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Who Should Read This E-Book
This is the guide we wish we had when we 
started freelancing. 

We had great work experiences, domain 
skills, and track records. We were also definitely 
committed to building an independent career. 
What else could we need? As it turns out… quite 
a bit!

Like many freelancers, we had a long road 
filled with successes, failures, and lots of 
learning ahead of us.

It took many years and projects to figure out 
how to run a successful business. As we talked 
to other freelancers who were just starting out 
or several years into their journey, we saw them 
struggling with many of the same aspects — 
from pricing projects to creating good contracts 
to getting paid on time.

As we talked to more freelancers, we realized 
that many of the challenges (and best practices 
of freelancing) were universal, regardless of your 
location or skill set. It didn’t matter if you were 
a graphic designer in Los Angeles or a developer 
in Sydney or a videographer in Berlin. Everyone 
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5Introduction

struggled with similar problems, and the most 
successful freelancers came to the same tried 
and true solutions.

The second major realization was that the 
most successful freelancers weren’t necessarily 
the best at their craft, whether it be design or 
coding. They were the best at running a business. 

Freelancers spend a ton of time honing 
their craft, but relatively little on learning how 
to successfully run a business — such as the 
complex or mundane tasks of finding clients, 
managing a workflow, getting paid on time, 
and stabilizing your cash flow. These are things 
that newer freelancers don’t know how to do, 
don’t want to do, or often aren’t very good at 
doing. But these critical skills hold back many 
incredible freelancers from huge successes.

The purpose of this e-book is to cover that 
other set of skills. It’s an introduction, rather 
than a comprehensive overview, and much of 
the benefit you’ll get will be in applying these 
lessons as well as learning from and adapting 
to your particular market or experiences. While 
it will be most helpful to newer freelancers, it 
can be equally helpful to those with experience 
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looking to boost their business. The best 
business practices should be revisited over and 
over throughout a career.

It’s also not meant to be read chronologically. 
Feel free to read it straight through, or to jump 
around to the chapters that are most interesting 
and relevant to you. So, whether you’re just 
starting out or an experienced freelance, we 
hope this book provides you with some new 
strategies to start or grow your successful 
freelance business.
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Why You Should (and Shouldn’t) 
Freelance
Many people think they should start freelancing 
as a designer if they love designing. That’s 
absolutely true, but that’s only 50% of the 
answer. The other 50% is that you must love 
running a business, or least know that that will 
be a significant part of your time and effort. 

Understanding that at the end of the day 
you’re essentially starting a small business is one 
of the most important realization for freelancers 
to make. It can take awhile to really sink in, but 
once it does, it will change the way you think 
about your freelancing and put you on a path to 
success.

Why is that the case? Consider the differences 
between a full-time job and freelancing. At a 
full-time job, you only have to be good at one 
thing, such as designing. Your company has a 
marketing team that brings in clients, customer 
support that services them, a legal expert 
to make sure the company is protected, an 
accounting team that makes sure the money 
flows in the right direction at the right time, and 
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so on. If something is going wrong in accounting, 
for example, there are managers there to fix 
the problem and an executive team to oversee 
it. And each person in each department is a 
specialist in their job. 

As a freelancer, it’s all on you. You may not 
have to be an expert in everything, but you 
certainly need to oversee it. If something goes 
wrong, it won’t get fixed until you fix it. You 
cannot ignore problems hoping they’ll go away.

Summary: people get into freelancing for 
many reasons: to have more flexibility in their 
day-to-day life, to earn more, to set their own 
schedule, etc. Those are all fine and valid, as long 
as you realize that, in becoming a freelancer, 
you’re becoming a small business owner.

https://www.hellobonsai.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=freelance-guide&utm_medium=in-footer
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The Road(s) Less Traveled: Paths 
to Freelancing
There are several different paths to get into 
freelancing, each with their own benefits and 
risks. Which path you choose will be determined 
by your goals, timeline, risk tolerance, and 
experience.

If your goal is not to become a full-time 
freelancer, but rather to do it part-time on nights 
or weekends, you will face many fewer risks. 
There are many reasons to want to do this, from 
a desire to learn new skills in a practical manner 
to wanting to earn a little extra income. Having 
a full time job will provide you a nice margin of 
safety in case you’re not able to find consistent 
projects, or you end up with a few bad (learning) 
experiences where clients don’t pay on time. On 
the flip side, having that margin of safety can 
put less pressure on you to actually build the 
business and allow you to be laxer in building 
up expertise and a process around running that 
freelance business.

If your goal is to become a full-time 
freelancer, congrats! Setting your mind to it 
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is the first step in an exciting journey towards 
independence. However, being thoughtful and 
deliberate in your approach will save you much 
time and headache down the road. 

Often the best case scenario is to start with 
a full-time job and a clear, deliberate plan to 
go freelance. Now, the actual timeline of that 
plan may vary based on personal factors, but 
committing to a time to go 100% freelance is 
an important mental milestone. It will force 
you to be serious about building up your initial 
base of clients and your business process in the 
meantime.

https://www.hellobonsai.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=freelance-guide&utm_medium=in-footer
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You can’t freelance without clients. Clients are 
the most important part of any freelancer’s 
lifecycle and getting them is often the most 
challenging aspect to new freelancers. Many 
will face a “chicken and egg” problem: it’s hard 
to get clients without a portfolio or network 
of references, but it’s also hard to build those 
without clients! It’s a challenging problem, but 
one that’s very solvable.

It’s important to note that where and how 
you find clients will change over time, but it’s 
important to always be diversified! Just like it’s 
bad to rely on one or two clients for all your work, 
it’s bad to rely on a single source, whether it’s 
an online marketplace, your own network, or 
someplace else.

Online Marketplaces
There are so many online marketplaces and job 
boards for freelancers. (The numbers seem to 
be growing each week!) They can have a bad 
reputation among freelancers, especially the 
largest and most well-known sites like Upwork — 
which have a “race to the bottom” dynamic. Like 
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most things, online marketplaces are neither 
wholly bad or good. They depend on how you use 
them.

For freelancers just starting out, online 
networks can be a great place to build up a 
portfolio, gain experience, and start building 
relationships with clients. Since you get constant 
exposure to a large number of clients, you also 
will quickly get a sense of how sophisticated or 
unsophisticated clients are — as well as how they 
think about price and value.

The other nice thing about working on most 
online marketplaces is that it’s like a business 
with training wheels. The marketplace will take 
on a lot of the work of managing a project for 
you. They can handle everything from contracts 
and payments all the way to actually finding you 
work, vetting the clients, and ensuring payment 
at milestones. The marketplace experience can 
be a great intro for new freelancers to focus their 
time and energy on improving their craft instead 
of on managing clients or their business.

