about helping writers look out for their best interests. Joining a writers’ advocacy group is a good move for many reasons, not the least of which is staying informed about issues such as these.




  In addition, one writer I interviewed offered a simple way of looking out for her rights online. Periodically, she enters her name, titles of her work, and other keywords into search engines. When she finds her work being used without authorization, she contacts the Web site manager(s) involved and is often able to negotiate some compensation. I advise you to do the same when you begin to be published in the traditional freelance markets this book deals with, such as daily and weekly newspapers, newsletters, Web sites, regional magazines, and a vast array of trade magazines and specialized journals. These publications may not be found at your supermarket checkout stand, but they offer abundant opportunities for beginning and mid-career home-based writers.




  Similarly, opportunities exist writing nonfiction books such as how-to’s and guides. These categories are by far the easiest to break into. But be forewarned: Unless you are paid for your work up front—the way a manual writer, textbook writer, or ghostwriter might be—writing books on a royalty basis is rarely profitable until you have several steady sellers in print.




  Many writers find it worthwhile to seek free-lance article and book assignments along with their work-for-hire jobs. However, because so much information is already available on how to succeed writing articles and nonfiction books, this book gives much greater emphasis to marketing and selling in the work-for-hire world. Entering this world remains a mystery to those who have not studied its techniques, and, even more to the point, this world is readily available to beginning professionals in every part of the country, as well as online. I call it the “hidden market.”




  Being your own boss is a major achievement—the goal of a lifetime for many people. But if your dreams go further—to fiction, serious essays, poetry, or plays—keep those dreams! One of the benefits of being a home-based freelancer is the opportunity to do personal creative projects—and as a businessperson, you’ll make every creative project profitable if you can.




  It’s true that some writers support themselves at home writing novels and movie scripts. Not many, but some. Aim high, and while you grow, let meat-and-potatoes jobs pay the bills.




  Perhaps your dreams are more entrepreneurial: You’d like a high-profit, home-based business writing and producing your own products for sale to retailers, business buyers, or consumers. Examples might be a line of greeting cards, a subscription newsletter, or a series of independently published books like those put out by San Diego writer Robert Brenner, who launched a publishing company based on his research into desktop publishing pricing standards. Such ventures require additional capital but can significantly increase your return on money and time invested. Many of the business practices you’ll learn in this book will help you if you decide to go in that direction.




  Resources for Gaining Skills You Don’t Yet Have




  If you want to become a professional writer but are not yet at that level, accept the fact that gaining new skills will take serious effort and time. We are not talking about going back to college to earn a new degree or spending years learning on the job, but we are talking about steady concentration, practice, evaluation, and revision—a solid learning process.




  There are ways to short-circuit traditional methods of mastering a craft to build the sense of authority you need in order to offer your services to the public. One is to focus very specifically on learning how to write only the type of thing that you most want to sell—or that is most often called for by the clients you serve. As you scan the many types of writing discussed in Chapter Three, ask yourself which of these you might learn to do. Once your skills in that area reach a professional level, you can concentrate on adding others.




  I have a degree in journalism, I’ve taken endless workshops and seminars, and I’ve racked up more than thirty years of experience as a writer, but there are still areas of writing—profitable ones—that I pass up when they are offered to me because I don’t think I do them well. Offering for sale only what you do well is professional. Offering to write “anything” and charging your clients for it is amateur behavior at best and does nothing to build your credibility.




  Classes and workshops




  Looking for classes in writing? Try community colleges, evening adult schools, or online writers’ training; many offer a variety of classes.Tampa writer Stephen Morrill, profiled in Chapter Six, heads such an online program—www.writerscollege.com (see Source Directory). Check it out. Costs for classes like these are minimal, and over a few weeks or months you will become familiar with the material, even if the instructor is not freelance oriented. You can also take a class to brush up on basics, such as grammar or computer techniques.




  Your computer instructor will be happy to advise you on what equipment to buy. Also read computer catalogs and magazines. The only thing you must never do as a would-be home-based writer is show up at a computer store with your checkbook open, relying on the salesperson to equip you—unless, of course, you want to get rid of excess cash.




  Once you’ve mastered the basics, advanced courses at a local professional school or university might be your next step. In the meantime, watch for short-term workshops and seminars. Some are priced in the Fortune 500 stratosphere, but others are more affordable. If you are not on mailing lists for such offerings, check with your library or online. And don’t be too shy to ask professionals in the field—advertising copywriters, public relations practitioners, corporate communicators. These worthy souls receive endless seminar mailings and e-mail notices and should be only too glad to pass them on to you.




