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INTRODUCTION
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In the summer of 2017, I was made redundant from my staff job at a 
large media organisation. The website I worked on as an editor was 
shut down and nearly all the staff laid-off, effective immediately. I 
went into work on a Friday and had no job to go back to on Monday. 
 
When I lost my job, I’d already been thinking about going freelance 
for some time. I had a romantic picture of what it would be like to 
make a living writing from the comfort of my own home. Not having 
to deal with the politics of an office, or indeed the commute to it. 
 
I’d heard the horror stories, though, and told myself it wasn’t viable; 
that even if it was, I wasn’t experienced enough to do it. But 
suddenly all the things I thought I had to lose, disappeared. Things 
couldn’t really get any worse so I figured I might as well give 
freelancing a shot. 
 
By the first anniversary of my redundancy, I’d had the best year of 
my career. Milestones I thought would take years to reach – if at all 
– happened. And I’d never been more fulfilled in my working life.   
 
When I look back on those first few weeks though, there was a lot I 
wish I’d known. So I’ve put together this guide for anyone who’s 
recently found themselves unexpectedly unemployed. First Aid for 
Freelancers is for anyone new to self-employment, or anyone who’s 
thinking about going it alone.  
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Don't take it personally
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You might be thinking this is the worst thing that could’ve happened. 
But take a moment’s pause. I work in the media, which feels so 
fragile right now that it’s more a case of when rather than if you’ll 
lose a staff job over the course of your career. 
 
According to Pew Research Center analysis, 36% of the largest 
newspapers in the United States and 23% of the highest-traffic 
digital-native news outlets experienced layoffs between January 2017 
and April 2018. Journalists are losing their jobs all the time.  
 
Despite that being the case, I truly believe there’s never been a 
better time to be a freelance writer or content creator. Focusing on 
the frequency of redundancies happening in the industry only tells 
half of the story. The way I see it, content is more in demand now 
than ever before. 
 
Not only do newspapers and magazines have websites to fill, but 
media startups are also popping up all the time. Not to mention, the 
increasing demand for new media – podcasts, social content and 
video. All this as brands also want to make their own content, 
launching company blogs and producing sponsored posts. And that’s 
just the media, similar situations are unfolding in other creative 
disciplines right now, too. 
 
This might just be the greatest thing to have happened to you. 

TIP ONE
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Get a handle on your finances
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The sooner you take a proper look at your money situation, the 
better. As tempting as it is to put your head in the sand, if you know 
where you stand financially you can make smarter and more level- 
headed decisions. 
 
First, you’ll need to figure out how much you need to live off so that 
you have a benchmark for what you need to be earning. While you 
can just estimate this by looking at your monthly bank statements, 
it’s worth blocking out an afternoon to do this exercise thoroughly. 
There are some good tools out there to help you do this, like the 
supercharged budgeting tool on MoneySavingExpert.com and The 
Financial Diet’s guide to making a budget in Excel. 
  
If you’ve been laid off, you’ll hopefully have a redundancy payout. But 
talking about money in a redundancy situation can often be the most 
emotional and stressful part of the process. Consider taking 
someone (a trusted colleague or union representative) with you to 
any human resource meetings. They can take notes and be a friendly 
face in what can feel like a divorce settlement. 
 
I also highly recommend figuring out a good system for invoicing, 
keeping track of your expenses and learning what your tax 
obligations are from the get-go.  

TIP TWO
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budgeting tool
making a budget in Excel.

https://www.moneysavingexpert.com/banking/Budget-planning/
https://thefinancialdiet.com/how-to-make-a-budget-in-excel/


Shift your mindset
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I was made redundant on a Friday and told not to come back. On 
Monday morning, I was sat at my desk at home with my laptop open. 
From that first day, as far as I was concerned, I was self-employed 
rather than unemployed. 
 
What that mindset shift did was start instilling in me the confidence 
to think clearly about my next steps. It helped me focus on what I 
wanted to be doing and the practical things I could do to get me 
there. 
 
You might be panicking right now and thinking that you don’t have 
any ideas to pitch, but you do. In fact, chances are that you already 
have a list of story ideas somewhere. Maybe you didn’t get round to 
pitching them in your staff job or they were on topics that didn’t fit 
with the publication you worked for, but you do already have ideas. 
You won’t find them, though, if you’re freaking yourself out. 
 
