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Introduction
I’m Judith Blair Brown. I’m a published freelance writer from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, USA, and I get paid to do what I LOVE doing: I get paid to write. What’s more, I work primarily from home (even better).
YOU Can Become a Freelance Writer in 60 Days isn’t some Pollyanna-inspired notion. It’s filled with my own personal experiences, beginning in 2004.
Today, the landscape for writers looks much different than it did 30 years ago, thanks, in part, to the Internet. Yes, the rules of ‘writing for a living’ have changed. It’s no longer necessary to hold a degree in journalism or communications. (I don’t care WHAT “they” might tell you.) In fact, I never went to college – and wouldn’t know what an SAT looks like. Yet, here I am, a full-fledged writer running my own shop (living the dream!).
Truth is that most people – even those with basic writing skills – can earn a living as a freelance writer. Becoming a writer is not the difficult part…becoming a successful writer is the challenge, yet it is attainable. It will take time, effort and patience – lots and lots of patience. But you CAN do it if you apply yourself.
The methods outlined in this eBook are tried and true, and includes some of my own steps I’ve taken to become successful in the writing industry. Use it as a type of blueprint or template to reach your own writing goals.
Throughout the eBook, you’ll see links to other sites and products, as well as a few exercises to make the reading more “funner” (totally not a real word). Actually, the exercises serve a purpose, which you’ll notice later in the lesson. Feel free to email me at jbfreelancewriter@yahoo.com with your comments or questions about these worksheets. There’s absolutely NO COST to you to do this. Simply write a brief description in the subject line, such as “Question regarding your eBook” and I’ll respond as quickly as possible.
Following is a quiz for you to complete. Don’t worry – it’s for your eyes only. The point is for you to understand what you’re getting yourself into as a freelance writer. It will help you to think and meditate on whether this is really where you want your future to lead, or whether you’re just “winging it” until something else comes along.
***
…A writer in 59 days – Do you truly WANT it? Exercise #1
Answer the following questions as honestly as you can. You may circle as many as you feel are appropriate for each question.
Do you enjoy writing?
Yes, I LOVE it.
Sometimes. Depends on what I’m writing.
It’s okay. I never thought of writing as a career.
No, it’s just an end to a means.
I write:
For professional reasons only.
To vent (clear my head, alleviate stress).
As a creative outlet.
To get noticed (published).
To share with friends and family only.
For my own satisfaction.
Besides writing as part of your job, how often do you write?
Daily.
2-5 times weekly.
Every other week.
Once a month.
Only when I’m inspired.
What types of writing do you enjoy (not what you actually write currently, but what do you really enjoy writing)?
Professional (marketing tools, newsletters, websites, annual reports, etc.)
Children’s stories (articles, books, etc.)
Creative (blogs, fiction, poetry, etc.)
Non-fiction (biographies, profiles, etc.)
Celebrity news
Magazine articles
Website content (web pages)
Other (please list): ____________________________________
Have you thought of writing as a career? Yes No
Would you consider leaving your full-time career for the opportunity to write for a living? Yes No
Why or why not? ___________________________
Pause for a moment and reflect on your responses. Ask yourself, “How much am I willing to sacrifice for a writing career?” (Save these answers to reflect on later.)
For sure, writing as a career is a wonderful opportunity. But like most things worth having, it takes hard work. There will be tears (O’ the tears!). There will be doubts.
Just know it’s all a part of the process.
I learned this the hard way…
***
Chapter 1: Get “write” to it!
Subtitle: Write first – tweak later
First thing’s first: Before reading any further, read DAY #1 of the Recommended Timeline in the back of this ebook. Be sure to read the timeline every day if your goal is to become a freelance writer within the 60-day timeframe.
***
Now let’s create a blog. If you already have a blog, that’s great. But for those of you who don’t – and who don’t know what it is – here’s a little history:
For the Novice –
The term “blog” comes from the shortened form of ‘web log’ which is an online journal or diary. Blogs are used by new writers, people who don’t care to write (and are merely ranting and raving), businesses, corporations, etc. It can be a terrific tool in putting your name out there – if you’re creative in doing so.
The blog you’re about to write will serve as your writing sample by the time you’re finished with this eBook so think this part through.
Creating a Blog
“Blogging” is one of the best options for anyone getting started in the writing field – especially if you’re starting from scratch, with no portfolio or writing samples to show.
