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Introduction

This is the book I always wanted to write. As a writer and writing instructor, I have searched in vain for a book that answers the questions writers ask about launching a freelance career. A book that explains, in clear detail, what to do first, what to do next, what to do after that.

It’s not that there aren’t any books on freelance writing. There are dozens. So why do I think I can write one that covers the topic better than the rest?

The answer is that while I’m a writer, I’m not just a writer. I’m also an editor. I’ve sat on both sides of the desk. I know what it’s like to send out queries and submissions and wait for a response—and I also know what it’s like to receive those queries and submissions, and what makes good ones stand out from the rest. I know how to get an acceptance, and I also know what inspires me to give one.

Having spent fifteen years as the editor and publisher of Writing-World.com, one of the world’s largest websites for writers, I’ve also answered hundreds of questions from writers about nearly every aspect of the writing business. Consequently, I know what questions writers ask about launching a successful career. (There are, by the way, far more answers to those questions than I can cram into this book; you’ll find many more articles to help guide your career, by me and by dozens of other experts, at Writing-World.com.)

This book will guide you through the steps needed to start freelancing and the steps needed to make your career successful. Whether you want to freelance as a sideline to your day job or while taking care of a home and family, or whether you’re interested in going “full time” and supporting yourself as a writer, this book will give you the tools you need.

You may want to read this book more than once as you progress in your career. But whether you read it once or a dozen times, there is one even more important thing you must do to become a successful writer. And that is this: put the book down and start writing!

—Moira Allen
editors@writing-world.com
www.writing-world.com


CHAPTER 1

So You Want to Be a Freelance Writer

Writing for publication is one of the most rewarding careers I can think of. It offers opportunities for independence, creativity, and the occasional moment of fame. It gives you a way to speak to (and for) others—to entertain, educate, inspire, motivate, comfort, and assist. It gives you a chance to earn an income by doing something you love. It may even give you a chance to change the world—or at least to change a small part of it by giving readers the tools they need to make their lives better. Plus, there’s nothing like the thrill of seeing your name in print!

Writing is also one of the easier careers to break into. You don’t need any special qualifications—no special degrees or educational background, certification or business license. You can start a career at any age. And thanks to the magic of the Internet, you can launch a writing career from just about anywhere in the world.

At the same time, a career in freelance writing can be arduous and frustrating. It takes time to launch a writing career, and even more time to become a success. The publishing world has always been a hostile environment for writers, and hasn’t gotten better with time. Magazine and newspaper payment rates are often ridiculously low, and many publications haven’t increased those rates in decades. Rejection is inevitable, and something a writer must learn to accept gracefully.

It’s also essential to realize that, though you may be looking for an opportunity to earn money “doing what you love,” freelance writing is a business. Unless you treat your efforts as a business—including doing market research, handling correspondence, and keeping financial records—your career is doomed to failure. Don’t assume that all you need to succeed is to be creative; there’s plenty of dull, mundane “administrivia” involved as well.

The good news is that a writing career is remarkably flexible. It adjusts to your hours, enabling you to invest as few or as many as you are able to spare. Most freelancers begin as moonlighters, writing in their “spare” time while handling a day job or taking care of a family. This gives you a chance to develop your skills, build a portfolio or client base, and establish a nest egg against the day that you decide to go full time. It also gives you a chance to determine, before taking that jump, whether this is right for you. Many writers never do go full time, but freelance as a way to supplement their incomes.

WHAT IS A FREELANCER?

According to Entrepreneur, nearly one-third of the US labor force engaged in some form of freelancing in 2016, and that number is expected to continue to rise. The study found that nearly 70 percent of freelancers are women, and more than half live with someone who has a full-time job. Very few freelance full time; 96 percent, in fact, freelance to supplement their regular income or their family income. Rarely does freelancing pay the rent; only 4 percent of those interviewed earned more than $50,000 a year, and most earned between $2,000 and $50,000.1

So . . . it’s important to understand that a freelance writing career is not a shortcut to wealth. Very few freelance writers are wealthy. But it can bring in a decent revenue, with the advantage of very little financial outlay and the ability to work from home. This makes freelancing particularly appealing to stay-at-home parents.

Freelancing specifically means marketing your services to clients and customers. A freelancer is self-employed, but not all forms of self-employment are freelancing. For example, if you supplement your income by selling craft items on Etsy, this is self-employment, but not freelancing.

This can be confusing to writers, who often think of themselves as creating a “product”—such as a written article—and selling that product to a publication. If you think of freelancing as providing a service rather than just a product, however, you’re likely to improve your chances of success. Instead of thinking of editors as customers for products that you create, think of them as clients for your writing services. When you think of yourself providing a writing service—by reviewing a market’s guidelines and understanding its needs and readership—you’re much more likely to generate sales. Once you have impressed an editor, you may begin receiving assignments from that publication, which means that you will indeed be providing a writing service rather than developing “products” on your own.

Freelance writing can include a variety of writing activities, services, markets, and clients. This book addresses the following:


• Writing for print magazines. Nonfiction magazines represent the largest, most accessible, and highest-paying market for freelancers. Thousands of print magazines accept freelance material in the US alone, and there are also hundreds of international markets. Though many predicted that the Internet would bring an end to print magazine publishing, many readers still prefer them—and advertisers still find magazines the best way to reach customers. The downside is that magazines work well in advance, so when you sell a piece, it may not be published for months or even a year.

• Writing for online publications. There are many types of online publications, including websites (which may publish material at any time); web zines, e-zines, and email newsletters, which usually publish on a periodical (e.g., weekly or monthly) basis; columns and blogs; and sites associated with commercial enterprises. Many print publications also have an expanded online presence, and may purchase additional material that is only used online. Most online markets don’t pay as well as print markets. This marketplace has also shrunk in the last few years. Many publishers rushed to establish e-zines, thinking to cash in on subscriptions and advertising money, only to find that both were hard to come by; consequently many online publications established a decade ago have vanished. Paying markets can still be found, however. Some online markets publish material fairly quickly, but periodicals are likely to take nearly as long to publish a piece as a print magazine.