For all the benefits, there are two major 
downsides to online marketplaces doing this 
work for you. The first is that the marketplace 
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will take a percent of your earnings, depending 
on how much of the process they handle for 
you. This percent can be worth it early on, but 
— as you build up experience and a network — 
you’ll want to keep a greater percentage of your 
earnings. The other major downside of relying 
on one or a few networks is risk: you’re “putting 
all your eggs in one basket.” Again, as a new 
freelancer, you likely don’t have a lot of choices 
and need to get most of your work from a single 
place. But as you gain experience, it’s important 
to start diversifying your work. 

Diversification is important for several 
reasons. First, remember that you don’t control 
your own work on these marketplaces. Those 
businesses can and do arbitrarily change their 
policies in a way that negatively affects your 
business, such as by raising rates, reducing your 
leads, or even deactivating your profile entirely. 
Second, a key part of long-term freelance 
success is experimentation: trying out new client 
segments, new pricing structures, new services, 
etc. If you only get work from one network, it can 
be hard to get a representative sample. 
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Personal Networks and Referrals
Client referrals are a high-quality but often 
underutilized, channel to find work. If a 
client has loved working with you in the past, 
the chances are good that they know other 
businesses similar to theirs and that some of 
those businesses need similar services. You can 
take several different strategies to getting client 
referrals, from constantly keeping your existing 
clients updated on your skills, most recent work, 
and availability (See our “Communication” 
chapter) to explicitly asking them for referrals.

A huge benefit of client referrals is that 
they’re often pre-vetted. The client won’t be a 
stranger off the internet, but rather a person that 
is known by someone you’ve already worked 
with successfully. This pre-vetting, along with 
the social pressure to not wrong someone who 
was recommended by an acquaintance, can help 
avoid (or at least reduce) the likelihood of any 
problems.

Social Media
Using platforms like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
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or even Instagram can be an easy way to network 
with other freelancers. Most all professionals 
(including future clients) are fond of at least 
one of these channels, and you’re more likely to 
come across those with common interests that 
you would never meet, otherwise. One of the 
biggest benefits of using social media network is 
that it’s low-cost. Setting up an account is free, 
and there’s no need to advertise when using it 
to engaging in natural conversations with your 
professional peers. (It’s far more affordable 
than rubbing elbows in person at an expensive 
networking conference!)

The downside to social media is that it is 
very difficult to break through the noise. Your 
messages, no matter how on-point they are, will 
be competing for eyeballs with cat memes and 
those “marketers” who spend 40 hours a week 
or more creating, refining, and promoting their 
own business messages. Unless you are very 
well-known in your field, it won’t likely be a huge 
source of leads for you. To maximize the positive 
effects social media can have on your client 
roster, be sure you stay positive, professional, 
and mindful of each social message you send 
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out. At the very least, make sure your profiles are 
updated with a link to your portfolio.

Your Portfolio
Your portfolio is an essential tool to creating a 
platform for your work and experience. It plays 
a vital role in marketing your talents, but it’s not 
a silver bullet for getting new clients. Just like 
social media, it’s a must-have for being relevant 
but unlikely on its own to bring in a bunch of 
new clients. While it can convert an uncertain 
prospect or convince an existing client to have 
you take on bigger roles, it is still up to you 
to drive attention to it and make sure that it 
answers all the questions they have about how 
you can solve their problem.

We’ll go into some do’s and don’ts for making 
sure your portfolio accurately represents the 
value you bring in the next section.

Money Gigs vs. Portfolio Gigs
Whether you’re a novice or experienced 
freelancer, you’ll probably bump into a dilemma 
often: differentiating between work that you do 
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for money, and work that you do to put in your 
portfolio. There’s an overlap, but there are some 
differences. What are they?

We all need to eat, have a nice place to live 
and work, and — if we’re able — have a bit left 
over to do fun stuff that we enjoy, too. At the 
same time, we also have to curate a collection of 
work to show future clients so we can win more 
work. Sometimes it can be a catch-22 deciding 
what jobs to take on and which are going to help 
us most.

When you get into the position of choosing 
what to work on, think about which will net 
you the biggest return on your investment. 
For example, if you do a project that’s mind-
numbing but brings in a lot of cash, that cash 
can give you some breathing room not to take on 
new clients while you work on original ideas or 
develop your skills.

Vice versa, maybe you find a client that 
doesn’t have a lot to spend, but you know that 
you’ll be able to produce some killer work and — 
in turn — attract some bigger clients.

Ultimately, it comes down to setting priorities. 
There’s a grey area the size of the Grand Canyon 
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here, and part of becoming a pro is learning to 
know when to pick A or B. Earmarking certain 
work as an investment in a specific thing can be 
a big help. Be clear to yourself defines a money 
gig vs. a portfolio gig, and be clear about the 
reasons for each. When you blindly take on work 
to take on work, you run the risk of removing the 
value of that work from your future self.

https://www.hellobonsai.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=freelance-guide&utm_medium=in-footer
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Branding and marketing yourself is a hugely 
under-appreciated aspect of freelancing. There’s 
a common misconception that “if you build it, 
they will come.” Many professionals mistakenly 
believe that if you keep doing good work and 
make sure your portfolio stays updated, then the 
work will start flowing in. Unfortunately, that’s 
not often the case. You need to be much more 
deliberate about how and what you show. This 
may not come naturally to many people, but it’s 
important to getting ahead as a freelancer. 

One of the best ways to be successful, with 
a full client roster at all times, is to always be 
marketing. It may sound cliché, but there really 
isn’t a time in your freelance career when you 
shouldn’t be aware of how to introduce yourself, 
sell, or upsell your work. While it may not always 
“feel” like you are marketing, you should be 
aware that the potential is always truly there. 

Take a look at the following questions to 
familiarize yourself with the most what a 
marketing mindset look like, and how you can 
use it to identify the best way to bring in clients 
on a regular basis for your business.
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What is your focus?
Not every client is a good client. In fact, many of 
us got into freelancing because we grew weary of 
working with nightmare clients or with outdated 
processes that didn’t make sense for our overall 
careers. That’s why identifying the perfect client 
is so important. You can’t know who to market to 
if you’re not sure who you want to work with in 
the first place.

What type of clients you cater to and how 
you present yourself to them is one of the most 
underappreciated aspects of a freelancer’s work 
strategy. That’s because many freelancers think 
they should try to be everything to everyone or 
that they should try to make their addressable 
market as wide as possible. That may be a good 
strategy starting out when you need to develop 
a portfolio and get experience. However, as you 
get more experience and desire bigger things for 
your freelance business, narrowing your focus is 
often much better. 

Why should you specialize? By defining the 
types of work you don’t do and the kind of clients 
you won’t work with, the more attractive you will 
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become to clients who fit your criteria. There’s 
something about being somewhat unattainable, 
special, and in-demand that appeals to the 
marketplace. In addition to the amazing brand 
power that specialization creates, there is the 
added benefit of money. 