  Personal coaching and observation




  Personal coaching and observation are like a self-administered internship. A local, noncompeting professional may let you observe for free and might even let you help in her office if you are willing to commit serious time to the project. This can be a good way to get feedback from a professional on your early efforts.




  For an ongoing coaching arrangement, however, expect to pay a reasonable consulting fee. It’s an uncommon but totally natural way for someone in your situation to learn—by spending time, one-on-one, with someone who knows a lot about what you are studying. Approach people who are active in professional associations—a good indication of their desire to help others.




  Volunteer projects




  Get your feet wet as soon as possible by doing volunteer writing projects. You can learn much more from planning and completing a real project than from doing a made-up one—and you don’t need professional-level skills to volunteer. Your church, club, or fraternal organization will be grateful for whatever you come up with. Colleges, universities, hospitals, public-access cable TV and listener-supported radio and TV stations, and other nonprofits may also provide you with volunteer experience. Then call on the network of professionals you are establishing to critique your work and find out how you could have made it better. Save your best volunteer efforts to start your personal sample file.




  Reading and sample collecting




  Read. Read. Read. The Bibliography and Source Directory in this book will start you off. Rely on periodicals and Web sites to give you the “feel” of the specialty you want to master, reveal current trends, and point out major players. Rely on books to give you solid historical and technical grounding. Ask writers you respect what books, periodicals, or Web sites they find useful.




  From the moment you decide to master your new skill, start collecting samples of work you like. As you gain more theory and experience, ask yourself why a particular piece succeeds. Sometimes it’s a good idea to collect samples of work you don’t like, too. You can’t help but hone your skills if you keep your eyes wide open.




  What’s Your Next Step? Ways to Get Started




  The sooner you start making concrete plans for your new business, the sooner you will be a full-time home-based writer. If you are already or have at one time been self-employed, you must still make the transition to a new type of business. But you are far ahead of the game! For most of us who are accustomed to working for a regular paycheck, the transition is long and complex, often as wrenching as it is exhilarating. But careful planning can help. And that includes a written schedule projecting what steps you will take and when you will take them.




  

    

      Toward a Business Plan: Success Worksheet One


    




    Expand your capabilities.




    Do you have the professional skills you need to sell your services as a home-based writer?




    If not,how do you intend to develop these skills? Learning options include classes,individual study,private consultant training, and practicing with volunteer projects. Can you think of other methods?




    Do you plan to be a desktop and/or Web page designer, as well as a writer?




    Do you currently have professional-level skills in these areas?




    If you do not want to develop additional skills, do you plan to locate designers, photographers, illustrators, and others with whom you can work? (Success Worksheet Six in Chapter Two suggests ways to find reliable associates.)


  




  All of the profiles in this book sketch in the process by which the writer made his or her transition. See if one of them fits your situation.




  Starting part-time vs. full-time




  Some writers have started out by combining full or part-time regular employment and part-time freelancing. Others have established an “out-source” relationship with their present employers, continuing to do the same work, but as an independent contractor. I used commissioned sales to nudge me toward freelancing, and I was emboldened to leave selling when one of my printing clients offered me the equivalent of a half-time salary to carry out a specific writing project. That was the “nut” I knew I must have to pay the bills for the next few months.




  Dividing your time between freelancing and regular employment probably takes its biggest toll on your marketing efforts. It’s hard (but possible) to push into new market areas and follow up every lead, when four or more hours a day are committed elsewhere. For this reason, some writers take the instant full-time plunge, relying on savings or a loan or another family member’s income to survive.




  Financing




  Director Spike Lee is reported to have financed his early films on credit cards. That takes guts or maybe desperation, but I don’t recommend it for commercial writers. A more conventional option is to borrow on your home or to liquidate or borrow on other assets—but consider this option carefully and use it as a last resort. Typically, writers finance their start-up costs from savings, the income of a spouse, or help from other family members.




  Getting some money coming in




  I believe it is far better to get some small amount of real business income trickling in as soon as possible—income you can (and probably must) use to pay the electric bill or the dentist—than to draw on a savings account temporarily fattened by a mortgage loan. That borrowed money isn’t real. You didn’t scramble and sweat for it, and it’s more likely than earned money to go for an elegant oak desk or an expensively designed Web site, when a simple one would do. Wait to buy those refinements with income from your new career. Your business will be a lot healthier for it!