• Writing for newspapers. There are at least as many newspapers in the US as magazines, if not more, and many accept freelance contributions. As Sue Fagalde Lick explains in chapter 17, newspapers generally seek both a local angle and a news angle (e.g., what makes this article timely and useful to readers in our service area?). Most local and regional papers pay less than magazines, but it’s often possible to sell the same piece to other noncompeting papers. Newspapers work on a much faster schedule than magazines, often publishing material within days of acceptance. Newspapers may also have an extended online presence, offering additional opportunities for freelancers.

• Writing nonfiction books. While few freelancers start their careers by writing nonfiction books, many find this a logical step after publishing a number of articles or columns on a particular subject, or becoming a subject-matter expert. An agent is generally not needed. Plus, with a good proposal, you may get a go-ahead and an advance before you actually complete the book.

• Writing and editing for businesses. Writing business and corporate materials, such as press releases, brochures, advertising flyers, and social media copy, can provide steadier work and a larger, more reliable income than writing for periodicals. The difference is that in this marketplace, you’re not being asked to write creative pieces or come up with your own ideas. Instead, your material is dictated by the customer. This type of freelancing (generally called “copywriting”) requires good editing skills, the ability to interact directly with your client, and sometimes some business or technical expertise. Fortunately, thanks to the Internet, it’s now possible to write for businesses outside your local area.



Other freelance activities include editing (such as developmental editing, technical editing, copyediting, and proofreading); speechwriting; resume writing; teaching and speaking; writing educational and curriculum materials; writing humor and personal essays; and even illustrating and cartooning. Many of these, however, are better suited for the experienced freelancer; they’re not the place to start your freelancing career.

You might be wondering whether writing short fiction or novels qualifies as freelance writing. The answer (as you’ll often find in this book) is “it depends.” The term “freelancing” implies an active attempt to earn money from your efforts. While a novel can bring you an advance and royalties once it is accepted by a publisher, it won’t earn you a penny during the months or even years that you’re working on it. Writing short fiction is more likely to qualify as freelancing if you can find paying markets for that fiction. However, such markets are few, low paying, and highly competitive, so this is not a good choice if your primary goal is to supplement your income. Poetry offers even fewer opportunities to make money; in fact, many poetry markets expect you to pay them.

Another type of writing that does not qualify as freelancing is any form of self-publishing that does not generate an income. Writing a blog, for example, is not freelancing. Blogging has benefits, and you may find opportunities to get paid as a blogger or guest blogger, but if you’re not getting paid, it’s not freelancing.

HOW MUCH CAN YOU EARN?

How much a freelancer can earn depends on a variety of factors, including skill, areas of expertise, business acumen, the amount of time available for writing, and more.

The first thing to understand is that freelancers rarely have the freedom to set their own rates. If you write for periodicals, you are expected to accept whatever pay range a market offers. If the market doesn’t pay enough, don’t write for that market. Some markets pay flat rates (e.g., $200 for a feature article) while others pay by the word. Many have a rate range, depending on the author’s experience and the complexity of the article. New contributors are usually paid at the lower end of the range, and aren’t likely to earn more until they’ve sold several pieces to that market.

When new writers look at market listings, they tend to make one of two mistakes. The first is to think, “Wow! I can sell an article for $1,000! I’ll be rich!” I call this the Redbook syndrome. It affects writers who are familiar with glossy women’s magazines sold at grocery checkout stands. If the first market that pops into your head when you think about where to send an article is Cosmopolitan or Woman’s Day, think again. These magazines can afford to work with pros with years of experience and hefty portfolios. While new writers can occasionally break into these markets, the odds are against you. This is not the way to launch your career, and leads to frustration and disappointment.

A second and equally damaging mistake, however, is to assume that because you are a new writer, you can write only for low-paying markets. While smaller markets are more open to new and inexperienced writers (because most experienced writers won’t bother with them), that doesn’t mean you have no choice but to write for a penny a word. The best markets for beginners are somewhere in between, and consist primarily of special-interest magazines. The key to cracking this type of market is often your personal background and expertise rather than writing experience.

To determine how much you can realistically hope to earn as you’re starting out, consider the following questions:


1. What type of markets are you best qualified to write for? Look for publications that match your interests and experience. If you’re an animal lover, look for pet publications. If you travel, look at travel markets. Later, as you build a portfolio and gain experience in interviewing experts, you’ll be able to pitch articles on topics that you don’t necessarily know a lot about, but that’s not the best place to start.

2. How much do publications in this niche pay? Check Writer’s Market to determine the pay ranges of your chosen markets. Which magazines pay the most? Which pay the least? I recommend submitting to the highest-paying markets on your list first. You can always work your way down if your article doesn’t sell—but if you start with the lowest market and your piece does sell, you’ve lost the opportunity to do better.

3. How much time does it take to write an article? Obviously you’ll be able to write more articles if you can complete a piece in five hours rather than ten—but writing fast doesn’t always mean creating a better product. Knowing how long it takes, however, is key to determining how much your writing can earn. For example, a two-hour article that you sell for $50 is actually worth more than a ten-hour article that you sell for $100. This is why tracking your time, particularly when you are starting out, is vitally important.

4. How much time can you invest? If you can invest five hours a week in your freelancing career, and it takes five hours to write a feature article that you can sell for $200, that’s an earnings potential of $200 per week. However, you’ll also need time for market research, queries, correspondence, research, and administration—so you may only be able to produce an article every other week, dropping that potential to $100 per week. In addition, remember that writing an article per week doesn’t guarantee that you will sell an article per week.



It’s also important to remember that freelance income doesn’t start arriving right away. There’s a start-up period, during which you’re conducting market research and sending out your first queries and submissions. Then, since many publications take weeks or even months to respond, it can still take awhile before you make your first sale or see your first check. It’s wise to assume that it will be at least six months before you start to see any steady income from your efforts.

With so many variables involved, there are no hard-and-fast figures on how much a freelance writer can expect to earn at any career stage. It’s not unrealistic, however, to hope for revenues of $5,000 or more in your first year, and a steady increase thereafter.

SHOULD YOU WRITE FOR FREE?

Many writers believe they have to serve some sort of “apprenticeship” by writing for nonpaying markets in the beginning. Many also believe this is a good way to build experience and clips.

I disagree. If you have a choice between offering material to a paying market or a nonpaying market, there is no reason to choose the latter. The nonpaying market will always be there if you fail to sell the piece, but it should not be your first choice, or even your second or third.