So we’re going to start your writing career NOW with blogging. There are three reasons to do this:
Blogs are an easy way to get (and keep) your creative juices flowing;
Blogs are a great way to announce to family/friends that you’re now a writer; and
Your blog can serve as a “writing sample” to clients looking to hire a writer, one who has some sort of experience under his belt. This blog will be that ‘sample.’
Before we begin blogging, we have to know what we’re going to blog about. So ask yourself the following:
Which two subjects…
Am I knowledgeable about?
Would I find joy in blogging about?
Would I feel comfortable blogging about on a continual basis?
Write your answers on a sheet of paper. By process of elimination, decide which TWO topics you’d be willing to write about the most. Then draft a BRIEF outline on Who, What, When, Where, Why and How on either of the two topics you decide you like best. It doesn’t have to be fancy. In fact, it could look something like this:
I like writing about music because I’m a devoted Beatles fan. I’ve collected every one of their albums and know each band members’ background. I even met Ringo Starr once when I was in London.
I could write about cars too. Especially VW Beatles (no surprise there). I love everything about this car, its engine, the mileage – I even did research on the inventor of the VW bug when I was in high school. That’s when I fell in love with this car for the very first time.
Okay, so these are the template for your outline. Now make YOUR OWN two outlines for the subjects YOU want to blog about.
Once you’ve decided on your two favorite topics, go to the Recommended 60-day Plan (in the back of the book) and follow instructions throughout the book. You can work at your own pace; however, if you truly want to be a writer in 60 days, be sure to follow those recommendations to the letter.
Now we’re going to decide which FREE blog site to go with – and actually get started in the writing process.
The two major FREE blog sites to choose from are Wordpress and Blogger. There are also a host of other free sites but these are the most prominent. Each blog site has its own special bells and whistles (and benefits); however…
You need to know that…
You do NOT own the property you post on any FREE blogging sites. The copy (words you’ve written) actually belongs to the site on which your blog is posted. This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t use these sites. In fact, I believe that the opposite is true: you definitely should utilize these sites – at least to start. (Whichever you choose, get familiar with the site and your rights as a contributor so as to know all the particulars.)
LET’S GET STARTED…
The first thing you want to do is to choose a blog name. When choosing a name, try to choose one that reflects who you are and the type of writing that you do. For instance, if you’re interested in travel writing, you might call it YourTravelBlog or HaveBlogDoesTravel or simply CheapOnTravel. The idea is to make it simple for surfers to find your particular blog.
If you choose a blog name that’s already in use (which is often the case), just modify the name a little. Ex: If PoetsCorner is not available, try LindysPoetsCorner. If GreatBusinessWriter is taken, try OneHeckofaBusinessWriter. You get the picture.
Wordpress is what most businesses are interested in using when finding someone to write a blog for their workplace. It’s also what I use for my blogs. NOTE: I have NO investment in Wordpress other than to show you how to create/maintain your own blog. It’s simply the one I’m most familiar with.
For the sake of this eBook, we’ll be using the Wordpress system.
First, log onto www.wordpress.com/. Click on Sign Up Now. You will be taken to a screen that will ask for your username, password and email address. Once you complete this section, click on “Gimme a blog!” This will take you to the next section, which is where you’ll have to name your blog.
Follow the instructions (they’re really simple) and keep in mind the pointers mentioned earlier (the importance of your blog name for others to follow).
For your first blogging assignment, I want you to write a 150-250-word post describing WHY YOU WANT TO BE A WRITER. It doesn’t have to be perfect (in content) but be sure to proofread for typos. Try to keep it light and in a conversational quality, which is the purpose of blogging (no stuffy predicates and conjunctions and all that scholarly stuff). Keep it flowing.
Don’t worry about its presence on the Internet; you can always delete the post later. This is merely for the sake of this exercise.
When you’ve finished writing the assignment, hit the “publish” link. This is what actually puts the post on the Internet for the world to see.
NOTE: Be on the lookout for any comments that readers might leave. You’ll get an email message (to the address your signed under) where you’ll be able to “accept” the comment (which will be posted online for public view. On the other hand, If you feel the comment is inappropriate, simply press “delete.”
The purpose of this exercise is simply to get you familiar with the way blogs work, their ease and functionality. Of course, if you have questions, you can also send me an email with the subject line reading, “Question regarding Wordpress blog assignment.” I don’t expect too many questions, though; Wordpress blogs are really easy to create.