When you panic, things get all tangled up in your brain and it’s hard 
to think straight. Deploy any coping strategies you have to deal with 
that stress. Meditation, exercise, breathing techniques – whatever 
works for you to clear your mind.  
 
Once you get your head in a good place, everything will flow from 
there.     

TIP THREE
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Reach out to your network
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Your first bits of work will come from your immediate network. Old 
bosses, former colleagues and friends. You need to contact all of 
these people. The worst that will happen is you won’t get a response. 
What's more likely to happen, you’ll be taken out for a coffee. 
 
When writing your emails, take a moment to think about what you’re 
trying to achieve. Personally, I would steer away from the blanket 
email that just blasts out to your contacts that you’re looking for 
work. You can do that on social media. Instead, think carefully about 
what you want to ask of them. 
 
There will be some contacts whom you know you want something 
specific from – be that a commission, offer of work or just advice. 
With these people, be direct in what you’re asking from them. “Are 
you open to pitches from me on human interest stories? It would be 
great to arrange some time to chat about what sort of stories you’re 
looking for at the moment.” Or, “You’ve always been great at giving 
me advice, can I take you for a coffee in the next few weeks, I’d love 
to hear your input.”   
 
There will be other contacts whom you don’t necessarily want 
something specific from, but you think it’s worth updating them. Just 
drop them a line and let them know what’s happened. 
 
None of this has to be scarier than sending that first email.  

TIP FOUR
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Reclaim your story
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I chose to go public with my redundancy. I tweeted about it and 
posted on Facebook, linking to an article that had been written 
about the layoffs at my former company. My first commission came 
off the back of my tweet. An editor at a publication that covered the 
same beat saw the tweet and got in touch to ask if I was available for 
a couple of assignments. 
 
I didn’t want to shy away from the fact I was laid off because I didn’t 
feel I had anything to be ashamed about. I knew I was capable of 
doing good work and I was excited to start turning my fortunes 
around. 
 
If you do decide to post on social media about your situation, 
remember to be graceful about it. Don’t be snarky about your former 
employer or disgruntled. Focus on the fact you’re now free and 
available for work and new opportunities and that you’re excited 
about what the future holds. 
 
You might not want to tell the world what happened, but however 
you tell the story make it your own. Take charge of the narrative. 
Reflect on what went wrong, but don’t let it swallow you whole. This 
is still your career and your life, it’s within your power to make your 
next move a powerful one. 
 

TIP FIVE
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Find your working style
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When people ask me for my best tip for organising your time when 
you’re self-employed, I tell them to get a dog. I structure my working 
schedule around her walks, her last stroll being the marker that it’s 
the end of the day for me. 
 
While that’s not a realistic option for everyone, the point is that the 
greatest joy of being self-employed is finding out how you work best 
and actually implementing it. It’s so important to establish a routine 
when you first go freelance, but it’s just as important to learn how 
you like to work. 
 
When I first started freelancing, I would get up at the same as I did 
when I had an office job and force myself to sit at a desk for roughly 
the same amount of hours. I quickly realised this didn’t suit me. Then 
I had that lightbulb moment when I stopped feeling guilty about not 
working in a “traditional” way and started to figure out how I actually 
want to work. 
 
Personally, I’m at my most productive first thing in the morning and 
then again in the late afternoon. I’m useless in the middle of the day 
so that’s when I go to the gym and run my errands. I take at least two 
hours out in the middle of the day (which includes making a hot 
lunch every day!) and I feel great for it.  

TIP SIX
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Your confidence is in there
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Losing your job is a huge blow to your confidence. There’s no getting 
around the fact that there will be points where you’ll really doubt 
yourself – I’m not going to pretend that I didn’t feel utterly rejected 
by the experience. 
 
What got me through was clinging on to the fact that I was made 
redundant because the website I was working on was shut down and 
this wasn’t a reflection on my personal abilities. I tried really hard to 
knock back the creeping self-doubt that losing a job does to 
your self-worth. 
 
That was a lot easier to do on some days than others. In the early 
weeks, I made an effort to appreciate small wins – sending off a 
pitch, arranging a coffee meeting, getting my website up and 
running. 
 
As the assignments starting coming in and editors kept replying to 
my emails, my confidence picked back up. Before I knew it, I was 
landing commissions I’d once only dreamed about it and building a 
working life that suited my personality and lifestyle.   
 