Because not everyone can do that special 
type of work you’ve focused on, you can increase 
your rates to reflect that. There are thousands 
upon thousands of designers. There aren’t as 
many designers with experience in a very small 
segment focused on a particular industry with a 
mastery of very specialized software, however. 
As you niche down and create a small circle of 
what you do amazingly well, you can ask for what 
you want – and get it!

There’s also the advantage of a memorable 
USP. “Unique selling proposition” is the one 
thing that you do – and no one else can. If you tie 
in your specialty to a unique background or work 
experience, you’ve now made a one-of-a-kind 
selling point that no one else can match. That’s a 
valuable way to position yourself in what can be 
a highly competitive marketplace. 

For maximum value, make sure that you 
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position yourself at the intersection of your 
skills and passions and interest, keeping in mind 
that there needs to be enough demand for that 
specific expertise and you must be able to grow 
it as you get further into your career. If your 
unique expertise is in a new and growing field 
that will need more freelancers over the next 
decade or so, that’s an excellent market to serve 
with your talents. 

Building a portfolio that works
A portfolio is a non-negotiable part of getting 
new clients. Anyone interested in your services 
will want to see examples of the type of work 
you do and the quality you provide. One 
common mistake freelancers make, however, 
(and especially designers) is to showcase with 
other freelancers or designers in mind. In truth, 
the client is the one that you need to impress. 
Because they are the one interested in hiring 
you, they can’t likely design and may know 
little about the process. Use the important 
opportunity to build your portfolio from a client 
perspective, making sure that you are adapting 
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your marketing to suit their specific needs.
These common tips for developing a portfolio 

are based on the goal of drawing client interest. 
Below are some common tips for developing 

a portfolio that draws client interest.

Explain the Objectives of Each Project
For potential clients to evaluate your work, 
they must know what the original client of a 
project asked you to do. Prospective clients put 
themselves in the shoes of your past clients and 
want to see if you’ll get them the same results. 
By explaining what objectives and constraints 
you had in past projects, you’ll better equip 
prospective clients to do this. You may also help 
them to ask for the correct objectives when 
hiring you!

Talk About Your Process
Don’t just show screenshots without context. 
Clients want to know how you think and the 
process of everything you do. Explaining your 
work demonstrated how you could potentially 
approach their unique problem. They’re not 
hiring you for some images or HTML/CSS; 
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they’re hiring you to help solve an issue or 
answer a question.

Show Your Value
The key thing to remember is that clients aren’t 
hiring you to design. Remember that they are 
always looking to solve that problem! Use your 
portfolio to mention the value of your work. How 
did a project help a client? What measurable 
results did they see? What was the perceived ROI 
(return on investment?) It’s not enough to say 
that a client received XYZ project, prospective 
clients need to know the value of what you 
delivered.  

For example, you could say, after launching, 
my client acquired 100,000 sign-ups on the 
landing page I built, or improved their user 
retention by 55% and increased revenue by 20%. 
The client will think that, if you had a concrete 
benefit for someone else, you could do the same 
for them.

Client Testimonials
Social proof is critical. If a client has never heard 
of you, it’s difficult for them to judge the value 
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you can bring. Sure, you can show them work 
you’ve done in the past, but the more you can 
have a client ‘speak’ for themselves, the better. 
Include a picture of the client and a snippet of 
text describing how awesome it was to work 
with you. Include recommendations you have 
received on your LinkedIn profile to place on a 
dedicated testimonial page. Use screenshots 
of tweets, comments, or Facebook likes from 
clients to create buzz for the work you’ve shared 
on social media.
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(Radical) Ways to 
Rethink Your Pricing
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It’s common for freelancers to struggle with 
setting their rate. Often their current rate is 
some mix of what they’ve heard from other 
freelancers and what they charged past clients. 
This isn’t exactly wrong, but you can certainly do 
much better.

The most successful freelancers eventually 
discover value-based pricing, and it changes 
their business. Value-based pricing is based on 
the value (or benefit) you provide the client. It 
sounds simple on the surface but can take some 
practice to master. At first, most freelancers 
struggle with value-based pricing because they 
still think of themselves through the lens of 
full-time employment. They mistakenly assume 
that the client is paying an hourly rate (often 
calculated from an annual salary) to “do stuff.” 
Not moving beyond this mindset, however, can 
be costly.

Remember, as a freelancer; you’re not getting 
paid for your employment. You’re not even 
getting paid to produce some code or a logo. 
No, you’re getting paid to solve a problem for 
the client. Let that sink in. What is the value of 
their problem being solved? The client isn’t 
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hiring you to build a landing page because they 
want a landing page, they want to convert more 
of their visitors. They’re not hiring you to build 
an Android app; they’re hiring you to help grow 
their user engagement through new platforms.

So what does that mean for your pricing? 
Well, first, you need to find your minimum 
price. This price is the bare minimum amount 
of money you’ll need to survive. We’ll cover this 
in a separate lesson, but this is essentially what 
you need to make in a given period to pay your 
rent/mortgage, tuition, healthcare, food, etc. 
Everything above that is “profit.” 

So, how much above that can you charge?
To answer this question, we’ll need to get 

back to the value-oriented mindset. Through 
conversations with the client, you should ask 
questions to understand the project’s context: 
what problem are they trying to solve and 
why, and how does it fit into their company’s 
priorities. While this value-focus can be your 
little trick, it can also be helpful to make the 
client aware of it. Remind them, for example, 
that you’re not just building a landing page, but 
helping them to convert more visitors to users. 

https://www.hellobonsai.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=freelance-guide&utm_medium=in-footer


33Chapter 3

Ask them to consider how valuable the problem 
you’re solving is, and to think of your rate in the 
context of that.

Keep in mind that this won’t work for 
every client. Clients who get this value-based 
approach are generally the good ones that you 
want to establish a close working relationship 
over the length of your career. A client not 
understanding this approach will generally raise 
a red flag since what they’re looking for is cut-
rate work.

Just like your business itself, your pricing 
should constantly be evolving through a series 
of experiments. Don’t be afraid to try to test 
a rise in prices or a new structure you think 
could bring in more or steadier income. The 
worst case scenario is that a client says “no”. 
Each piece of feedback from a client, whether 
positive or negative, is a piece of data you can 
use to improve your business in the future – and 
possibly ask for more money!

Should you work for free?
You’ve probably asked yourself this question 
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before, either because you really wanted a 
project, or because a client asked you. So, should 
you work for free (or close to it)?

You’ve probably heard strong opinions 
for both sides. As with most aspects of the 
freelancing lifestyle, there’s no black-and-
white, right-or-wrong answer. It’s important 
to understand both sides and make a choice 
that works for you. Don’t be ignorant about 
the consequences, but don’t let someone else 
dictate what you do. What works for someone 
else may not ever work for you.