Now here’s the fun part: Write your FIRST REAL blog post on the topic YOU’VE chosen. When you’re finished with the post, PUBLISH IT and send the link to all your family/friends and others who are interested in your success as a writer.
AN OVERVIEW
At this point you should: (1) Know which topics you’re going to blog about; (2) know who your competitors are (which you should have from ‘Googling’ your topic) as stated on Day One of the recommendations; and (3) have your very first blog post.
***
Chapter 2: It’s all about PUBLICITY!
Subtitle: You ain’t no writer if no one reads your stuff!
For anyone to think they’re a writer when no one’s read their works is like me calling myself a Nascar champion simply because I got a speeding ticket on I-95. Simply put: If you’re not a club member it doesn’t matter. (Yes, membership definitely has its privileges.)
To be a “member” of the writing community, someone has to read your works. That takes publicity. So how can you publicize your works in the most effective, inexpensive means possible? That’s where social networks such as Twitter, Facebook, Digg, and so many others come into play. If you haven’t already done so, set up your accounts NOW. (Remember: you only need two to get started.) And don’t forget to send your blog link to those in your address book that you feel won’t mind receiving it.
Note: Do NOT send your link to anyone who might interpret it as SPAM, which everyone hates! (This would not be a good way to gain your own readership.)
Be sure to send a link to your family and friends and encourage them to pass it on to others who might enjoy the blog. Let them know of your interest in writing and what you hope to accomplish.
A brief (very brief) note about Facebook and Twitter:
The first thing you need to know about social media is that NO ONE LIKES SPAM SO DON’T SEND ANY! (As I’ve already said.) That’s not to say that you shouldn’t post your blog. You absolutely should; just don’t send your blog link to individuals without their consent.
The other thing is that social media and the people using it respond best to relationships. You must build a trust factor with those in your social network sites before hawking your wares (products and services).
So how do you do that? How do you build trust? It’s quite simple: Talk to them. Learn from them. Read their posts and respond to them, and in return some will read yours as well.
Many people who use social media fail to get this point.
Let me put it this way: It’s like starting a new job. You don’t just jump right into the conversation between your colleagues; you sit back, take it all in, you get to know them slowly. By week’s end you realize who’s who and what their needs are.
It’s the same principle with social media. You have to get to know your “friends” or “followers” or whatever that particular network calls those on your list. More than simply that…you have to care! If you don’t, how else will you be able to provide the products, services, advice – whatever it is that you’re offering? And as in the case of someone courting another for marriage – you have to work towards a desired result; otherwise you’ll be courting them for four, five, six years – and the end result will be the same: nothing.
That is how you build your following through social media. There are many other principles involved but, for the novice, this is all you need to start. I recommend that you resolve yourself to continual learning about social media. There are several websites you can find to help you with the topic, but one of the best (for me, at least) is Alltop, a comprehensive, fully-loaded site that provides information from the most basic to the most advanced techniques regarding the Internet. NOTE: I have no vested interest in Alltop whatsoever. (Just sharin’ the love folks.)
Now let’s get to Facebook!
Ahhh, Facebook. It can be a wonderful tool if used correctly. While a lot of people use the network to connect to family, friends and lost loves, Facebook can be quite useful to the entrepreneur. For one thing, Facebook is a gateway to literally BILLIONS of readers! As a writer, you’ll want to tap into such a resource. In fact, if you can tap into just .01% of Facebook, you’ll be far ahead of most other businesses on the Internet! That’s how valuable it is.
The first step in “tapping into” Facebook is to register. It’s easy to do so if you haven’t already done that do it now. After registering (and this is the most important part): start sending invitations to people you know. You’d be surprised at who will “friend” you back. Try to build your list to (at least) 50 to start and build from there.
Twitter is a tool that allows you to transmit/receive messages (“tweets”) that are limited to just 140 characters. I like it because it’s short, sweet and to the point and although this is precisely why some don’t use Twitter, I find that it still does serve a purpose. For instance, it’s an effective marketing BtoB (business-to-business) tool. Whereas you’d be hard-pressed to reach the CEO of Ragan Communications, you only need to connect with him on Twitter. For some odd reason, folks are a lot more approachable on social networks than in person – perhaps because it’s less threatening? I don’t know. I only know it works.
The first step to using Twitter (after signing up, of course) is to connect with others. I found that the best way of doing this was to find others of ‘like-mind.’ So I did a Twitter search with the name “write” and up came TONS of others with the word “write” either in their names or in their descriptions. From there I connected with those and in turn MOST connected back to me. I also searched for words like “marketing” and “public relations” and now have a reputable line of entrepreneurs to glean from.