There are some good reasons to write for free. You might wish to do so for fun, when you want to write something that has no paying market. Many people write to support a cause they believe in, or to help a favorite organization—such as contributing to a church newsletter. Be cautious, however, for once an organization knows that you can write and are willing to do so for free, you’ll be flooded with requests. Writing for your own website or blog can also be worthwhile, as is contributing articles to professional newsletters or writing for professional journals.

There are also bad reasons to write for free. One is the desire to “see your name in print,” no matter what. Don’t assume the only way to get a byline is to give your work away. Another poor reason is to find out if you’re “good enough” to get published. Nonpaying markets are generally stuck with whatever they can get, which means being published by such a market is no indication that you are a good writer. Conversely, don’t write for free to polish your skills. Even if a market can’t pay, that doesn’t mean it appreciates being a dumping ground for poor material! Finally, the worst reason to write for free is lack of self-esteem. If you don’t believe in yourself, find a way to deal with this issue before you start freelancing.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BECOME A FREELANCE WRITER?

As I said above, one of the great things about this career is its lack of prerequisites. You don’t need a special degree; you don’t have to major in English or journalism. You don’t need a lot of equipment, and you can work from home. However, you do need a few personal qualities:


1. Writing ability. Most people embark on a freelance writing career because they enjoy writing, know that they have good writing skills, and would like to turn those skills and that love of writing into a source of income. If you’re not sure whether you’re a good writer, however, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try. One of the best ways to find out is to submit your work for publication. Keep in mind that you will be rejected, and that this may have nothing to do with your ability. You’ll experience rejection throughout your freelance career, no matter how long you’ve been writing or how good you are.

In the beginning, however, you want to find a pattern. If your first twenty or thirty submissions are rejected with form letters, chances are that your writing needs work, or that you’re targeting the wrong markets or sending the wrong ideas. If you start getting rejections with feedback, you’re on the right track. And, of course, getting acceptances is the best news of all.

If you get a stream of form rejections, consider joining an online or real-world critique group, or take a writing course. Look for patterns in the feedback you receive. Do you consistently hear that your material has spelling or grammatical errors or lacks organization? The key to becoming a good writer is accepting the fact that you can always become a better writer. To send material out at all, you must learn to silence that little voice that says “I’m not good enough,” while at the same time being honest enough to admit, “I may need to improve.”

2. Business sense. While writing may be creative, freelancing is a business. Your goal is not to simply express yourself, but to develop materials you can sell. This means being able to make business decisions about what (and how) to write. Instead of saying, “I’d like to write about dogs,” for example, you must ask, “What can I write about dogs that would interest an audience of experienced dog owners?” The business side of writing includes market research, research, and the administrative tasks of any business—including bookkeeping, billing clients, tracking hours, handling income and expense records, and so on.

3. Professionalism. If you appear professional, editors will assume that you are a professional, no matter how little experience you have. This means learning how to send a query, format a manuscript, handle email correspondence, meet deadlines, negotiate contracts, and so forth. It also means being able to manage your emotions and remain mature, courteous, and professional at all times—even when you’re dealing with editors who aren’t any of the above. Nothing will ruin a freelance career faster than getting a reputation for being hard to deal with. Never become known as a writer who argues over rejections, accepts an assignment and then holds out for a higher pay rate, sends flaming emails, or otherwise becomes known as a “problem” writer.

4. Motivation. Many people desire to write but never do. To become a freelancer, your desire to write must be stronger than your desire to do a great many other things. It means taking steps to change your life and your schedule. It can mean changing habits to squeeze in time for writing. It can mean giving up things you enjoy—including spending time with family.

Freelancing also requires the courage to face the keyboard and start translating your dream of writing into reality. I don’t know of any writer who considers this an easy job. Freelancing means tackling challenges—projects that take you out of your comfort zone and force you to push your abilities. There are days when you can’t even pretend that writing is fun. But we all have those days, no matter how many years we’ve been writing.

Motivation may also mean sticking to your decision even if no one else supports it. While some freelancers are blessed with supportive families, others aren’t so lucky. If your decision to freelance means leaving a paying job, family members may resent that initial loss of income. If it means assigning household chores to other people, that can cause friction. Perhaps hardest of all, however, is when family and friends simply don’t understand why you want to write. When your mother asks you when you’re going to get a “real job,” or your friends call during the day because they know you’re not actually “working,” just smile and keep typing.

5. Perseverance. Freelancing can seem like a long, uphill struggle. Your file of rejections keeps growing. You have moments when you wonder if you’ll ever sell anything (or ever sell anything again). A successful freelancer isn’t one who never has these doubts; it’s one who perseveres in spite of them.

6. Discipline. One drawback of freelancing is that you don’t have a boss standing over your shoulder, nagging you to get back to work, or telling you what to write and when. Often, the only deadlines you have are those you set for yourself. To be successful, you must be a self-starter—and you must also be able to finish what you start.

Many articles recommend writing for a certain number of hours every day, but this is often not practical. I recommend striving for a weekly minimum, and getting that writing in when you can. Don’t stress over writing at a particular time (“two hours before breakfast”). Discipline doesn’t lie in formulas; it lies in forcing oneself to ignore all the excuses we have for not writing.



And now for the caveat. If you’re dreaming of instant fame and fortune as a writer, then I advise you to seek another career. Freelance writing is not a quick path to riches or glory. Those who embark on this path with visions of overnight success rarely last long.

That doesn’t mean that you can’t become famous, and even wealthy, as a writer. Those who have achieved this kind of success, however, didn’t do so because they were looking for it. Instead, they set out to follow the dream of doing what they loved for its own sake. If you love to write, there are few things more satisfying than being able to do what you love for a living—and as a writer once said, if you do what you love, the money will follow.

 

1 Russ Fujioka, “We’re Turning into a Freelance Nation. Here’s What That Looks Like,” Entrepreneur.com, March 29, 2016, https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/272707.


CHAPTER 2

The Tools of a Freelancer

One of the benefits of a career in freelance writing is that it requires very little startup investment. You may already have many of the tools you need. However, certain tools are necessary as you set up your writing office—even if that office is just a corner of the kitchen.

These tools fall into two categories: absolute necessities and optional extras. The necessities are those items that you’ll need to acquire before you can go very far in your writing work, even if this means laying out some expenses before you’ve earned any income. The optional extras may also be important, but can usually wait until you’ve seen some revenue.