Why you shouldn’t work for free
First, the key argument against working for free 
is one you’ll hear a lot in your career. Those who 
hate it argues that it devalues the work that 
you’re creating and it can also devalue the work 
of others in your freelance niche. Why would a 
client pay for a 500-word blog post if people are 
willing to do it for free? By setting your rates to 
nothing, you can make it difficult to earn a living 
in the future, while dragging down the industry 
at the same time.

Essentially, freelancing for free devalues your 
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time and talent. It’s like unpaid overtime, or — at 
its worst — turning up at the office every day and 
not getting paid at the end of the month. You’ll 
find that your time can often be spent much 
more productively, whether it’s taking care of 
admin tasks, learning new skills, or pitching for 
new clients who are prepared to reward you for 
your efforts.

Why you should work for free
Although it’s not often, there are times when 
freelancing for free is about more than money. It 
might give you valuable exposure to a particular 
audience, to develop skills in a type of work you 
want to do more of, or to get your foot in the 
door with the promise of paid work to come. It’s 
just important to be clear that working for free 
is the exception rather than the rule, and be very 
upfront with yourself about why you’re doing it.

If you’re just getting started, taking on a 
limited number of unpaid projects can be a 
useful way of initiating relationships, getting 
your name out there, and building up a portfolio. 
Have a look online, and you’ll find plenty of 
examples of people who have benefited from 
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taking on free gigs.
Free projects can also give you the 

opportunity to work on something you’re 
particularly passionate about doing. 
Contributing your skills to a charity organization, 
for example, can be just as fulfilling as 
volunteering in other ways. And, of course, if 
your brother or sister wants help with wedding 
materials, there’s no reason to demand the 
going market rate.

These are just a few brief examples, but judge 
each situation on its own merits. As always, 
make sure both you and your client are clear 
on the parameters of the project, because 
unexpected additions to the job are even more 
galling when you’re not getting anything back at 
the end of it.
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The sooner you accept that a significant chunk 
of your freelance time will be spent dealing with 
invoicing and payments, the more prepared 
you’ll be to handle them appropriately and 
promptly. The truth about asking for money is 
that it is harder to get paid when more time has 
passed. If you want to be sure you get 100% of 
your client payments, having a process in place 
to collect them seamlessly is key. If you make it 
hard for clients to pay, they just might not.

Established freelancers know that the 
following strategies can greatly impact your 
accounts receivable and result in a higher 
percentage of on-time payments!

Understand why payments aren’t 
being made
As freelancers, it’s easy for us to assume we 
didn’t get paid because a client is “bad.” They 
don’t value us, we think, or they are devious and 
never planned on paying. The reality is much 
less sinister (and easy to solve). Understand the 
reasons for late payments before you start work 
on a project, and anticipate that they may occur. 
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Then write those terms in your contract before 
you begin so that there is a solution already in 
place.

Why Clients Don’t Pay
 Despite your best efforts, sometimes people 
don’t pay up. Why might a client pay late? Here 
are some common issues:

Their accounting department didn’t get 
the invoice 
Solve this problem by knowing up front who 
gets your invoice and any relevant info you 
might need to include. (Do you need a Purchase 
Order number? Is there a special code needed 
to indicate your project? Are dates necessary? 
What special information is needed to process 
each invoice?) Ask about things like W-9’s which 
should be on file at each client. Know if they will 
need bank account info for direct deposits, for 
example.

You made it difficult to pay
Do you only accept PayPal? Are you not able to 
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take U.S. payments? Do you charge excessive 
fees to process credit cards? These are all 
good questions to ask before you start work. 
Remember that you want to make paying you 
as easy as clicking a button. If an accounting 
department has to jump through hoops to make 
payment, they may decide to set the task aside 
for later, making your chances of payment much 
lower.

You didn’t communicate
What are your expectations for payment? Do 
you need payment upon receipt? If you have a 
request for half up front and half upon delivery, 
make sure they know this (and it is in the 
contract.) Perhaps you think they haven’t paid 
on time, but they aren’t even aware that the due 
date has come and gone. Over-communicate 
the terms of your agreement to make sure these 
mistakes don’t ever happen.

You don’t understand payment types
Did you know that traditional EFT (electronic 
funds transfers) can take up to 2-3 business 
days? Did you know that your bank can choose 
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to hold anything above $200 for confirmation 
before releasing it to you? There is quite the 
difference in how fast you can get your hands 
on payment made through credit card vs. check, 
and even if the client pushes the big red “pay” 
button, you may not see it for up to a week. 
Know how each payment type works, and give 
allowances for each. International clients will 
have even more of a delay for most payments, as 
well.

The Best Way to Ensure Payment
The most useful tip for making sure you don’t 
spend an enormous amount of time and talent 
on a project – only to get no payment – is to 
work and bill in milestones. There are several 
advantages to this method, but here are the 
most common:

You can stop when you want
If a client refused payment or gives you a bad 
check, you can finish up your existing milestone 
and refuse work on the next until things get 
rectified. Since payment coordinates directly 
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with each stage in the project, you are protected 
to a degree. You will never be out more than one 
milestone’s worth of work if the client abandons 
you at any point in the project. (Since the most 
valuable milestones are near the end, such as file 
delivery, there is a big incentive for payments to 
resume if they want anything of value from you.) 
This is a major way to reduce risk in your work on 
any project.

You can demonstrate value
Often, it’s hard for the client to see all that you 
do when you send them a final file of your work. 
By using milestones, you not only make sure 
you get paid for every step of the way, but you 
are also ensuring that they understand all the 
steps involved. When they make a payment for a 
milestone, they are acknowledging what you did, 
and they slowly realize a perceived value that 
can grow over time.

It’s easier to swallow
If you quote a client thousands of dollars for a 
project, they may gulp and disappear. It’s hard 
for small businesses and start-ups, especially, to 
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fork out the big bucks for even the best work. By 
breaking up your work – and the resulting fees 
– into manageable chunks, it gives the client 
time and perspective to make payments that are 
more in line with their budget. Just like those as-
seen-on-TV commercials, presenting the option 
of “four payments of $1,250” seems so much 
better than a huge bill for $5,000. While you are 
doing this for your protection, they may see it as 
an easy way for them to pay and make a budget.

Perspective is a major component of getting 
paid on time. If a client thinks you are easy to 
pay and thoroughly feels a value from working 
with you, they will be delighted to hand over 
the check. That doesn’t mean that there won’t 
be outliers who try to take advantage. With 
these tactics, however, your loss (if any) will be 
minimal, even when dealing with bad players.
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You may have believed that contracts are only 
something that big businesses and corporations 
have to deal with regularly. In fact, becoming 
a freelancer is one of the quickest ways to 
submerge yourself in the world of contracts, and 
they can quickly overwhelm someone who has 
never had to create, read, or sign one before! 
It’s true that contracts can be one of the most 
complex and confusing parts of any project – 
especially if you’re brand new to how they work. 
They are also one of the most important details 
of freelancing and a sign that you are truly 
making it as a business owner.