What YOU need to know about Twitter: there is a cap on the amount of people you can follow, so be selective in whom you choose to follow and why.
There are other Twitter programs that make it more user-friendly such as TwitDeck and TwitterFeed. You’ll want to check these out as you familiarize yourself with these tools.
Once you’re set up and moving on both Facebook and Twitter, start sharing pertinent information. The key word here is “pertinent.” In other words, while you might toss a random “It’s cold and rainy outdoors and I’ve got nothing to do” kind of post, your posts should generally steer toward the informative, the creative style. I’m not knocking ‘fun,’ and am certainly not suggesting that you use social media ONLY for business, but if you’re starting your writing career, you want others to see that you’re a professional – at least at first.
You want them to know that you’re a capable writer, that you’re creative, that you’re professional – all those things that will bring you business. So before posting, ask yourself, “What will this post impress upon readers? Will they see me as a competent writer, or just another ‘face’ or ‘twit’? If the answers are not in your favor, I suggest you reconsider posting it.
On the other hand, there is no limit to the amount of accounts you can have on either Facebook or Twitter, so if you’re looking to simply vent and have fun on those networks, create an alter ego for your ‘less than professional’ rants. No harm, no foul.
***
Chapter 3: First rule of writing: It is NOT About YOU!
Subtitle: Say what?!
One of the most humbling things I’ve learned through writing is that it isn’t about me. A real writer knows the most important person is the audience, the reader. Writing is a responsibility all its own. Words can build up or tear down, encourage or corrupt, give life or take it away.
Writing is serious business.
So here are my own five “for sure” points to ponder before we go any further:
Never underestimate the power of words. It’s the “words” that make up the Declaration of Independence, Emancipation Proclamation and the Holy Bible.
Don’t neglect the purpose of your writing. Stay true to both your message and your audience. If you’re writing for four-year olds, keep four-year olds in mind throughout the process. If you’re writing a novel based on the Revolutionary war, don’t try to impress the reader with your knowledge of 19th century French-made petticoats (for pity sakes!).
Write what you know to be true. Otherwise you’re not a writer, but a liar and a person who lacks integrity (and you don’t want that on your resume!).
Don’t cheat at it. If you’re not lying naked before your readers (emotionally speaking) you’re not writing. Dig deep into your core and regurgitate on paper! (I mean that in a good way.) In other words…let it all hang out!
Never publish anything you know isn’t good enough to be read at least twice. It’s a waste of your energy and a huge waste of readers’ time—time they can’t get back.
It’s a powerful thing to be able to tell a story “just so,” to lead your readers precisely where you want them to go, to provoke anger, to reduce a strong soul to tears, to make someone smile.
Writing is NOT a gift to be taken for granted. To your clients, writing represents ONE thing: Their success – Whether you’re writing a business profile for a business owner, are improving a resume for an out-of-work attorney, or proofreading a thesis for a college student at Harvard, your writing is a direct link to that client and their success.
Don’t screw it up!
***
Chapter 4: YOU Can Get Here from Anywhere!
Subtitle: How in the world did I get here
from wherever it was I was at?!
I fell in love with writing in the fourth grade. I was in Mrs. Pigeon’s class and I’d just written my first poem. From the moment I realized there was something special about words, I knew I wanted to become a writer. Just the sound of words and how we connect with others when those words are put together in just the right order...Yeah, they got me. I was hooked.
So what did I do to fulfill my heart’s desire of becoming a writer? I went through a series of interests. (Keep in mind I was only 10 when I realized what I wanted to do with my life.) I’d already played the flute and tired of it, so I started playing classical piano. Loved it. Then I became active in the theater, which exposed me to all types of musicals, dramas (and melodramas!) and dance steps. Had a ball through it all.
And right now you’re probably thinking, ‘What does this have to do with writing?’ I’ll tell you: it has everything to do with writing. I didn’t realize it at the time, but everything I’d done up until the point that I actually began writing [as a career] was fodder for my creativity. It was all there when I needed to tell a story, or compare or make reference to, or simply put words on paper. I have stuff in my head that only I can tell—it’s what qualifies me to be a writer. This stuff is just begging to come out, and now that I’m a freelance writer, I can do just that.