A SPACE OF YOUR OWN

The first thing you need is a place to write. While writers have launched careers from the kitchen table, it helps immensely to have a space—even a very small space—that you can call your own. Many writers feel this space should include a door that can be closed against interruptions, distractions, and family members. Another advantage of an enclosed workspace is that it’s more likely to qualify for a home-office deduction (see chapter 26).

So before you plop your laptop down just anywhere, give this matter careful consideration. One of the factors that often interferes with a writer’s goals is lack of self-esteem. We often feel we don’t have a right to “inconvenience” other family members with our writing efforts—and carving out a space of our own from a crowded household can mean doing just that. It’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that your “little hobby” of writing isn’t important and you should just “make do.”

Stop. You’re starting a business. If you dismiss your writing efforts as a game or a hobby, you aren’t taking yourself, or your business, seriously. If you don’t take it seriously, you can’t expect anyone else in your household to take it seriously either.

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that you (or your family) will give your business more space and respect when it starts earning money. It takes time for any business to get off the ground. Your business deserves space and respect now, not when it “proves” itself at some unspecified time in the future. By giving your business (and yourself) that respect in the beginning, you give yourself a much greater chance for success. Otherwise, it’s easy to give up, because you’ve never given yourself a fair start.

Look around your home and consider where to make a space for your business of writing. This space must meet certain needs. You will need room for a workspace—either a desk or a table where you can put your computer, and where you can spread out notes, books, and other research materials. You’ll need room for a comfortable office chair that gives you back support. You’ll need room for files. It’s nice to have a shelf where you can keep reference books—a dictionary, thesaurus, and market guides—within easy reach. Your work area also needs good lighting. Make sure that your desk is positioned so that you don’t get an unwanted glare on your computer screen or in your eyes.

As you consider your options, spend some time thinking about your personality, the personalities of those around you, and the traffic patterns in your home. One of the common myths about writers, for example, is that we’re solitary souls. The farther away from humanity we can get, the happier we’re supposed to be. This can prompt a writer to assume his office should be in some remote part of the house—the attic, the basement, or even the garage. Only in such peace and privacy, we imagine, can we get down to the business of courting the muse.

In reality, every writer is different. You may find that you don’t like working in the attic or the basement. Sure, it’s quiet—for the simple reason that no one wants to be there, including you. One of the best office spaces I’ve contrived has been a breakfast room off the kitchen. I have my own space, but I’m not cut off from the household (and it’s easy to pop into the kitchen for a cup of coffee).

At the same time, your space needs to be absolutely, unarguably yours. Don’t share it with your spouse’s books or your children’s toys. Whether it has a door or not, its boundaries must be clear. This is your business office, and you’re going into that office to work. Noisy music, television, kids with video games, and other distractions should not be allowed to intrude.

Another factor to consider when planning your office space is clutter. I’ve discovered that a pleasant office layout makes a huge difference in my productivity. If awkwardly arranged furniture makes my space cramped, I don’t enjoy being there. Try to keep the visible contents of your office to a minimum. Keep piles of paper out of sight, and add decorative touches, like pictures or plants.

FURNISHING YOUR WORKSPACE

Once you’ve decided where to set up your office, your next step will be to furnish it so that you can work effectively. It can take time to figure out just how to arrange and accomplish that, because when we’re starting out, we don’t always know what we’ll need or what our work habits will be like. However, there are some basics that you’ll need.

The first is some sort of desk or desk surface. Computer desks are OK, but they don’t always offer the sort of paper-spreading room you’ll need when conducting research. Good-quality computer desks can also be expensive.

If you don’t want to pay for a desk, consider that old standby, a pair of boards laid across two filing cabinets. This makes an inexpensive and useful desk with loads of filing space in the bargain. A table is another option, and you can usually fit a filing cabinet beneath it. Consider looking for tables, filing cabinets, and other furnishings at thrift shops or garage sales.

Yes, you will need a filing cabinet. The business of writing still generates a lot of paper. While it’s possible to archive a great deal electronically, the paperless office is still a myth. A filing cabinet remains the best way to organize and store files relating to current and ongoing projects, as well as correspondence, contracts, and other papers that are essential to your bookkeeping.

As you consider furnishings, be sure to consider the types of equipment you’ll need. You’ll need a place to put a computer and a printer at the very least, as well as a lamp (unless you have superb overhead lighting) and a phone. If you want a scanner (there are good reasons to have one), you’ll need a place for that as well. You’ll have different requirements depending on whether you use a desktop computer with a separate screen and keyboard, or if you plan to use a laptop.

If you use a table or boards over file cabinets, one issue you may encounter is the lack of drawer space. Basic office supplies—pens, pencils, a letter opener, paper clips, and such—can quickly clutter your desk. If you have no desk drawers, consider investing in a small drawer unit (such as an inexpensive three-drawer plastic storage cabinet) that you can set on top of your desk.

You also need a chair. Do not imagine you can just use one of the chairs from your dining-room table. Doing so is a sure recipe for an aching back. Invest in a high-quality, comfortable office chair with wheels and good back support. Otherwise, you’ll be investing in the services of a chiropractor. Be sure to get a chair mat to protect your carpet or hardwood floor from the wheels.

Good lighting is essential. You’re going to be using your eyes, so protect them. If you don’t have good overhead lighting, invest in a desk lamp that can put light where you need it. Natural light is also helpful, if you can position your desk near windows that give good indirect light. You don’t want to deal with the sun’s glare shining into your eyes or reflecting off your computer screen.

One final consideration when arranging your workspace is pets. If you have them, you know what I mean. When you’re home, they want to be with you. If they’re not with you, they fuss; but if they can be near you, they will generally settle down and leave you alone. So ensure that your office includes a place where they can do just that. My cat has a basket beside my desk, which greatly reduces the amount of time she spends walking on my keyboard trying to get my attention. Besides, writing can be stressful, and it has been shown that stroking a pet can help relieve stress, so one could think of them as a helpful office accessory!

YOUR OWN COMPUTER

When I wrote the first edition of this book, many writers still had not embraced the idea of the “home computer.” Today, I doubt there are very many households that do not possess at least one computer, or writers who don’t know how to use one.

But is that computer yours? I didn’t say you need to have a computer. I said you need your own computer.