Why You Need a Contract for 
Every Project
First, it’s important not to think of contracts 
as arbitrary, incomprehensible formalities. 
Contracts are the foundation of your 
relationship with the client. A contract should 
clearly define the client’s expectations of 
you and your expectations of them, as well 
as what happens in these various scenarios. 
They take out assumptions, misperceptions, 
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and misunderstandings. They also keep you 
from experience the dreaded scope creep – a 
common problem for today’s freelancer.

Contracts are just tools. They set clear 
expectations with your client upfront, and help 
structure the relationship. A good contract 
should make it clear what happens in different 
scenarios, including when things go both right 
and wrong. A carefully written agreement will 
ensure everyone is on the same page about the 
project and helps prevent issues of nonpayment.

Many freelancers think the contract is 
protection against non-payment, and that if they 
a client doesn’t pay they can use the contract 
to take them to court. While that is a possibility, 
it will likely to be more time-consuming and 
expensive than it’s actually worth to pursue 
legal proceedings against a late or non-paying 
client. (There are also other, more efficient ways 
to collect money – which will be discussed later 
on.) Contracts, in reality, are most valuable as 
part of a screening process, in weeding out bad 
clients and setting clear expectations before any 
nonpayment issues can ever arise.

Contracts can also help by providing structure 
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and organization to a project, which along 
with good organization, helps avoid the small 
mistakes that create problems with clients. It’s 
easy to see where you are on a project when you 
have a well-written contract and scope of work 
to refer to in difficult situations.

Lastly, a contract can make you seem more 
professional to a client. While it is possible 
to agree upon terms from a simple phone 
conversation or email, sending a legally-binding 
document shows that you take your business 
seriously and that you expect your clients to do 
the same. This is a small gesture that goes a long 
way in the very competitive world of freelancing. 

What Your Contract Must Have
Contracts help define the client’s expectations 
of you and your expectations of them, as well 
as what happens in various scenarios. But what 
should actually go into your contracts? They can 
be much simpler than you think. The most basic 
and effective contracts should include these 
core components at the very least:
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Work Scope
The basis of the entire contract, it should go 
beyond “Helping Acme Inc design a website.” 
If something can be questioned, stretched, or 
interpreted to your disadvantage, take the time 
to clarify it now, in the contract phase. The sad 
truth is that many freelancers lose precious 
hours (and earning opportunities) due to lack 
of clarification in contracts. Imprecise work 
scopes lead to mismatched expectations, which 
quickly lead to scope creep and even late or no 
payments. 

Do you want to avoid those difficult 
conversations where you disagree with the client 
on what your fee covers? Nip those issues in the 
bud by being overly precise in your work scope. 
It’s as important to include what you will do as 
what you won’t. This is especially important in 
the very common case of when work is technical 
but your clients are not. As they may not fully 
understand what goes on below the surface, it’s 
up to you to lay it out and create those healthy 
boundaries that make client relationships thrive. 
Have a call to review the scope of your work, 
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then make those expectations explicit in your 
contract.

Payment
This is obviously an important clause, perhaps 
the you don’t work for free, and it also strongly 
relates to work scope. In addition to how much 
you’ll get paid, be very clear about how you’ll get 
paid, when you’ll get paid, and what happens if 
the client pays late. 

Many large companies typically pay you 
30 to 90 days after you invoice them (called 
Net 30/90 terms). Sometimes you can get the 
client to budge on that, but even if you can’t, 
be upfront what their payment policy is. If 
they refuse to budge on that, you can use it as 
leverage to get other terms you want. Be sure 
to also cover if the payment will come via check 
or some form of electronic payment, and what 
recourse (if any) you have for late payments. If 
you plan on charging a late fee, for example, this 
usually needs to be mentioned upfront – in the 
contract – rather than as an addendum on an 
invoice. 
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Intellectual Property
First, let’s get the legalese out of the way. 
Intellectual property is defined as: Creations 
of the mind such as inventions, literary works, 
artistic works, designs, symbols, names, and 
images used in commerce. Being explicit about 
this in your contract is critical, regardless of how 
big or small the work or client is. It’s all about 
establishing ownership of the rights to what you 
create for the client. Since you are a creative, 
your work is your brand, your assets, and your 
business. Guard your creations carefully through 
contracts that value them and assert the 
rights you are entitled when providing creative 
services.

Generally, in the US, copyright belongs to 
whoever created the work (likely, you). That 
means you have two options: you can transfer 
the work to the client (called “work for hire”), or 
allow the client to use your work with a license. 
What’s standard practice varies across industries 
and geographies, so talk to other freelancers 
to see what’s best for you. Understanding 
intellectual property (IP) rights should be at the 
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top of your to-do list because it could mean the 
difference between getting paid and getting 
PAID.

One important thing to note: if you’re giving 
the client ownership of the intellectual property, 
make sure it doesn’t transfer until the client 
pays their bill in full. This provides you extra 
protection against non-payment and gives you 
extra leverage in getting paid. You should also 
include language in the contract that dictates 
what’s included in the final product. Are your 
notes and mock-ups theirs, as well? Are they 
entitled to all versions of your work – or just the 
final rendering? Don’t leave these details to 
chance. 

Remember, contracts are tools for setting 
proper expectations, and these three areas 
represent the overwhelming sources of 
disagreement. Make sure you read those first 
in any contract and make sure they’re detailed 
and explicit about what happens in all scenarios, 
good and bad.
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A Freelancer’s Guide to 
Intellectual Property
IP (Intellectual Property) is important because, 
by giving away the right to what you have 
created — even if you were paid for the work of 
designing it —, you could be giving away future 
benefits as well.

Imagine that you were a freelance designer 
hired by Nike back in the day to produce an 
advertising campaign. In a stroke of genius, you 
came up with the now world-famous swoosh 
and incorporated it into your design. Now, even 
though Nike paid you for your work, you still own 
the rights to said swoosh and could, conceivably, 
incorporate it into other designs (for other 
companies) and make money off of it again. 
If Nike wanted to use the swoosh exclusively, 
they would need to compensate you for (i.e., 
purchase) the intellectual property rights for 
your design.

Can you see how much (of your) money could 
be lost if you aren’t attentive to intellectual 
property rights? Imagine if you could have 
gotten even just a penny every time Nike put 
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that swoosh on something. How much money 
do you think you would have made by now (even 
at just one cent per printing)? Can you see the 
difference between getting paid and getting 
PAID?