By comparison, YOUR life experiences are what qualify YOU to be a writer. Everything you have ever done, imagined, said, heard or seen lies in your mind’s databank—and the beauty of it is that only YOU can tell it from YOUR perspective. They qualify YOU to be a writer…to tell YOUR story YOUR way.
I call it the Rainbow Effect. Theoretically, no two persons see a rainbow exactly alike. The entire “rainbow experience” (the contrast, color and depth of the rainbow) depends on factors such as the angle at which the watchers are positioned, the brightness of the sky while watching the rainbow, and the eyesight of the watchers (obviously) – and probably other stuff too. But simply because we might “see” the rainbow differently doesn’t mean that our view of the rainbow is any less valid.
So from this moment on, when asked ‘what is your occupation?’ don’t say things like, “I’m studying to become a writer.” Instead, say, “I’m a writer, darn it!” (“Darn it” is optional.)
Now we’re going to unlock your mind’s databank. We’re going to jump right in and BE the writer you are meant to be. So suck it in, pull it up, write it down, and expend yourself. Granted, in the beginning you probably won’t be compared to Hemingway (or even his assistant), but you’ll make it.
So let’s jump right to the first rule of writing. It’s actually quite simple: write SOMETHING!
Exercise #2
Finish the following sentences:
My best friend in grade school was _________. I liked him/her because _______________________.
My favorite school trip was a trip to _________, where we _____________________________.
My first car was a (list make/model/year/color) _______________. It ran like _____________.
The wildest thing I’ve ever done was ___________________________________.
***
Chapter 5: Being Sure / Setting Goals / Making Sacrifices
Subtitle: They all said, “You’re doing WHAT?!”
When the fledgling first leaves the nest, it generally isn’t a successful flight. The mother bird, watching from on high, swoops down and lifts the fledgling to safety in the nick of time.
That’s pretty much how your freelance writing career will be. In your case, the “mother bird” will be your secular career. In other words, do NOT quit that ‘day job’ just yet (if you can help it). I can tell you from experience: Your writing ability is only HALF of what you need to make it as a freelance writer. When I started this gig, I had NO IDEA where or how to find clients, or even how much to charge if I’d gotten an assignment.
I hit a brick wall, hard and fast. But I learned two things: (1) Humility is needed in this industry; and (2) People are generally willing to help if you (here’s a concept…) ASK FOR HELP! But be careful here. Asking for help – and then getting that help – puts you in an awkward position to ACT! And here is where this industry separates the kiddies from the adults, because when you’re faced with real-life questions like:
What will I need to get started?
How can I leave my full-time position for a mere dream?
What will I live on?
What will people say if I fall on my face?
…well…let’s just say the realities ain’t so pretty.
Do you think you’re ready to handle “the worst” that could happen? Are you willing to make sacrifices to become a freelance writer? Because there WILL be sacrifices.
While you’re thinking of that, let’s try the following exercise:
What Sacrifices Are YOU Willing to Make to Become a Successful Freelance Writer? Exercise #3
In order for me to become a writer, I’ll need to make the following reasonable changes (circle as many as apply):
I am willing to reduce my living expenses by:
Taking in a roommate.
Moving in with a relative or a friend for a while.
Working an additional part-time job.
Cooking at home more/eating out less frequently.
Other: _________________________________.
I am willing to carpool.
I am willing to sell:
My CD collection.
My wardrobe.
My In-laws.
Other: _______________________________________.
I am willing to take writing courses with the money I save by not spending frivolously.
I am willing to forego most family and social events (picnics, outings, vacations, etc.) for (how long?) _______ in order to devote time to my writing business.
NOTE: THIS STEP IS A MUST!
One month
2-5 months
6-9 months
One year
However long it takes
I am willing to read up on other writers and publications that offer sound writing tips.
I am willing to conduct my own research (via the Internet, the library, etc.) to learn how to become a better writer.
I have nothing to lose. I’m totally broke and I may as well start my freelance writing career NOW!
I’m well off financially and can start a writing career TODAY with no worries.
I have no idea what I’d sacrifice. I’m just ‘winging it’ for now.
STOP!
Take a break for a moment and ponder over your answers. Realistically you might not lose your shirt, but you’ll likely need to cut corners somewhere – for financial purposes or time management purposes – in order to become a better writer.
Are you willing to make the necessary changes?
If so, keep reading…
Challenges
As a writer, you’ll see the rewards can be great, but the barriers can be disheartening. To succeed, you MUST tell yourself daily why you want this. Keep the answer close to your heart you’ll the naysayers asking the following (unoriginal) phrases…
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“You realize most writers are poor, right?”