This is hard to appreciate in the midst of a crisis, but it’s how we deal 
with setbacks that's ultimately more rewarding than taking the 
opportunities that just present themselves.  

TIP SEVEN
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Be professional
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If you only take on board one piece of advice from this guide, let it 
be this final point. 
 
Treat freelancing as a real business.   
 
You’re not a lowly writer at the bottom of the heap scrabbling 
around for scraps of work wherever you can get it. You’re an integral 
part of the creative industry and you offer a service that companies 
need in order to keep their own lights on. 
 
Freelancing is by no means easy or indeed for everyone, but if you’ve 
decided to do this then take it seriously. I prefer to think of myself as 
a small business owner because it reminds me that I'm a 
professional, albeit my company is only one.  
 
You get to write your own job description now. All the things you 
didn’t like about your desk job, you have the power to now change. 
Everything you would moan about can be fixed now. If there’s always 
been something you wanted to write about, now you can. If you’ve 
dreamed about learning how to podcast, do it. 
 
This is your business. You can build it, invest in it and run however 
you want but the point is, it's your business.   

TIP EIGHT
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Advice from other freelancers
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Establish a routine, even if it’s as mundane as set times you break 
for cups of tea and lunch.  
– Laura Snapes, @laurasnapes 
 
Colour coded spreadsheet of every bit of work you do and who the 
contact is there and when you invoiced and when it got paid.  
– Marie Le Conte, @youngvulgarian 
 
Let contacts old and new know you're now a freelancer and for 
hire. You've got a window of opportunity to update people on your 
new career move - use it as an opportunity to market yourself. Ppl 
will respond well and it isn't spamming if you just do it once. 
– Laura Oliver @LauraOliver 
 
Be really firm about ridiculous deadlines and make it clear when 
they aren’t possible. Don’t try to take them and stress yourself out if 
you don’t have time.  
– Vicky Spratt @Victoria_Spratt 
 
Save. Save. Save. Save for a dip in work. Save for taxes. Save for 
travel when that pitch for a story in Costa Rica gets accepted but 
you won’t be paid for it until 30 days after submission. 
–Deanna Cioppa @likeitsmyjob 
 
 
 
 

BONUS TIPS
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Create a website or if visual artist a portfolio. Be specific about 
your beats/interests on your online bios. No shame in taking 'lesser 
writing' gigs while you're busy lining up assignments. Sorry but: If 
you want the big bucks, you have to put the work in the pitch. 
– Jessica Reed @guardianjessica 
 
Start with what you have done already - beats, topics - to build a 
base of clients but DO have an eye on what you really want to write 
about and start pitching ideas around that to extend your portfolio. 
You are better than your last job, you are your next job. 
– Kathryn Blundell @KathrynBtweets 
 
Respect yourself and treat yourself and your work as a business like 
any other. Clients will pick up on that. @freeagent was one of the 
best things I got for helping me with my finances. 
– Olivia Gagan @oliviaannemaria 
 
Always ask for a contract and review it and request changes so they 
don’t own your work for life or all book and movie rights. 
– Alice Driver @DriverWrites 
 
Use @WaveHQ from the start. 
– Naomi O'Leary @NaomiOhReally 
 
 
 
 

BONUS TIPS
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Editors are really busy. Emails that don’t receive replies don’t mean 
you’re crap, they just mean they’re busy. Also, take time off to watch 
documentaries, read books, be fascinated by things - having ideas is 
your currency. Also, it’s okay to stop for Judge Rinder. 
– James McMahon @jamesjammcmahon 
 
Keep receipts! For equipment, travel, networking. You can claim 
quite a lot of expenses in tax. 
– Rachel Loxton @RachLoxton 
 
Be willing to take commercial writing or editing jobs as side jobs to 
have a solid income base and headspace for your journalism. 
– Thomas Vorreyer @tvorreyer 
 
Join a network of other freelancers like @studyhallxyz or 
@UpodAcademy – it can certainly get lonely and there’s a lot to 
learn. I’d also say that a ‘bread and butter’ or ‘anchor' gig is 
absolutely key if at all possible. 
– Joel Balsam @joelbalsam 
 
Know your value! Push back on dismal rates and terrible contracts. 
Believe in yourself. 
– Wendy Helfenbaum @WendyHelfenbaum 
 
 
 
 

BONUS TIPS
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