But just because IP rights are outlined in 
the U.S. Constitution doesn’t mean you’re 
automatically covered when you take on a 
freelance contract. Most clients strive for 
“exclusive and indefinite” use of the IP, and most 
freelancing websites like Upwork grant them 
this privilege. By agreeing to the service terms 
of a third-party website, you are giving up your 
intellectual property rights for whatever you 
create.

If you are a freelancer who deals directly 
with a client, don’t assume you’re intellectual 
property rights are safe. Businesses may have 
more legal say in the matter than you realize. So 
what’s the solution?

As we’ve mentioned many times before, you 
should always freelance with a contract. The 
contract is your best weapon against losing your 
intellectual property rights. Depending on the 
situation, you can stipulate any of various means 
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with which the client can use your intellectual 
property.

For example, you could sell it to them 
outright. You could grant them the right to use 
your “thing” for a limited amount of time while 
you still retain ownership. (An example of this 
would be a guest blog post with your name on 
it). Or you could grant them the right to use your 
“thing” for a limited time and for an additional 
fee or percentage. The options are endless and 
can be adapted to the individual situation.

At the very least, a general statement as to 
intellectual property ownership should always be 
included. Additional language can (and should) 
be added allowing for the sale of said rights 
should the need arise. That way, you’re covered 
should the client want to purchase the rights - 
you can then draft language that gets you what 
you want for your work.

So don’t leave money on the table and don’t 
give away your work for a song. Protect your IP 
by using a contract that outlines who owns what. 
Once you get the hang of it, you’ll wonder why 
you didn’t do it sooner.
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For some, the allure of being a freelancer is that 
you get to be your own boss. You can set hours, 
decide what projects you’ll take, and determine 
how and when you speak with other people. If 
you have a somewhat independent spirit and like 
to handle things on your own, it’s a lifestyle that 
can suit your personality well.

Where freelancers get into trouble is when 
they think they can continue to be a solo artist 
throughout their career. In truth, the best 
freelancers have determined early on that the 
more of a team player you become, the more 
money you can make. Perhaps the best way to 
show that you are on the same side as your client 
– and willing to work together – is through your 
communication skills. Whether you design or 
develop, you’ll also need to learn how to write 
and speak relatively well to make it as a small 
business owner. Saying what you mean in the 
best way possible will have amazing results for 
you.

Here are the most important reasons you 
should prioritize learning how to communicate 
well when freelancing:
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Reducing Wasted Time and Errors
While it can take time and patience to properly 
onboard a new client, much of the unnecessary 
back-and-forth (and numerous rounds of edits) 
can be minimized with better communication 
methods. Asking the right questions and relaying 
back what you understand the process to be 
can give the client a chance to confirm or adjust 
expectations so that you both land on the same 
target. A simple email chain can often do this, 
but phone calls or video chats are even better. 
(Here’s why it pays to get over your phone 
phobia and learn to talk to people!)

Consider how much your hour is worth. If you 
invest that hour on the front end of your project 
and do the work to the client’s understanding 
from the very first billable hour, you can save 
yourself a whole lot of time. If you’re billing by 
the project, this easily translates into more time 
for you to take on work or invest in your business 
another way. Simply put, you’re making money.

Demonstrating Value
Unless you’re working with a “micromanager” 
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who loves following up about every last detail 
(and we hope that you’re not in that situation), 
you likely won’t hear from a client unless 
something changes, a deadline is missed, or they 
have a question. That puts the responsibility to 
update them on your progress squarely on you. If 
you can add “check-in” calls or emails into your 
process, you can impress your client quite easily.

Take the time to learn how to draft emails, 
take a phone call, and confirm the details of 
communications with your clients. By doing 
these simple tasks, your work will be suddenly 
worth so much more because you are displaying 
a level of professionalism and proactiveness 
that they may not have come to expect. You can 
brand yourself as a team player and show that 
you know your stuff. You have created value that 
wasn’t there before.

Building Your Unique Selling 
Proposition (USP)
In a crowded field such as freelance design, it 
may feel like it’s impossible to stand out from 
the crowd. Here’s the thing: there aren’t that 
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many freelancers out there who communicate 
early, often, and well. If you can step up your 
communication game, you’re already that much 
better than someone creating similar work as 
you. Even if you don’t have the most experience, 
you can beat out the competition by creating a 
reputation for working well with clients. That’s 
something that will benefit you the entire course 
of your career.

 It’s Cheap and Easy to Do
While many professionals are out there 
earning advanced degrees, investing in state-
of-the-art tech, and spending thousands on 
conferences and industry events, refining your 
communication skills may provide the biggest 
bang for your buck. It’s relatively cheap (and 
sometimes free) to learn the best ways to speak 
with clients, and yet it can help you grow your 
client list, and average sale, incredibly.

So, what can you do if communication isn’t 
your strong point? Here are some tips:

1. Read up on basic business books and 
blogs that display how to communicate. They 
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don’t have to be from the most popular guru; 
they need to be respected. Since communication 
is closely tied to emotional IQ (or emotional 
intelligence) looking into this specific aspect 
may be helpful.

2. Use templates. If you’ve had an especially 
successful email back and forth with a client, 
save it! Re-use portions of your messages again 
with future conversations. If you find that you 
get a good response from a particular phrase or 
inquiry, make it a standard part of your process 
that you can personalize for new situations. 
Use your successes as building blocks for your 
business.

3. Seek to understand what your client is 
saying. Don’t ever assume. If you think you might 
know what they are trying to communicate, 
but there’s doubt, don’t be afraid to ask new 
questions differently to make it concrete.

4. Be respectful of their time. Try to group 
your clarification questions in one email, 
bulleted out, so that you aren’t bombarding your 
client. You can gain ground and be streamlined 
in the same communication.

5. Ask for their preferences. If your client 
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hates email, don’t send them. If you find that 
they get annoyed with too many messages in a 
week, space them out. Seek clues to their quirks 
and honor them. If you don’t know how they 
like to be communicated with, it’s OK to ask. 
Something like “how long should I wait before 
following up?” can be gold!

Like every other part of your business, it’s 
wise to learn from mistakes. You won’t always 
get communication perfect. After all, we’re 
human. Make sure you take each failure and be 
honest about why it happened. Asking yourself 
“how could I have said this better?” is the most 
valuable way to examine what might have gone 
wrong. If you have a good relationship with your 
client, you may even get their feedback on how it 
might have been handled better. 
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There isn’t a freelancer alive that doesn’t 
sometimes wonder if they really have what it 
takes to be financially stable. That’s because 
you aren’t only trying to keep a steady flow of 
clients and business coming through (as well 
as make sure they pay – on time), you are also 
in a sometimes very new situation of having 
to be an accountant, tax planner, and finance 
extraordinaire. If you’re new to balancing 
a checkbook or filing a 1040 tax form, you 
may find these now-important tasks a bit 
overwhelming.