“That was cute when you were small; you’re grown now.”
“Why don’t you get a REAL job?”
That last one always cracks me up. Writing not a “real” job? Do people not realize the daily newspaper doesn’t write itself? And they don’t really think the presidential candidates write their own speeches, do they? Do they think those words magically appear on the Internet, as if by osmosis? Puh-leeeze! Few skills are as basic and essential as writing, which is why it’s taught in elementary school. And they think we’re the freaks. Go figure.
So again, you’ll find yourself defending your decision to become a freelance writer – and that’s fine – just don’t spend too much time on your defense. Either people will get it, or they won’t. As a freelance writer you’ll have to determine which battles are worth fighting, and which are not. Save your energies for your real goal: writing.
Getting started
The good news is that most households already have the basics needed to begin a freelance writing career. If you’ve got a computer and Internet access – you’re set. Add to those a phone (landlines are great but a cell phone will do just fine) and (most importantly)…the drive – and your Nobel prize is practically in the bag! In fact, Internet access isn’t necessarily a deal breaker – what with free Wi-Fi available at your local library and various coffeehouses – but it is best to have your own. Point is: if you truly want to become a freelance writer, you have no excuse not to pursue your dream.
When I first began my writing career, I had very little to start out with. Fortunately a friend worked at a computer store and was able to get me a cheap desktop (and I mean ‘cheap’ in every sense of the word). It didn’t have much by way of added programs, but I was able to get some writing in. However, having a computer with no Internet access isn’t exactly efficient, so I decided to research my options.
In the meantime, I also came to realize that the desktop was only so helpful, so I decided to invest in a laptop, which turned out to be one of the best investments I ever made.
Eventually I was able to negotiate a decent package for a secure Internet package, which included a landline (there’s nothing like the security of an actual landline because you never have to worry about ‘dropped calls’ while holding a business discussion with a colleague.)
Realistically, not everyone can afford to purchase a new computer, so what to do? There are options. First, you could purchase a computer ‘on time’ at a local computer store. In the end they cost more than you’d pay if you purchase it outright, but that might be your only option.
Another option is to obtain a membership at your local county library where, at most, computers are readily available with Internet access.
Finally: ask a friend for help! If he/she has access to a computer, ask if you can use it on occasion. While I’m extremely territorial with my laptop (it’s my money-maker!) some people don’t mind – especially when they know you’re working toward a goal. Point is: if you want a writing career bad enough, you’ll find a way to make it work for you.
Drive
I hear a lot of people talking about “passion.” Nix passion; you need the drive – and they’re not necessarily the same thing. A “passion” generally refers to that dream job – and writing is NO DREAM JOB – at least not in the beginning.
You’re going to WORK to earn the right to work from home, to “live the dream” and become the envy of everyone in your circle.
Drive, on the other hand, is something different. Just as you do that trusty hooptie in your garage, “drive” requires that you put your butt in gear and get moving. As a writer, some days you’ll love it; some days you’ll hate it. But put that drive into action and you’ll eventually get to where you want to go.
Exercise #4
When people ask me what I do for a living, I tell them:
My “real” job is my full-time position, but I hope to be a writer someday. ____
I’m between jobs now but I’m thinking about becoming a writer. ____
“I’m a writer.” Period. ____
To become a serious writer, you have to have a clear understanding that WRITING as a career is like a devoted spouse: If you want the very best out of the relationship, you have to be committed. There’s no breaking up with writing. It’s you and ‘the pen.’ Don’t even THINK you’re going anywhere else. Love is here to stay. Are YOU committed?
***
Chapter 6: Writing and Your Mental Health
Subtitle: Your mentality is your reality
Once you make the solid decision to become a freelance writer, start writing. I don’t mean to minimize it, but it really is just that simple: JUST WRITE SOMETHING DAILY. Whether it’s a poem, a journal, an article, a riddle – the point is to write. Now.
That’s where the drive comes from.
If you are serious about writing, you’ve got to get into the habit of writing, even when you really don’t want to. Let me rephrase that: You’ve got to get into the habit of writing ESPECIALLY when you don’t want to. Your clients aren’t going to be clients for long if you tell them that you didn’t get the project completed because ‘you didn’t feel like it.’ Writing as a career is a business like all other businesses: If you want to get paid, you’ll need to do it whether you want to or not.