If everyone in the family shares the same computer, this won’t be sufficient for your writing business. Your writing time will always take second place to homework, games, videos, checking stocks, downloading MP3 files, and general surfing. It’s difficult enough to find writing time without having to compete for computer time as well.

Fortunately, computers have become very inexpensive, so if you don’t have one of your own, consider this an absolutely essential startup cost for your business. Now the question arises: desktop or laptop?

I’m a desktop fan myself. I have large hands; I prefer a full-size keyboard, and a large screen on which to display my work and the programs or files I need to access while I’m working. However, I’m also content to do my work in one place. If you prefer mobility—if you travel frequently, or want to be able to work on the deck when the weather is nice—there’s no reason not to use a laptop. You might also wish to add a full-size keyboard, mouse, and display screen that you can connect to your laptop when you’re using it in your home office.

Make sure your computer is equipped with Microsoft Word, as this is the program most commonly required by publishers. “Platform” is unimportant; Word can be used with both Windows and Macintosh. While it’s possible to obtain free “Word” programs, such as Apache Open Office, not every publisher will accept this.

In addition to Microsoft Word, you’ll need a spreadsheet program to help you manage your business finances, track submissions, and handle other business issues. An image-processing program will be helpful if you plan to sell photos; while Photoshop is the industry standard, there are many free image-processing programs available as well.

Rare is the household in America today that doesn’t have Internet service. Quite probably, your service is provided by either your cable or phone company. If you use a wireless router, make sure your computer receives a clear signal. If you prefer the security of a wired connection, you may need to run some cables to connect your work computer to the household router.

Your Internet service undoubtedly offers an email account, and may offer the option of setting up several accounts. Set up a separate account for your business rather than using your personal account. Make sure that the name you use for that account is professional. “JoanSmith@mycableco.com” is fine; “CrystalPenslinger” or “LindysMom” or “CatLady” are less appropriate. Free accounts are also available through Gmail and Yahoo.

Eventually, you may decide to set up your own website and register your own domain name (see chapter 24). Then, you can use an email service associated with that site. Having your own domain in your email address (“mjones@mandyswritingservice.com”) gives a more professional appearance to your correspondence than “Mandy2567@yahoo.com.” Private email accounts are also less vulnerable to hacking than the generic free services.

I do not recommend attempting to manage your writing business with just a tablet or a smartphone, however popular these may be today. You need computing power, memory, and visual space. Having a display on your screen that approximates the size of a manuscript (or magazine) page is vital in assessing the “look” of your material. A paragraph doesn’t look the same on the screen of a cell phone as it does on a full-size computer screen. You want to know exactly what your editor is going to see when he receives your submission. You’ll need the ability to download files, switch between multiple programs at once, check facts on the web while you’re in the midst of writing your piece, store your articles and correspondence in appropriate directories, and print what you need at the touch of a button. Tablets and cell phones won’t work with external CD/DVD drives (they don’t possess enough energy to power the drive), and it can be extremely difficult to print from such devices. That doesn’t mean that you can’t benefit from such devices, but they’re no substitute for a computer.

COMPUTER PERIPHERALS

Whether you use a desktop or a laptop, you’ll need some peripherals. One essential is a CD/DVD read/write drive. This will enable you to add programs to your computer and keep backup copies on disk. You may also need to create CDs to accompany submissions, particularly if you are submitting photographs or other large files. Most magazine editors will accept electronic files on CD, DVD, or flash drive—and for the beginning writer, CDs are by far the most economical option. While most desktops include a CD/DVD drive, many laptops do not, but you can obtain an inexpensive external drive that works through a USB port.

You will also need a printer. This requires careful thought about your current and anticipated needs. You will need, at the very least, the ability to print out manuscripts, queries, cover letters, and contracts—for even in this Internet age, some publications still expect paper submissions. You may also prefer to print research materials from the Internet, as it’s often easier, when researching an article, to spread papers out over your desk than to keep searching through electronic files.

For this type of printing, a black-and-white printer is usually sufficient. Brother manufactures a line of inexpensive, black-and-white laser printers that are durable and have long-lasting toner cartridges. (You can also find information online on how to make your toner cartridges last even longer.) If you anticipate a need for color printing, you’ll need to invest in an inkjet printer.

When choosing a printer, also consider the cost of ink or toner cartridges. If you do a lot of printing, you’ll quickly find that inkjet cartridges cost more than what you paid for the printer itself! If you choose an inkjet printer, make sure you can buy individual cartridges for every color; otherwise, you’ll have to replace the entire cartridge unit each time any single color runs out. With laser printers, toner cartridges are programmed to send the “out of toner” message long before they are actually empty, but again, you can find information online on how to extend their life span. And if you’re feeling adventurous, there’s always the option of using off-brand replacement cartridges.

Another question to consider is whether you want a device that offers more than just printing. A “three-in-one” printer will serve as a printer, copier, and scanner (and fax machine if you want one). This is useful if office space is limited. You’ll often need to make copies, and it’s just as easy to scan a document so that you have not only a printed copy but also an electronic copy on file. Three-in-ones are fine if you don’t do a lot of scanning, but if you expect to do a lot of scanning, a stand-alone scanner is faster and more efficient. If you have a bit more space and a bit more capital, consider investing in a sheetfed scanner, which is useful for scanning receipts, clips, and even photographs. See chapter 27 for more information on using a scanner to save records electronically.

OTHER NECESSITIES

Besides office furniture and a computer, there are several other things your business needs:

A Business Phone

It’s possible that you’re one of the last people in America not to have a personal cell phone, but I doubt it. However, you may wish to consider obtaining a separate phone for your business, particularly if you expect to be dealing with corporate clients or if you plan to do a lot of interviews. If you purchase a separate business phone, you can claim the entire cost of that phone and phone service as a business expense. If, however, you use your personal phone or cell phone for business, you can only deduct the cost of each business call—and if you have unlimited calling, that means no deduction at all.

Another advantage of using a separate cell phone is that you can reserve it for business calls. By ensuring that no one uses this phone to contact you for personal reasons, you’ll greatly reduce the number of interruptions to your work. In addition, when you know that the only incoming calls should be from clients or business contacts, you can always answer your business phone professionally.

If you get a separate cell phone for business, consider an inexpensive no-contract phone, such as a TracFone. TracFone offers a wide range of smartphones, including reconditioned phones ranging from “free” to $30.