  Health insurance (and peace of mind)




  If you are in reasonably good health, giving up your employee benefits is nothing like the big deal many salaried people fear when they consider self-employment. You can replace all your necessary benefits at relatively affordable rates. It may be a jolt to your budget at first, but I’ve done it and so have millions of others.




  Along with the increase in self-employment has come an increase in available insurance options, though most of us would argue that much reform is still needed in this area. Health insurance policies, including traditional fee-for-service plans with an annual deductible, preferred provider plans, and health maintenance organizations, are widely available to individuals. Your one-person business may also qualify for a business health insurance plan. A major medical plan, covering only catastrophic costs, is another option. You may get better rates or better coverage by joining a professional organization that offers group insurance. Individual vision-care and dental plans are also available. Be aware that insurance companies are rated by standard industry ratings and by consumer advocates such as Consumer Reports, and check before you buy. Current law allows the self-employed to deduct 100 percent of their health insurance premiums. However, the deduction cannot be used if the self-employed person is eligible for an employer-based plan, such as a spouse’s plan at work.




  If you or your spouse or child have a serious health problem, individual coverage might be denied you—a cruel reality in this richest of all societies. Federal legislation to make health insurance portable has not yet changed that, unfortunately. If you are currently employed and covered, check with your provider for any possible options. Check also to see if your state has an assigned risk pool.




  

    

      Toward a Business Plan: Success Worksheet Two


    




    Have a transition plan.




    How will you make the transition from outside employment to a full-time home-based business?




    _____ Full-or part-time employment, part-time freelancing?




    _____ “Outsourcing” work for your present employer?




    _____ Living on savings or a loan as you build up your business?




    _____ Living on someone else’s income as you build up your business?




    _____ Other options?




    Discuss the plan you have selected. What are the pros and cons?




    How will you replace employee benefits such as health and disability insurance and retirement programs?


  




  Disability insurance




  You probably have life insurance or own some assets that would at least partially provide for your family if you should die suddenly. But what about the far more likely possibility that you may be injured or ill and unable to maintain your customary income? Disability insurance will help you through such a period, and, depending on the coverage you select, it can also help retrain you for a new career, should that become necessary—or even help care for you if you are totally disabled.




  A very wide range of options is available, including credit card or mortgage loan insurance, so do some research and talk to several agents before you decide. While you don’t want to be “insurance poor,” and you can’t protect yourself against everything, a reasonable amount of disability coverage will give you and your family protection and peace of mind—and rates for writers are among the lowest.




  Planning for retirement




  One of the very best things about being a home-based writer is that you’re never too old to do it. Reestablishing her writing career after spending several years caring for her husband before his death in 2006, Donna Donovan (Chapter Five) enjoys interacting with a freewheeling group of young Web designers who are happy to draw on her years of copywriting experience. But just because you may not have to retire doesn’t mean you’re never going to retire—or that your health will always let you keep up your present pace.




  Make retirement planning part of your business plan. According to SmartMoney.com, “There’s more to being your own boss than not having to answer to anybody: You can also set up your own tax-advantaged retirement program—and probably put aside more each year than you could working for somebody else.” Unfortunately, though, you will lose any employer contributions you now receive, so don’t put it off. Take charge of your retirement.




  Simplified Employee Pensions (called SEPs or SEP-IRAs) are generic retirement plans that allow you to contribute and deduct up to 20 percent of self-employment income. Keoghs are the self-employment equivalent of corporate retirement programs and include both profit-sharing and defined benefit plans. SEPs and Keoghs are subject to a $45,000 annual ceiling. Other taxleveraged options are solo 401(k)s, Roth IRAs (which allow you to accumulate funds tax-free), and spousal deductible IRAs. Since all have fairly complex benefits and rules, you should consult a financial planner or tax adviser.




  While making monthly cash contributions to your future security, don’t overlook other forms of investment such as real estate, collecting valuables, silent business partnerships with friends or family, and fraternal or religious retirement programs.




  Life as a Home-Based Freelancer




  The following worksheet enumerates key benefits that have drawn many creative people into freelance careers. But every coin has two sides. Negative aspects of freelance life have kept other writers from starting their own home businesses—or have convinced them to abandon their efforts at self-employment. Ironically, what some people view as a benefit, others may perceive as a liability.




  To evaluate your own motivations and potential problem areas as a freelance writer, check-mark the benefits you find most attractive and the liabilities that most concern you.




  Getting Support on the Home Front




  Family members often make significant financial contributions to the start-up of a home-based writing business, but there is another kind of family support that is much harder to measure yet even more critical to your business’s success. That support is “buying into the idea,” caring about your dream, hoping you will succeed, being willing to endure inconvenience on your behalf.




