Going Solo

This workshop looks at the issues involved with freelance work. We will focus on the topics in which the audience is most interested. Please come along ready to share your questions, ideas and experiences.

This document contains a non-exhaustive list of topics (roughly categorised and in note form) that you need to think about before you start to work for yourself.

Motivation

Freedom to choose jobs (sort of — you need to build up the business first, before you can be choosy!).

Minimal office politics. However, the converse is that you will miss out on the very useful informal discussion that takes place.

Flexibility of working hours (i.e. work twice as many hours as you would if you worked for an employer!). And you have to be in the office 9 to 5 Monday to Friday to answer phone calls (or mobile + redirection, but may not have access to all the information you need for the call).

Need self-discipline i.e., finalising the index really is more fun than doing the ironing.

Isolation. Can be a problem if working alone from home.

Getting help

Business Link, IASIG, Chamber of Commerce (pay to join), careers centre.

Free training courses for startups and people considering self-employment. I found this very useful, and gained valuable information about, for example, advertising, direct mail and time management.

Talk to other people who work for themselves.

Legal and administrative

Sole-trader or limited company? Different legal requirements for these.

IR35 — a non-issue?

Accounts — just use a spreadsheet. Get an accountant (at least for the first year or so). This should ensure that you avoid pitfalls and also maximise your tax claims for the business.

Professional indemnity insurance (not mandatory for the sole trader).

NI contributions.

Work from home — tell your building society if you have a mortgage. It shouldn’t affect the mortgage, but they do want to know.

Insurance — will need business insurance (contents and third-party liability) — can often get this added to standard contents insurance.

Income protection. May have problems obtaining this until after a few years successful trading.

Health insurance. A sensible precaution.

Pension. You don’t need one. You need provision for your retirement. A pension is just one way of doing this and may be appropriate.

Data Protection Act.

VAT. Do not need to register unless your turnover is above the limit (£54,000). You can register voluntarily, and this may be useful if you have high capital expenditure.

Business infrastructure

Business plan. Not necessary unless you want to borrow money. Nevertheless, a useful exercise which gives many insights.

Marketing plan. Not strictly necessary, but without a plan it’s difficult to see where to go.

Suppliers. If you need special hard to obtain materials, ensure you have more than one potential supplier.

Bank account for the business. (Not strictly necessary for a sole trader, but accounts are messy without one).

Working capital. Allow for a minimum 6 months without work. Even if you get a contract in your first week (unlikely!), it will be months before you see the money.

Working practices

On-site or office-based. Travelling.

Need metrics for the calculation fixed-price contracts. Some clients pay by the hour for some jobs, but if you are better than average, that might be to your disadvantage.

Terms and conditions. Vital. Specify what you will do, and what the client will do. Can use your standard T&C in conjunction with a letter of agreement that lists job-specific information such as charges, time-scales and the names of subject matter experts. No necessity to have T&C written by a solicitor or lawyer, but it would be worthwhile getting it checked, to see you haven’t missed any important points. See my article, “Tender Loving Care” in Communicator, Spring 2001, also on http://www.techscribe.co.uk/ta/ta_index.htm
Always use a legal copy of software.

Juggling projects. There will be times of no work, and times when more than one client wants a job done (by yesterday). Need flexibility. Plan to be able to fit in an extra short project, or overlap two projects.

Project management. Timekeeping — need an easy system that gives you a clear picture of how you spend your time.

Internet security. Very important. If your computer is down, you are losing money. If you spread a virus, your clients will be mighty miffed. Get a firewall (and change from £20 — there’s no excuse).

Data backup. Fire safe? Off-site storage of CD archives?

Advertising / publicity

Logo. Unless you are a graphic artist, pay someone to do this (£100 to £150 should easily cover this). Not essential, but is part of the professional image that you project.

Web site. Not strictly necessary, but it’s available 24/7 (jargon for ‘all the time’). Can be a useful point of access to your business. All you need is one contract, and it’s paid for the time and effort you put in. Use meta tags and register with search engines and directories.

Stationery — business cards, letterheads. Vital for professional image.

Brochures, flyers. Very useful. Send mailshots to potential clients. Should you follow up with a phone call? There are two viewpoints. I used to favour the former, but I’m not so sure now.

1. Don’t bother with follow-up phone calls. Three classes of recipient:

· they have immediate need, you were in the right place at the right time, and they’ll respond.

· no immediate need, but they can see the value you provide. They’ll file your details.

· not interested. So don’t waste your time.

2. Target potential clients very carefully. Then follow up with a phone call.

Documentation samples. Very useful to say, “here’s one I did earlier”. Confidentiality can be a problem with samples. Some clients are more than happy for you to distribute work that you did for them — but until you’ve got a few clients like that, you won’t have much that you can freely distribute.

Thompson Local. Yellow pages. Talking pages. Go for all the free advertising that’s available. It may be appropriate to pay for advertising, but think carefully. For example, how many professionals will phone Talking Pages to find a technical writer? On the other hand, an advert in your local Chamber of Commerce magazine might be very beneficial (you probably won’t know until you try it).

Press release. Where? Business section of local papers. Trade journals specific to your subject matter expertise (much harder to get in to, but probably far more beneficial).

Agencies (not keen on sole trader status). I’ve given up with them. They want jobbing tech authors who will travel the country for the next contract.

Quality Independent Authors’ web site (http://www.qualityauthors.co.uk).

A project-based CV might be useful in some cases, but in general, CVs are not necessary.

Indirect advertising. E.g. reviews, articles, material for professional organisations.

Join one or more networking organisations. For example:

missing Link

http://www.misslink.co.uk
Business Network
http://www.business-network.co.uk
Qualifications e.g. MA Tech Authoring, MOUS, City & Guilds. Not necessary, but could give added credibility. And good for your ego.

Office environment

Build up your office before you go freelance. Every time you use something in your current office, make a note of it. Build a list of required kit. Don’t buy equipment unless you have to. Example, for me, a binder would be nice, but there’s a stationer’s across the road, so it’s cheaper to get them to do that on the few occasions I need binding.

Security — burglar alarm, fire alarm, lighting.

Shelves (and then some more).

Large office desk.

Decent industrial-grade equipment.

Industrial grade letter box (big enough for unfolded A4 letters).

Quiet, comfortable and well-lit environment.

If you work from home and people are around in the day, then ensure they don’t interrupt you just because you are in the house.

Two phone lines. Not essential, but very useful if you use the Internet. Advantage of two lines by separate providers is that there’s redundancy. If you use say BT Home Highway, and the line is down, both your lines are unavailable. Also, two lines allows you to use one for personal use and one for the business.

Disclaimer!

These are my personal thoughts and experiences after 3 ½ years of freelance work as a sole trader. The list of topics is not exhaustive. If it all goes pear-shaped, don’t set your lawyers on me. And good luck.
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