The Writer’s Market

For market research, there is still no substitute for the Writer’s Market, the most comprehensive annual guide to markets available. Published every fall by Writer’s Digest Books, it lists thousands of periodical markets, as well as book publishers, writing contests, and markets for other products such as greeting cards, screenplays and more. Listings include contact information, payment rates, rights, and what each publication seeks from writers.

The Writer’s Market comes in a basic edition (book only) and a “deluxe edition” (book plus access to an online market database, located at www.writersmarket.com). You can also sign up for the online version only, either by monthly subscription or for an annual fee. When researching markets, however, there’s nothing quite like being able to page through the book itself, marking interesting-looking publications.

Basic Writing Supplies

Every writing office needs a few basic supplies, including 20-pound white bond paper (or A4 paper if you’re outside the US), business-size mailing envelopes, 9" × 12" manila mailing envelopes, blank CDs and inexpensive flash drives for backups and submissions, pens, pencils, markers, paper clips, rulers, Post-it notes, and whatever other office items you feel you might need. If you expect to submit manuscripts by mail, invest in a supply of postage in various denominations, along with a small postage scale. Get a box of file folders and hanging folders for your filing cabinet. You’ll also need notepads, large and small. Large pads are great for jotting down interviews or research notes; small ones are good to keep by the computer and around the house to jot down ideas, reminders, to-do lists, and such.

Always keep a calendar in your office. If you want to track deadlines, consider a three-month calendar (available in office supply stores). You will probably find that you want some system of tracking assignments, appointments, interviews, deadlines, and such. Some writers use computerized schedulers; others prefer datebooks or day planners. There’s no “right way” to do this; there’s only the way that is right for you.

You can easily design a professional letterhead on your computer, then save it and use it as your template whenever you’re writing a business letter. Include your name, address, phone, email, and fax if you use one. Avoid cute logos like pens or parchments, and don’t use a “title” (like “author” or “freelance writer”). Here’s an example of a simple letterhead design:


Moira Allen

1234 Mystreet • Mytown, VA 20151

(XXX) 555–1234

editors@writing-world.com



I like to use a decorative (but not overly fancy) font for my name, and ordinary text for contact information. This example is reduced to fit the page size of this book; for an 8.5" × 11" sheet of paper, I use a 24-point font for the name and a 12-point font for the address.

OPTIONAL EXTRAS

There are several other office supplies that can be helpful, but are not immediately essential. Some are also growing less essential over time.

For example, there’s the fax machine. Some publishers do still use them. Very few writers do, however. If you want one, consider getting one that’s part of a printer/copier/scanner bundle. Fax machines are still useful for transmitting contracts, but if you have a scanner, you can send a signed contract back just as quickly by scanning it, saving it as a PDF or JPG, and emailing it to your editor as an attachment.

A stand-alone copier may also be a thing of the past. I recommend having a copier, but again, a three-in-one printer solves this problem. A flatbed scanner also works perfectly well as a copier. The only difference is that the scan must be saved to your computer first and then printed if you need a copy. But this also means that you retain an electronic copy of the document, which you can print as often as you need to. This is particularly useful for saving and printing clips.

An external hard drive is a wise addition to your computer peripherals. It’s a good means of transferring information from one computer to another (e.g., from desktop to laptop), and it also provides a means of backing up information so that if your computer suffers a catastrophic crash, your data won’t be lost. I keep a drive connected to my desktop at all times, and back up my work at the end of each day.

If your files don’t require a lot of memory, you can accomplish the same thing with a flash drive. These come in many sizes, up to 256 GB. (I’m told that even larger sizes are available, but 256 GB was the largest I was able to find on Amazon!) They’re also a good way to move information between computers or to carry information with you.

Another handy tool is a label maker. Once upon a time, most writers had typewriters, but today, these are rare. Unfortunately, it’s hard to address an envelope without one, unless you wish to write the address by hand, which doesn’t look professional. If you expect to submit queries and manuscripts by mail, this handy tool lets you print professional-looking labels with the touch of a button.

As I mentioned before, a scanner can be a useful addition to your office. A flatbed scanner is vital if you need to scan photos, artwork, or material from books; a sheetfed scanner is an excellent way to manage receipts and other documents. While three-in-one printers do include a scan function, a stand-alone scanner gives more flexibility and is easier to use.

Finally, you’ll want to stock your business bookshelf. In addition to the Writer’s Market, you’ll need a good dictionary. A thesaurus is also useful. If you plan to write technical, medical, or scientific articles, invest in appropriate dictionaries for those as well. Over time, you’ll probably collect some basic references on writing, from style guides to marketing books to how-to manuals (like this one).

Spend a few days setting up your writing space. Take time to get it just right. Make sure it is comfortable. Make it aesthetically as well as ergonomically pleasing. If you can afford to go beyond the merely functional, pick out a desk that appeals to you visually—a desk that says, “This is the desk of a writer!” Take time to determine the best arrangement for your equipment. Make sure everything is within easy reach. Then, leave it alone. Rearranging one’s workspace and reorganizing one’s files are two of the most common forms of procrastination. It feels like you’re working, but you’re not. Resist the temptation to keep tinkering with your space, and start writing. After all, the best tools in the world aren’t going to help you if you don’t use them!


CHAPTER 3

Making Time to Write

Another vital element you need to start a career as a freelance writer is time. If you’re wondering when you’ll ever find enough time to start writing, I have good news and bad news. The good news is that you’ll never have more time than you do right now. The bad news is . . . well, that is the bad news.

Time is never “found.” It can only be “made.” If you decide to wait until your kids are in school, or in college, or you quit your day job or retire, you could wait forever. The only way to make your writing dreams come true is to find ways to reallocate the time you have now.

MAKE A TIME BUDGET

People say “time is money.” More accurately, time is like money. We have only so much available, and must make choices about how and where to spend it.

Many writers feel uncomfortable spending time starting their career—a period when they may need to invest a lot of time and effort without a lot of immediate results. This start-up time is essential, however. It takes time to build your skills, sell that first article, develop a client base. If you sit down today and write your first query, it could be months before you receive a response, and still longer before you see your first check. But if you don’t, you’ll never see that check at all.