  

    

      Toward a Business Plan: Success Worksheet Three


    




    Understand your motivations.




    Which of these benefits appeal to you most strongly? (Check all that apply.)




    _____ Independence.




    _____ Opportunities to earn more than a predetermined amount.




    _____ Convenience—no commuting.




    _____ Control of your time.




    _____ Control of what kinds of business you go after.




    _____ Control of which clients you serve.




    _____ Control of your own ethics and business standards.




    _____ Integration of your business and personal life.




    _____ Freedom from office politics and gossip.




    _____ Opportunities for family involvement.




    _____ Opportunities to do personal creative projects.




    Which of these liabilities are likely to trouble you? (Check all that apply.)




    _____ Having to be a “self-starter” every day.




    _____ Uncertain income, cash-flow problems.




    _____ No paid benefits; having to set up your own benefits program.




    _____ Having to market your own services.




    _____ Having to be aggressive in collecting money.




    _____ Work space that may be inadequate or lacking in privacy.




    _____ No time off without financial loss.




    _____ Difficulty getting credit.




    _____ Having to do everything yourself. No executive perks.




    _____ Loneliness.




    _____ May have to take whatever work comes in the door.




    _____ Family members who may exert a negative or disruptive influence.




    _____ Unpredictable work schedules that may disrupt family and personal plans.




    _____ May have less time for personal creative projects than when you were on salary.




    Do the benefits outweigh the liabilities for you?




    How can you overcome the liabilities you have identified? How long will it take?


  




  There’s a hierarchy to this kind of support. Some of it is nice to have. Some of it is just about essential. Your parents, siblings, grown children, or close friends may not share your enthusiasm for risking your financial and professional future on a home-based writing venture. That’s too bad, but you can survive without their approval. Do not—I repeat, do not—fight or argue with them. Instead, while you are in your fledgling stage as an entrepreneur, avoid discussing your business with them. Get advice instead from people who are truly informed about your industry and who know that a well-run home-based writing business is a viable way to make a living.




  In most cases, your success will bring these special folks around. Very likely they just had no mental model for what you planned to do and saw you stepping off into an abyss. When your business is running smoothly, risk showing them where and how you work and what you produce. Their praise will be among the sweetest you receive.




  Now for the really hard part.




  If your spouse or the significant other with whom you share your home is actively against your plans, you have a much more serious problem. To a great (and unavoidable) extent, a home business is a family business, and as you make your inevitable mistakes, that person’s daily criticism and fault-finding can damage your self-confidence and even drive the two of you apart.




  There are many excellent guidebooks on relationships and communication, as well as many supportive third parties—from friends and online support groups to pastors and psychologists. Take this problem seriously and use all the help you can get. Remember that for many entrepreneurs running a home business is a deep source of joy. So can it be for you—and for those you love.




  How to Use the Worksheets to Build Your Business Plan




  Success Worksheets accompany each chapter of this book—thirty worksheets in all. As you complete them, you will be gathering virtually everything you need to write your business plan.




  I suggest you make copies of the worksheets. Then, as you complete each in turn (using additional paper if necessary), you can file them in a loose-leaf binder. As you move toward starting your business, you will begin to collect all kinds of information—ideas relating to the writing that you want to do; marketing ideas and information about possible clients; specifications, sources, and cost of equipment and software you may need; income and expense projections; regulations that apply to starting a business in your city and state; tax information; health insurance and other benefits materials.




  Add it all to your notebook. If the notebook begins to overflow, start a second one or set up some file folders. If you are meeting regularly with a Success Team and/or mentor—a procedure I strongly suggest—make your notebook and the worksheets you are currently completing part of these discussions. Starting a business takes time and planning, and these steps will help you stay on course.




  

    

      Success Worksheet Four: Toward a Business Plan


    




    Make sure your players want to be on the team.




    Which people are part of your vital inner circle? Do they support your plans?




    If any members of your inner circle do not support your plans, what will it take for you to obtain their support?




    If you cannot obtain their support, can you succeed without it? If so, how?


  




  Writing your business plan




  Many writers open and operate their businesses without a written business plan, but no one opens a business without a mental plan. Without a plan you wouldn’t know what to sell or to whom—let alone what to charge. A written business plan is a normal requirement for a business loan, and no doubt that’s why many entrepreneurs develop one. (Good thing, too, because producing them sometimes provides employment for writers.) The reality is, however, that in a creative start-up like yours, you will probably not be applying for an initial business loan. So why write a business plan?