Think about the neighborhood plumber. He unclogs those pipes whether he’s in the mood or not – because that’s his business. He knows his family doesn’t eat unless he gets the job done. Writing as a profession is the same—particularly when you’re first starting out. It’s a lonely gig. You’re a no-name, one-in-a-million dreamer with limited or no resources and no one to validate your skills. In other words: until you get a stamp of approval from Oprah, your peers will not take you seriously.
What’s your driving force to become a freelance writer? Is it a dream home in Aspen? A cottage by the creek? Are your children destined for Harvard? Is your wedding fast approaching – and you need extra income to foot the bill?
Whatever gives you impetus – keep it in mind. In fact, tape a picture of it and tape it to your mirror, your computer, the front door, the car, next to your bed – wherever – to serve as a reminder of just why you’re doing this. Because I guarantee you: You’ll have days when even YOU will wonder.
Exercise #5
What Drives YOU to Become a Writer? (Circle as many needed to explain what drives YOU.)
I want to work from home…
To raise the children
To be an at-home spouse
Other _______________________________
I want to earn more money…
To care for my elderly parents
To save for my child’s college education
Other _______________________________
I need an outlet for my creativity. ____
I am unfulfilled in my current position. ____
I want to become an international writing sensation! __
Other: _________________________
***
Chapter 7: I Don’t Need More Skills—I’m a Writer, Dagnammit!
…And other ways to sabotage your career
I was humbled. I actually thought that being a good writer was all I needed to become a successful writer. Fact is you can absolutely become a successful writer without being a good writer. I know; I’ve purchased several books by “experts” who, although they knew their business quite well, couldn’t put two cohesive sentences together on paper. Still, they’re very successful. The difference for those individuals is that they don’t promote themselves as “writers” so much as they promote their speaking abilities, knowledge of real estate, marketing prowess, or whatever it is they’re selling.
But as someone who actually calls their self a writer, you’ll be held to a higher standard. So let me warn you: You might think you’ve got the absolute best creative mind in the world (and you just might be right), but if your work is shoddy, if you overlook typos and are not ‘up on your game,’ you won’t be in business as a writer for very long.
So how do you assure that your work is crisp, clean and fresh for your client? And more importantly, how do you keep your clients coming back for more? For starters, you (1) keep up on the trends in their particular industry; (2) meet deadlines; and (3) be honest with them.
Keep up on trends/Research – In order to give your clients the absolute best product that you can, you’ve got to know their industry, where it’s been, where it’s headed and how YOUR writing is going to take it there. That requires research, endless hours in the library, on the Internet or with your face stuck in a book at your local coffeehouse. I generally spend one to two hours each day on research.
Basically, wherever you can find solutions to your clients’ problems is where you want to be. It might mean watching QVC or even History Channel to learn all about their product. On the other hand, it might also mean attending the symphony, standing on the sidelines of a football game, or interviewing a clown at the local circus. To put it simply: whatever you need to do to make the client happy and stay on top of your game is what you must be willing to do.
Deadlines – Nothing will tick off a client more than you not turning in your work by the due date. The work that we do as writers often affects the schedules/calendars of our clients. If you’ve agreed to write a script for an upcoming video, then the client has likely scheduled the production crew around your timeframe. That means, should you NOT live up to your obligations, the client will have to postpone the entire crew (which could prove expensive, given the cancellation policy), including the actors, directors, etc.
If you’re writing a newsletter for a non-profit organization – and it contains timely information – your failure to turn it in on time could cost the organization thousands of dollars in donations. In either of these cases, don’t look for additional opportunities with those clients anymore. Ain’t gonna happen.
Honesty – Do we really need to visit this topic? It’s pretty self-explanatory, but don’t tell your clients things you think they want to hear. It’s best to decline a job rather than agree to do it – only to turn in substandard work due to your lack of knowledge of the industry or your lack of time.
It’s also unwise to charge clients more than you know the work is worth. As freelance writers, we’re privileged to “live the dream” of working from home, traveling and taking our work with us, answering to no one but ourselves. But all that comes with a price; it isn’t free. It would do you good to remember that the “privilege” we have is a gift…and it can be taken away.
Don’t take your clients for granted.
QUESTION: How are you making out with your Recommended 60-day Plan? Are you keeping up with your reading? Your daily tasks?
***
Chapter 8: Improving Your Skills
Subtitle: “They don’t care how good YOU think you are!”
To your client, you are just a provision. There. I said it. Now you can take your ego out of the equation. Again, it is NOT about you!