So think about time as something that, just like money, you need to budget. The first step in doing this is to determine where you’re already spending that time. One method is to purchase an appointment book that breaks the day into fifteen-minute segments. For two weeks, record where every block of your time goes—including eating, sleeping, even brushing your teeth. Be honest: if you spent an hour reading articles about the latest celebrity divorce, write it down. If you’re not sure how much time you spend on an activity, buy a timer that includes a count-up function. Start it when you begin an activity, and pause it when you take a break to do something else.

The results may surprise you. Do you ever have days when you feel you’ve been running from dawn to dusk, but have no idea what you actually did? A time log will help you discover where that time went. You may be surprised by how long certain tasks take, and how many unnoticed tasks nibble away at your hours. You may also find that you spend a lot of time on tasks that don’t mean as much to you as writing.

EXAMINE YOUR PRIORITIES

No matter what you’re doing today—working, raising a family, going to school—you have a full schedule. Making time to write means making tradeoffs. You may need to give something up in order to reallocate that time. To figure out what that might be, look at your time log and categorize your activities. Possible categories include:


• Tasks only you can perform. If you’re working or going to school, no one else can do that for you!

• Tasks that are essential. Dinner needs to be cooked, clothes need to be washed, and the dog has to be fed. One question you may need to ask, however, is whether those tasks have to be done by you. Often, we do things because they have become “our job”—and because we do them better than anyone else. No one else folds laundry as well as you do. But someone else could learn.

• Tasks you enjoy. Don’t give up everything you enjoy; that’s a sure way to burn out. If you feel you would lose something of value in your life by giving up an activity, include it in this category.

• Tasks you think you “should” do. Volunteer opportunities often fall into this category. So does being perpetually available to help out family and friends—particularly with things that family and friends could do for themselves. Certain types of housework may fall into this category; just because your grandmother ironed the sheets doesn’t mean you have to.

• Tasks someone else could perform. We often handle tasks for other family members that they could do for themselves. Your spouse can pull shirts out of the dryer and hang them up just as easily as you can. Someone else can feed the dog. Sometimes, delegating tasks not only frees time for you but enables others to become more responsible and independent.

• Tasks that take too much time. Did it really take three hours to do laundry or buy groceries? Why? We often lose time through distractions and make work without realizing it.

• Tasks that are purely recreational. Reading, television, computer games, and, more recently, social media all fall into this category. Don’t assume you have to give up all your recreations—but remember that if time is a budget, you may have to reallocate some of those resources.



ELIMINATE TIME WASTERS

We all have unrecognized habits, procrastination devices, and assumptions about things we “should” and “shouldn’t” do that waste our time. Here are some of the more common ones:


• Television. Record shows that come on when you could be writing, and watch them at other times. Skip commercials. If you watch shows just because other family members want to, let them watch their favorites without you. Some families watch three movies in a night: one for him, one for her, one for the kids. You could save hours by sharing a his-and-hers movie and letting the kids watch theirs alone. If you watch two hours of television a day, see if you can reduce it to one—even if that means splitting a movie over two nights. This change alone would give you seven hours of additional writing time per week!

• Mail and subscriptions. No law says that you have to open junk mail. Make a habit of tossing anything you don’t want and spend time only on mail that matters. Do you have a stack of magazines you never have time to read? Toss them and consider canceling those subscriptions. Do you need a daily paper, or could you get by with the weekend edition?

• Errands. Errands include travel time and “putting away” time when you get home. They also drain your energy. Try to combine as many errands as possible on a single trip. Schedule certain days of the week for errands, and devote the other days to writing.

• Chores. When it comes to chores, I’ve learned to ask, “Will this still get done if I don’t do it right now?” I know that sooner or later, I will empty the dryer or the dishwasher—but if I leave my computer now, I may not recapture that writing time. Another option (really!) is to hire help for the housecleaning. Finally, make sure other family members are doing their fair share.

• Social media. Writers say that social media is addictive—they plan to use it for promotion and find they’ve spent hours simply reading and commenting on other people’s posts. Spending two hours chatting with friends on Facebook or Snapchat is no different from spending two hours chatting on the phone. So ask yourself—if someone were to call you on the phone and ask for an hour of your time for chitchat, would you say yes?



LEARN TO MANAGE PROCRASTINATION

Notice that I didn’t say “don’t procrastinate.” There may be writers who never suffer from procrastination, but I’ve never met one, and I’m not one of them. I doubt you will be either.

Procrastination seems to be a basic part of the writing life. There’s a simple reason for that. Writing is a personal, often emotional process—and it is stressful. Those are your words people will be reading. You’re putting yourself out there, and it’s often hard not to feel that people will be judging what you write, and by extension, you. When something is stressful, we automatically try to avoid it, and we do that by finding things to do that are less stressful.

Deadlines are, of course, the best cure for procrastination, and real (external) deadlines are more effective than artificial deadlines. Any deadline, however, is better than nothing. For one thing, if you keep missing deadlines that you set for yourself, you’ll begin to see a pattern that needs to be addressed. Another helpful tool is to break projects into smaller tasks and focus on completing those. Instead of thinking, “I must complete this 2,000-word article by the end of the month,” think, “I need to get that interview by next week.”

Procrastination can stem from causes other than stress. You may find that you are attempting to create a writing schedule that doesn’t actually match your optimal work habits. Many articles tell us to spend a specific amount of time per day writing, or to always write at a certain time of day, or to always complete a certain number of words. Not every writer, however, gets up at dawn and writes 500 words before breakfast. In the morning, I am too restless to sit down at the computer; I want to handle my errands and the physical tasks of the day. After lunch, my physical energy is wearing down, but my mental energy is becoming more focused, and I’m ready to sit down. Pay attention to your work rhythms to determine whether you’re procrastinating, at least partly, because you’re trying to conform to a schedule that doesn’t match your natural work patterns.

Boredom is another common cause of procrastination. As a freelancer, you may often end up dealing with projects that don’t excite you. The longer these projects take, the less interested you’re likely to be—and the more interesting other projects (any other projects) start to appear. This can quickly lead to project-hopping, where you abandon Project A (temporarily, you tell yourself) to work a bit on Project B, from which you move to Project C, and so on. Eventually you can end up with a trail of unfinished projects in your wake. If you do find yourself project-hopping, recognize that this can be an indication that you’re bored—but hop back and forth (A to B to A again) rather than ever onward.