Ever since the freelance community has 
started growing at a significant pace, however, 
there has been an increase in resources 
available to help you track and manage your 
finances, from how to claim the cost of staples 
to projecting future sales to planning for staffing 
needs. Even if you’re a solo freelancer with no 
Virtual Assistant (VA) or outsourced tasks to pay 
for, you’ll find that the long list of expenses you 
incur need their own special treatment to keep 
them from overwhelming your profits.

While the technology for tracking a small 
business budget changes frequently, the basic 
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business foundations don’t. Here is a quick 
summary of the most important money facts 
for a freelancer to consider at all points in their 
career.

Save for a Rainy Day
We all know that having an emergency fund is a 
good idea. (You never know when your car will 
need repairs or that tooth may need to come 
out.) For a freelancer, it’s not just a good idea; 
it’s pretty much a necessity. When relying on 
income that can fluctuate so much from month-
to-month, it’s wise to keep at least three months 
of income on hand to cover the unexpected, plus 
the not-so-rare instance a client check arrives 
late, and you need to pay the internet service bill. 
For a freelancer, things that didn’t use to be an 
emergency (such as buying software upgrades) 
can be. Start today with the important task of 
building up a nice savings fund for when things 
go sideways (as they most certainly will.)
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Underestimate your Margin of 
Safety
Even if you are an excellent budgeter, now is not 
the time to play it close and tight. If you have 
your monthly expenses down to a science, throw 
in a good 10-15% “cushion” for the unexpected. 
Make sure you give yourself a healthy amount of 
extra padding in your budget to cover things like 
an increase in service rates, fees, and operating 
expenses. This will help you not to be thrown 
completely into turmoil if an extra bill gets 
thrown into the mix and gives you some wiggle 
room for that guaranteed fact of life we call 
“inflation.”

Use It or Lose It
Freelancers are a funny bunch. They love 
reading up on new tools and investing in 
things that can help their business grow. They 
can also be accused of being “collectors” of 
technology, filling up their credit cards with 
recurring charges for that next new thing that 
can help them succeed. It’s a good practice to 
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review your expenses every month as a rule, but 
developers and designers (especially) should 
get into the habit of seeing what “soft” charges 
are happening monthly and annually. See how 
much of your revenue goes to software licenses, 
monthly services, and recurring billing. Then 
answer these questions to pare down to the bare 
necessities:

• Are you using these tools enough to justify 
their cost? If not, is it an occasional need that 
you can build into the project cost the next time 
you sign on a client to use it?

• Did you get switched from a free trial to 
a paid plan and just forget? Ask if you can get a 
one-time credit and cancel right away.

• Are you paying for multiple tools that 
essentially do the same thing? Can you pick the 
best of the bunch and adapt your processes to 
make it work?

• How are you being charged? If you’re 
paying “agency” fees, for example, ask if they 
have individual or freelance plans. These are 
often not advertised, but can sometimes be 
purchased and are significantly cheaper than 
what you may be paying.
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• Will switching to an annual billing 
arrangement save you money? If you will use 
the product for an entire year, and the savings is 
significant (20% or more over the cost of paying 
month-to-month), it may be worth considering.

Don’t Do It for the Taxes
It’s common to hear freelancers justify buying 
things because they can “count it as a business 
expense.” To some degree this is true; everything 
from software to plane tickets to some meal 
expenses can be counted as a line item expense 
on the Schedule C of your tax return. Remember, 
however, that it’s not a straight dollar-for-dollar 
savings. The cost of the item comes directly 
from your profits, but that may only entitle you 
to a tax savings of a small amount. Depending 
on what bracket you are in, it may not count for 
much at all (and some taxpayers may lose out 
on credits, such as the earned income credit 
or child tax credit if they don’t make enough to 
qualify.) By all means, claim every penny you’re 
entitled to come tax time, but keep in mind that 
the only thing better than getting tax savings on 
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a purchase is never having to make the purchase 
in the first place. It’s a 100% savings over buying 
something you don’t really need.
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Anyone running their own business will tell you 
that time is money. So, how does a fledgling 
freelancer who can’t command the highest 
prices for their work really do well? You make 
more time! There are literally hundreds of 
courses, conference, and books with sure-
fire tips for making more time in your day by 
becoming more products, and many of them 
have helped freelancers do more with less 
through all phases of their careers.

The only downside to focusing on productivity 
is that it takes time. To test, learn, and master 
any new tool or habit is taking time away from 
your business, so it’s wise to be selective about 
what you add to your toolkit and ensure that it 
can serve you for the length of your career. There 
are a few questions you should always ask to 
make sure you think critically about your process 
and adding in new tools. The answers to each 
will make sure you don’t spend too much time 
“mastering” tools at the expense of the process 
(which will sink your time costs fasts and actually 
cause you to learn less as a freelancer.)
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Choose the Right Tools for Your 
Field
Some tools are designed for very specific tasks 
and processes, and even if you know of other 
designers who are doing really well with a tool, 
it’s not a given that it will work for you. Is the 
tool for a specific niche or skill? Will it work best 
for specific versions of your software or design 
themes that you would regularly encounter? 
Is the tool ranked highly among peers that do 
similar tasks and have the ideal client base 
you’ve always wanted?

It’s tempting to jump on the bandwagon 
for the next, new, or must-have tool for XYZ 
creators, but avoid making the leap until you 
know exactly how it will benefit you. All too often, 
well-meaning freelancers pick a product or app 
because it mentions keywords that are common 
for their field but find that the practicality of 
actually using in their daily grind is lacking. Know 
what specific pain points of your field these tools 
are meant to address, and only seek out those 
that are highly relevant to your workday.
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Check Peer Reviews Carefully
We all know of that highly-influential expert who 
made life-changing productivity leaps with a 
new tool. Some on the market have earned the 
praises of top designers and developers and 
make headlines among freelance circles. It’s 
wise to understand the “why” behind the shares, 
however. It’s becoming more and more common 
for all of the buzz to come with an incentive; 
some experts have made quite the living with 
commissions for those who buy the tools after 
following their recommendations.

Before committing to any tool, especially 
those that come at a high price (either from 
actual money or a lengthy time investment 
to master it), know why this person is sharing 
it. Do they actually believe in it? Do they have 
your best interest at heart? If you can trust the 
review, and it fits your specific needs, then it is 
probably a good opportunity for your shave some 
inefficiencies from your processes.

Stick with the Classics
While you only have to check social media and 
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freelance forums to know that new productivity 
tools are hitting the market each day, there is 
something to be said for revisiting the time-
tested. In fact, many of the most reputable 
productivity tools have been around for years, 
with new features and versions rolling out 
regularly to keep them competitive with the 
newest fads. A tool that has a history of a year 
or longer is good news, and even older than that 
shows that it’s probably not going anywhere just 
yet.