  No one should have to tell a writer the value of writing something down. Writing forces you to think it through, clarify it, put it in order, eliminate conflicts and contradictions. It forces you to develop strategies for success, based on an analysis of the market and your business’s strengths and weaknesses—along with your tactics and timing for implementing each strategy. You will be doing this planning as you use the Success Worksheets throughout this book.




  Another vital aspect of your business plan is your strategy for using it as a working document. For establishing a timetable and adjusting it to keep it realistic. For taking out what doesn’t work and adding new elements that do. It’s your strategy for believing in the plan, living by it, and updating it on a regular basis—every six months or more often for the first two years and at least annually thereafter. This plan is for you—not for your mentor, your spouse, your former boss, a loan officer, or a teacher who will give you a good grade. It should be your most useful business tool.




  That said, I want to stress that a business plan is not too fluid or too personal to share. It’s written and clearly organized so that you can share it and get feedback on it—especially from your mentor and any other trusted colleagues. As Napoleon Hill pointed out decades ago in his classic business success book, Think and Grow Rich (1937), sharing your ideas and plans with what he called your “Master Mind group” sharpens your focus and increases your commitment.




  What should a business plan contain?




  At this point, obviously you are not yet ready to write your business plan. You will be invited to return to these pages when you have completed the book. But reading this outline now will provide a valuable overview—a kind of long-range guide.




  There is no set pattern or length for a written business plan, but there is general agreement on the topics it should cover. I like this seven-part formulation:




  1. The executive summary. Though often written last, this comes first for the convenience of busy readers. Keep it under three pages. It contains your mission statement and a brief description of your business—what services you will perform for what clients. This is covered primarily in Chapters One, Two, and Three and further refined throughout the book.




  2. The management plan. This section covers personnel—your résumé and those of any other key associates. Explain important areas of responsibility. If appropriate, include one or more associates who can provide design or other services to increase your business opportunities. If résumés are lengthy, summarize them and include the full documents in an appendix. If additional training is a key part of your plan, explain it here. This section also covers your basic management systems. (See Chapters One, Two, Four, and Ten.)




  3. The organizational plan. This section covers business structure—the way your business is licensed and organized. It also covers your office setup—including major equipment and software—as well as maintenance plans and plans for obtaining outside services. Finally, it should include your timetable for getting your business started and the initial phases you expect to go through. (See Chapters One, Four, Five, Six, and Ten.)




  4. The service and product plan. What services and products do you plan to sell? Describe them here, pointing out special features and discussing pricing. (See Chapters Two, Three, Seven, and Nine.)




  5. The marketing plan. This section summarizes the results of your marketing research. What is the demand for your services and the out-look for the future? What is your competition? What are your strengths and weaknesses in entering the market? How do you plan to get the business you’re seeking? Describe your procedures for marketing and selling. (See Chapters Seven and Eight.)




  6. The financial plan. This key part of your business plan includes the following:




  ▪ A balance sheet showing your business’s assets and liabilities




  ▪ An analysis of your start-up costs and your anticipated sources of funds




  ▪ Anticipated monthly sales and expense figures for at least the first year




  ▪ Monthly profit-and-loss statements for at least the first year




  ▪ A monthly cash-flow statement for the first year, showing whether you will have enough cash on hand to meet expenses and how cash will be utilized




  ▪ Your personal financial statement, showing all your personal assets and liabilities as well as your net worth. (See Chapters One, Five, Six, Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten.)




  7. The forecasting plan. Here you explain your plans for keeping your business on course. On what do you base your forecast of anticipated sales and expenses? Do you have contingency plans? What are they? When will you review and revise your business plan? (See Chapters One, Seven, Nine, and Ten.)




  What format to use




  A business plan can be as brief as twenty-five or thirty pages, but many run much longer. Business plan software is available and should be especially helpful as you develop the financial section of your plan (see Source Directory). Books are also devoted to this subject (see Bibliography), providing suggested formats. Again, they’re especially useful for presenting your financial data. The plan should have a cover page and a table of contents. Detailed résumés and reports (such as a marketing survey) are often included in an appendix.




  




  

    Kristen King




    Kristen King Freelancing, Ruther Glen, Virginia




    [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]




    Home-Based Marketing to the World




    When she launched her home-based writing and editing business in 2004, Kristen King admitted to herself that, although she “loves individual people,” she doesn’t like “face-to-face” marketing. Being a “digital native” (a person who grew up immersed in technology), the twenty-five-year-old turned to what was most comfortable for her—and what she believed would best reach her potential clients—the World Wide Web.