Another useful technique is to ask yourself which project will get done even if you put it off. If you have to choose between, say, emptying the dishwasher and finishing your article, remind yourself that, sooner or later, the dishwasher will get emptied, even if it isn’t done now. If you postpone the writing, however, it may not get done in time.

It may also be important to recognize that restlessness is not necessarily the same thing as procrastination. When my husband and I write, we find that we go through an “up and down” phase, where we tend to get up from the keyboard, pace, get coffee, go back and sit down, and repeat the process two or three times. Then—we find ourselves settled, and you can’t pry us loose with a crowbar.

Keep in mind that procrastination is not always a bad thing. I’ve found that when I absolutely can’t stop procrastinating on a project, my subconscious is trying to tell me something. When I take a closer look, I’ll find that I’ve written myself into a corner or lack vital information, or there is something wrong with my approach. Procrastination can be my mind’s way of telling me, “Don’t keep going down that road!”

Finally, don’t beat yourself up over procrastination. We all do it. The key is to manage it, and ensure that it is only a temporary disruption rather than a permanent derailment.

KEEP A TO-DO LIST

I’m a huge fan of to-do lists. I resisted them for years, never wanting to be the sort of person driven by lists. But now I consider them one of the handiest tools to help you become a more organized, efficient writer.

To-do lists can help you do many things, including:


1. Prioritize. When you’re juggling half-a-dozen tasks in your head, it’s difficult to decide which comes first. The simple act of writing tasks down enables you to view them from a different perspective. On paper, it’s easier to see that A is more important than C, while D should move to second place, F has been dragging on far too long, and B could certainly wait for another day.

Prioritizing your list can involve many factors. One is deadlines. If a task is due in two weeks, it’s likely to move to the top of your list. However, they aren’t the only priority. If you’ve been meaning to research a query for a high-paying market, that task might have no specific deadline, but every week you postpone it is another week away from an important career move. To-do lists also help identify tasks you’ve been procrastinating over, helping you boost them to the top of the list to get done once and for all.

2. Organize. My list doesn’t just include business tasks; it also covers the rest of my life. If I’m planning a party, knowing that part of my week will be spent running errands and cleaning will ensure that I don’t load up the list with a bunch of writing tasks that simply won’t get done.

Lists also enable you to assign time values to your tasks. Once you’ve written your list, you’ll immediately notice tasks that are going to require a lot of time, as opposed to tasks that can be done in a snap. I often find that short tasks (calls for information, follow-up emails, etc.) get postponed the longest. Moving quick-response tasks to the top of my list encourages me to get them done, adding to my week’s accomplishments without significantly cutting into my schedule.

That doesn’t mean you should always go for the shortest job first. Some quick tasks are important; others are trivial. Don’t focus on small tasks to the exclusion of larger, more important jobs!

3. Identify problems. When you start maintaining a list from week to week, you’ll soon notice those tasks that keep “sliding” from one week to the next. If this keeps happening, it’s an indication that you need to take a closer look at why you’re procrastinating on that project.

It could be that the task isn’t actually that important to you. It might seem like something you should do, or might like to do, but it never reaches top priority. If that’s why it keeps sliding, you might want to drop it from the list entirely, or postpone it to a later time.

Conversely, you may keep postponing a project because it is important. Often, the tasks we put off the longest are those most important to us—and also the most intimidating. If you feel unready or unwilling to tackle something significant, it will keep sliding until you’ve identified and dealt with the fears or concerns that are keeping you from tackling it.

4. Recognize achievements. To me, the best part of a to-do list is turning it into a “done” list. A list not only helps bring order to your schedule but also helps you identify exactly what you have done with your time. It helps you realize that you’ve achieved many, or even most, of your goals—instead of berating yourself for what you haven’t done.

Some folks laugh at the idea of writing something on your list simply to cross it off. I find, however, that making a note of something I’ve done, even if it wasn’t on the original list, helps me track achievements and identify where my time was spent. Then, if I’m not able to cross off all the original items on the list, seeing the new entry helps me understand why—and perhaps recognize that I achieved something even more important than I had originally planned.



Managing an Effective List

To achieve these benefits, it’s important to manage a to-do list effectively. Different people will have different ideas about how to do this, but here are some tips that can be applied to nearly any type of list:


1. It must be reasonable. A list that reads, “write my novel, clean the garage, develop lesson plans to home-school my daughter, achieve world peace” won’t help you accomplish anything. It will simply lead to frustration. Your list should include only those tasks you can genuinely hope to achieve within the time frame of the list.

This means distinguishing between “tasks” and “projects.” A “project” is the big picture. Writing a novel is a project; writing a chapter is a task. Some projects (“clean my desk”) are small enough to count as stand-alone tasks. Others need to be broken into smaller chunks. For example, writing a 2,000-word article may not seem that large a project, but it may need to be broken into smaller tasks, such as interviews (each interview being a separate task), research, outlining, writing the first draft, editing the draft, and so on. Each task should go on your list as a separate item.

2. It must be in line with your goals. Creating a to-do list doesn’t mean just jotting down a bunch of tasks for the day or week. It works best when combined with your long-term vision—the goals and achievements you wish to accomplish (see chapter 4). For example, let’s say you have the goal of setting up a website. This involves a number of steps, some of which must be done sequentially, some that can be done simultaneously. By adding those tasks to your list, you remain aware of where you are in the project and what needs to be done next, which keeps you on track toward your long-term goal while keeping specific tasks manageable.

3. It must have a defined time frame. I prefer weekly lists, because I find it easier to aim to achieve a task by the end of a week rather than trying to assign tasks to specific days. Others prefer daily lists, while others prefer to write lists for the month. Some even make lists for the year. Studies have actually shown that keeping a more flexible to-do list with a longer time frame (e.g., weekly or monthly rather than daily) can actually improve performance. Daily lists are too easily disrupted by unexpected events, whereas if your target is to achieve a particular task within a longer time frame, you don’t feel as if you’ve “failed” if you need to shift tasks around to different days.2

Some people keep separate lists for tasks vs. projects. A monthly list might include “write travel article” and “organize photos,” while the weekly list includes “conduct interviews” and “obtain photos from travel bureau.” The key is identifying what you wish to achieve within a specific time frame, not simply “whenever.”
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