Back up this claim by seeing how often they 
update their social handles, customer service 
channels and communications. If they are 
sending out regular updates via newsletter, 
that’s another good sign that they are likely here 
to stay. Bonsai’s Freelance tools list, for example, 
is one of those resources that covers a wide 
range of specialties and is regularly updated. 
They also share the latest in productivity 
hacks through their email newsletter designed 
specifically for the freelance crowd.

Project management, billing, bookkeeping, 
and time-tracking tools can all shave precious 
minutes from your processes and keep you 
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lean when you first start out as a freelancer. As 
your business grows, it will become even more 
important that you keep these tools in your 
arsenal for when you need to produce more 
and handle less admin work. For those who can 
master tools early on in their careers, they will 
find that they can do more, even with the same 
number of hours as their peers. Only those who 
get more efficient can truly feel what it’s like to 
scale a business.
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One of the exciting and challenging parts of 
being a freelancer is that the market is always 
changing. New technologies and types of 
companies arise, client needs change, and so on. 
To be a successful freelancer in the long term, 
you need to evolve with the market.

That means not only constantly optimizing 
your business process, but taking a high-
level view of your business and learning/
experimenting with where there may be new 
opportunities. These suggestions aren’t things 
you can do quickly or should constantly do, 
but when you feel like you want to take your 
freelance business to a new level or in a new 
direction, these are changes worth looking into 
further.

Success in freelancing comes down to a 
simple formula:

income = # projects * $ avg project value
 You can focus on doing more projects (which 

requires mean finding more new clients and 
being more productive) or increasing the value 
of each project (which requires setting higher 
rates or finding better-paying clients.) Most 
freelancers will alternate between improving 
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each side of that equation as they grow their 
business.

Here is a quick breakdown of some of the best 
ways to grow your business and overall income 
in the coming months and years:

Find New Client Segments
If you’ve been working in the same industry 
for awhile, you may see the same companies 
over and over. If you’re not working with them 
directly, you may see them at industry events, 
working with sponsorships on the sites you 
frequent, and acting as a go-to resource in the 
niches your represent. While it’s possible to 
mine these same companies for a good amount 
of work, eventually you’ll need to branch out. 
Not only is it wise to expand into new client 
segments for new opportunities, but you’ll 
also find yourself getting away from the same 
freelance competitors, as well.

What are some of the ways to identify and 
find new client segments? You can try searching 
by:

https://www.hellobonsai.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_campaign=freelance-guide&utm_medium=in-footer
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Geography
Do you serve local clients only? Branch out. 
If you do U.S. work, see about getting some 
international clients. Likewise, if you only do 
remote work, it may be beneficial to consider 
select “on-site” arrangements that pay well and 
are conveniently located to your home.

Client Type
This next way of finding new clients can be 
interpreted differently for different situations. 
For example, if you only work with B2B (business 
to business) companies, expand your work by 
targeting similar businesses that provide B2C 
(business to consumer) services. Changing client 
types may also mean moving from established 
companies within an industry to promising 
startups. You might like to get into non-profit 
work from for-profit work. There is usually no 
shortage of “adjacent” businesses that are very 
similar to the clients you have, but that live and 
create in a different space entirely.
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Add a New Line of Work
When you’ve found that you’ve exhausted the 
niche or industry that you’ve been working for 
some time – or you just need to breathe new life 
into your freelance business – adding on a new 
line of work can do the trick. Expanding your 
offerings carefully, with good reason and after 
researching the viability is a natural way to grow 
your career. Here are some common ways to do 
so:

Develop a New Skill
While we believe that you should always be 
learning, you may decide to focus your next big 
professional skill leap on something that’s in 
demand. Let the market help you decide what 
new thing you’ll learn, and base your next new 
service offering on that skill. Whether you learn 
on your own, as you go, and with your free time 
– or, choose to make it official with a course or 
certificate program – is completely up to you. It’s 
not recommended that you stop marketing or 
working to learn this new skill, however, unless 
you have an incredibly long period of downtime 
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and it just makes sense to fill it this way.

Find the Most Profitable Skills to Learn
Sites like Coursera, Udemy, and Skillcrush are all 
good resources for learning new things, but they 
can also show you what are hot, “marketable” 
skills at the moment. You can also use data from 
sites like Upwork to see what other freelancers 
are selling and which skills companies are most 
likely to hire.

Change Your Pricing Structure
Do you typically price work by the hour? Change 
it to project-based right away! While you can 
use a rough hourly model to figure out what to 
charge internally, never reveal that price to the 
client. Pricing by the hour limits you to trading 
time for money, which is largely unscalable. 
Move to a project model and give yourself the 
wiggle room needed to build skills and work at 
your own pace.

Move to a New Engagement Type
Have you built a brand around you? While this 



Invision  |  Guide to Freelancing86 Bonsai

works for a time, it may be possible to make even 
more money by ramping up your offerings as an 
“agency.” Many people mistakenly think that, to 
be an agency, you need to have dozens of people 
on staff and only take on work from million-
dollar corporations. This is simply not true. 
Individuals can market their service as agency 
services, charging the larger prices of an agency, 
with just a few professionals that they outsource 
tasks to and a more professional business name.  

As you can see, there’s no limit to the amount 
of business you can do with a little planning and 
the determination to try new things. Many of the 
strategies we’ve shared here are very common 
for freelancers as they grow; some don’t even 
realize that they are doing it! Above all, know 
that – while you must complete a project as 
stated in the contract – once that project is 
over, you’re free to move on and never try that 
tactic again. Don’t feel locked in to keep doing 
something that clearly isn’t working.
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Where to Go Next
We hope this guide was beneficial to new and 
experienced freelancers alike. Freelancing 
can be an exciting and empowering path if 
approached correctly. Unfortunately, many 
freelancers over-focus on the actual skill, such 
as design, and don’t pay enough attention to 
the process of running a business. The most 
successful freelancers aren’t necessarily the 
best designers, but they are the best at running a 
business.

Luckily, a lot of that process can be learned 
with a little effort, and there are many resources 
out there for you – ranging from blog posts, 
ebooks, forums, and individual productivity 
and planning tools. No matter where you get 
your support from, the truth remains the same: 
freelancers are small businesses. If you treat 
your freelance services like a professional 
company (even with just you are the one worker) 
you will go far!

Finally, it’s imperative that we learn from 
everything we do as freelancers, even when 
we fail. Have a process, even if it’s not perfect, 
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and work hard daily to improve it. Even with the 
smallest steps forward, you can transform your 
freelance business from a hobby to a career and 
see success like you have never imagined.  



Bonsai is the all-in-one platform to 
manage your freelance business, 

from proposals to contracts to 
payments and reporting.

Learn More & Start a Free Trial  »
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