    Her efforts have paid off, yielding customers far beyond the Washington, D.C., region where she lives. King does business with people as far away as New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Utah, the U.K., New Zealand, Australia—and even China and Japan.




    King put up her Web site, www.kristenkingfreelancing.com, a month after receiving a degree in English in 2004 from Virginia’s Mary Washington College (now the University of Mary Washington). However, she cautiously held onto the part-time newspaper copy-editing and obituary-writing job and the night bartending position she had held during college. In 2006 her site was a Writer’s Digest Best Writer’s Website Contest finalist.




    A “self-taught marketer,” King uses tools available through her Web host to create Web designs; she has no plans to learn HTML. To create print materials for herself and her clients, she uses Microsoft Publisher and Adobe InDesign.




    King had known since her childhood in New Jersey that she wanted to be a writer and editor. As a youngster, when she didn’t like the way a story turned out, she would write an “improved” version on the endpapers of the book. And she wasn’t intimidated by self-employment, having grown up with two self-employed parents. But being a full-time freelance writer and editor still seemed a distant goal.




    Participation in DCPubs, a Washington-based Yahoo Group for “people in the publishing industry,” led King to one of the nation’s leading professional writers’ organizations—Washington Independent Writers (WIW). She’s now a WIW member and has been a speaker for several of the groups’ popular freelancing and marketing seminars.




    “Meeting live people who were actually doing this freelance thing for a living was a huge help,” King recalls. “It made it all seem real.” Nevertheless, she continued to hedge her bets. In 2005 she took a full-time editing job for the American Society of Clinical Oncology, despite the supportive protests of her new husband, Jesse, a commissioned salesperson, who urged her to try freelancing full-time.




    “I’m glad now that I went the route of taking a so-called ‘real’ job for a while,” King says. “It gave me a much better idea of how publishing works—especially the production end of things.” When she did go full-time with her freelancing, the Society remained a client, and King has received other medical editing assignments as well—although she prefers doing “developmental editing and coaching” for new authors in both fiction and nonfiction. She has also built an eclectic mix of writing clients, for whom she produces Web content, brochures, marketing materials, educational programs, direct response copy, and more.




    As an early offshoot of her Web site, King created an e-mail marketing newsletter, Notes in the Margin, distributed free by subscription and archived online at www.notes-in-the-margin.com. It focuses on good writing in general as well as business uses of good writing, reader Q&As, book reviews, and humor. Because Notes in the Margin is free and King prides herself on paying all the writers who contribute to it, she uses Google Ads on the archive pages to generate a small amount of passive income to defray costs.




    In 2006 King started a blog, www.inkthinker.blogspot.com, inspired by a discussion of blogs and other online content during a class on electronic publishing in the George Washington University Master of Professional Studies in Publishing program, which she expected to complete in late 2007. In December 2006, her friendly, informative blog was named one of the “Top Ten Blogs for Writers” by online white paper guru Michael Stelzner. In early 2007 King was logging twelve to fifteen posts a week on Inkthinker with some 1,500 readers.




    King carried Google Ads briefly on her blog, but ended up removing them because she “didn’t like the way they looked.” Her blog earns some money through carefully selected affiliate relationships, while her Web site picks up a few extra dollars a month with referral fees from her hosting company and newsletter provider, which offset her overhead costs. But neither site is intended to make money. King does earn a paycheck, however, from writing the women’s health blog www.LivelyWomen.com for client b5media.com.




    One of King’s additional online marketing ventures—and a highly productive one—would on the surface seem to be the last activity any professional writer would engage in: posting free articles online.




    After reviewing many online article sites, King selected EzineArticles.com following the advice of one of her affiliates and partners, writing coach Suzanne Lieuance (www.workingwriterscoach.com). In early 2007 she reported, “I’m getting tons of page views with only eighteen articles live, and viewers are going to my freelancing website, to Inkthinker, and even to LivelyWomen.com—which is great for my site traffic. Plus, I’m all over Google when you enter my name.




    “The new articles took hardly any time at all to write, and I’ve also been able to repurpose previously published articles to which I still own the rights,” King continues. “Writers who are worried about ‘giving away’ their work need to remember what Writer’s Digest and many other writing experts preach: that the same research can be rewritten and resold many times in many different versions. Look at magazines for writers, for instance. Every issue of every magazine—Writer’s Digest and The Writer are the two I can’t live without—covers basically the same general topics, but they’re always handled in new ways.”
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