Regardless of how great YOU think you are, what your grades were in school and/or college, it’s all vanity. I’ve been doing this for years and I’ve NEVER had a client ask me about my grades in college – or if I went to college at all! Here’s what they did: (1) They found my website; and (2) Gave me a try.
That’s it. There’s no miraculous formula behind it. No magic bullet. So let that be a lesson to you; YOUR clients aren’t going to stroke your ego. They’re going to expect you to give them the absolute best product that you can.
But how do you give your clients your absolute best when you’re just starting out? Well, there are several methods that you can use to do that. They are (in no particular order):
Find out about the potential client BEFORE you submit your portfolio – Log onto their website. Find out exactly who they are, what they do, what their values are, who is their target audience. You’ll be (at least) capable of knowing whether or not you can provide the type of services their looking for. NOTHING is as irritating to a client as hiring a freelance writer only to find out that they’re not capable of doing the work.
Continue your education – I don’t mean to infer that you must run out and enroll in the nearest college. But take pride in your work. Take a correspondence course, two-week training, attend a workshop on writing – it doesn’t matter what it is as long as you’re learning something to better yourself in the area of writing.
We can ALL use more education on the topic. I visit the popular bookstores (Barnes and Noble, Borders, Amazon.com, etc.) to see what the hot topics are, what the trends are leaning to…which in turn makes me a better writer and PR consultant to my clients.
Write every day! If you’re following the daily timeline in the back of this eBook (and you definitely should be), then you should already know how important daily writing is.
That’s not to say that you shouldn’t take a day off here and there but – just starting out the gate – you should take every opportunity to write down your thoughts, a new word you learned, a creative suggestion – anything that you can build upon to become a better writer and entrepreneur.
Listen to the client – It can’t be stated enough: you have to LISTEN carefully to the directives given to you by your client. There are two reasons: (1) The client WILL mislead you from time-to-time (not purposefully, of course, but the end results will be the same); and (2) You’ll hear something totally different than what the client is telling you. Happens all the time. Think about it: How many times have you heard, “That’s not what I said!” or “I would never say a thing like that!” or “You must’ve heard me wrong!” Unfortunately, by the time you hear these words, you’ve already spent several days on the project. And when the clients aren’t satisfied, they generally won’t pay. That’s a MAJOR problem. So here’s what you do: (1) WRITE down EXACTLY what your client tells you they want; and (2) REPEAT it back to them before you sign a contract!
Subscribe to online writing (and other) newsletters – The reason I emphasize “online” is because these are generally FREE. And let’s face it: most of us don’t have the money to pay for all the subscriptions we’d really like to read. But the FREE ones (and there are dozens of really great ones) are filled with tons of information and great content to help you become a better writer. Some even lists links to find freelance jobs weekly. Off the cuff, here are some I’ve found helpful (NOTE: I’ve no vested interest in ANY of these…again, just sharing the love.):
Visit your local library! – No need to spend a lot of money on new books (unless, of course, it’s this one). Find books written by – not just great writers – but great business people too. Remember: as a contracted writer (which freelancers generally are), you’ll run your own ‘shop’ (industry lingo for business) and will need sound business advice as well (much more than I can fill in this eBook). Here are a few of my favorite writers and other biz folks: Bob Bly (one of the nation’s most successful copywriters); Tim Ferris (author of “The Four-Hour Work Week”); Gary Vaynerchuk (author of “Crush It!); Seth Godin (author and quintessential marketer); and there are numerous others.
Purchase books that will have a lasting effect. – While I highly recommended borrowing from the library, if you know you’re going to use a book as a reference on a continual basis – buy that book. Sure it’s an expense, but the amount of time you’ll save by just taking it from your own shelf as opposed to: getting in the car and driving to the library, spending endless hours in the library, fighting traffic to and from the library – well, let’s just say the book will pay for itself over time.
Find a mentor. I once emailed a successful copywriter and asked for her opinion. After a few email exchanges, she wrote, “Enough of this already. Send me your number and I’ll call you.” She actually called me later that evening and spent a few hours simply answering my questions and giving me sound advice – which I accepted and thrived from. So don’t be shy; ask around. You just might be surprised.
Online learning. A popular trend, online education has its advantages: you save time and gas, and your learning actually counts as real credit. The downside is that, like everything else, you have to be discerning when choosing the right one for you. But there are plenty to choose from…and yes, there are some shady ones.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/38011 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!