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I am one of the few people in the world that actually enjoys my
job. I get up in the morning, and with a cup of coffee in hand,

jammies and slippers still on, I go to work.

When I bought my house in 1998, a portion of the garage was
already converted into an office. So though I do actually have to
walk out of my front door to get to work, there is no traffic on the
way. That should be enough to convince anyone that this is an

ideal situation.

And as an added bonus, I am home each day when my kids get
home from school, and can often chaperone their field trips. Some
days I can even take an hour or so to run errands during the mid
morning to avoid crowds. I walk a few steps to get lunch, and can
do laundry throughout the day. This leaves my weekends to do
things I want to do, instead of spending them at the grocery store

like the rest of the population.
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I make a decent living too. I am a single mom with two kids and
own my own home. Well, the bank really owns it, but I'm working
on that. And my boyfriend and I recently went in together to buy

another home in Las Vegas, NV.

In 1996, I graduated from San Diego State University with a BA,
emphasizing in Graphic Design. I immediately started working for
a commercial printer doing typesetting and design work. It was a
small company at the time, so I was the only person in the graphics
department. Five years later, the company had tripled in size, and

I had worked my way to Art Director with 15 employees under me.
The Graphics Department had gone from simple design work and
typesetting to commercial marketing and advertising, book and

catalog layout, etc., as well as all pre-press activities.

Even though I had spent five years in college, I learned nothing
about pre-press activities, setting files up for a printer, or any of
the other steps it takes to get designs into a tangible product. So
this was the best experience any graphic designer could wish
for. T got to know every aspect of the process, following my jobs
through each step, learning everything I could. If I was slow, 1

would help with running film or bindery work. In doing this, I
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was able to figure out that there were certain things I could do in
my designs to make the rest of the process easier, and to ensure

that my design ideas came out the way I intended every time.

It was a wonderful experience, and the knowledge I received was

invaluable. So what was the problem?

Well, where do I begin. The first and biggest problem was
extremely long work days. Nine to ten hours at the office, 30-

45 minutes in traffic each way, no lunch breaks, and the office
politics was enough to make anyone want to commit themselves
to the nearest funny farm! Not to mention that being a salary
worker meant no overtime, and being the Art Director meant that

I was expected to work extra hours every day. Sound familiar?

I felt like I had the life sucked out of me at work, then when 1
finally got home, my kids were just getting started. Something had
to change. So I got organized and focused on becoming my own

boss. Simple as that? Well, sort of.

I have come across so many people that think the only thing they

need to do to become an freelance graphic designer is to buy a
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computer, the software and learn the basics. The problem is that
there are many variables between the design process and the finished
product, especially if printing is involved. There are steps to follow to
make sure your designs are executed exactly the way you intended.

So to be successful, you must understand all of these variables.

Also, there are a few other things you must know before starting this
venture, especially if you provide the only household income. You

must think about the situation in the most logical manner possible.

That is why I wrote this book. I will take you through the process.
So if you read this book from cover to cover, have some talent,
knowledge, and follow my advice, you should be able to make a
steady income, work in the comfort of your own home, and most

importantly be your own boss.

Please keep in mind that I have struggled with diplomacy my
whole life, so I am going to be blunt and straight to the point

— no fluff. So if you can handle that, let’s get started.
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Before starting this venture, as well as most others, preparation

is essential. I have broken this down into three sections. Personal
Preparation, because you must prepare yourself emotionally,
educationally and logically before you can start any business.
Economical Preparation, because nothing in this world is free, and
for the first few months your income will be unstable. That is fine
if you have someone supporting you. But if you are completely
independent, like me, you have to be financially secure. And
lastly, Office Preparation. Your surroundings have to be ready for
your business to be successful. You will need quite a few things

before you can become a prepared freelance designer.

Personal Preparation

This really depends on the position you are currently in. Are
you in college or maybe a trade school for graphic design? Are
you working in a different field, but have always had a knack for

design, and want a job that is more creative? Or maybe you are
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just so sick of your job, your head is about to explode? Let’s look
at the situation logically. Please, oh please, do not go into your
boss’ office tomorrow morning, and tell him to take the job and

shove it. Let’s do this transition rationally and responsibly.

It is very important to have some talent in this field, either natural
or learned, and knowledge of some commonly used graphic
design software. Though years ago, before computers, design was
done using paste-up — those days are long gone. Paste-up is very
limiting and extremely time consuming. Clients pay hourly, so
they want good design done fast. Most jobs sit on the client’s desk
for two weeks before given to you. Then the client is in a panic
and needs the job done “yesterday”. So you must be fast. Ample
knowledge of computers and the software most designers use is a
necessity. You will read more about this in the Office Preparation
section later. This is why I recommend some sort of training
before venturing into this field. There are a lot of variables,

which means a lot of room for costly mistakes. For instance, you
wouldn’t start a landscaping business if you had no knowledge of
plant life. Nor would you start a hairdressing business if the only
hair cuts you've ever given are to your son with the clippers. You

must have some knowledge first.
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Going to a four-year university is not necessary, though I do feel
I got a well rounded education. If I found that I didn’t want to do
graphic design, I could have changed my major. But if you are sure
of what you want, and are in a trade school for graphic design and

loving every minute of it, more power to you!

Either way if you are about to graduate with a graphic design
degree or certificate, and are not sure if you really want to work

for someone else, the time to start planning on having your own
business is right now. There is a lot of preparation to do, and you
are probably coming from a position of having little money, and
possibly owing money on student loans, which can be stressful. But
you might have a few things going for you. You probably already
have a computer, design tools, the design software and more

importantly know how to use them.

The key is to start getting clients now, while you are still in school. 1
don’t mean the church newsletter or some friend of your mom’s that
wants an occasional flyer. I mean business clients, the clients that
come to you for their advertising and marketing needs on a regular
basis. This is what you will need to provide a steady income. You

will read more about getting clients in the Getting Clients chapter.
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Try not to skip ahead, or you will miss crucial information.

If you have just graduated and are faced with immediate income
issues, there are a couple of routes you can go. You can try getting
a loan, but that is not always possible. The good thing is that you
will be working at home, which means you can work whatever
hours are good for you. So if you are not afraid of working hard,

I would recommend getting another job, or keeping the job you
have now so you have enough money to live on until you have
established a good client base. Remember, it won't be forever, just
until you start making money. It is also a good idea to save a little
“cushion” money. Allow yourself at least six months, then you can
ween yourself off your existing job possibly going down to part

time, and eventually quitting all together.

If you work for a design or advertising firm or are in the design
department of a company, there are a few things to consider

— first is responsibility. Remember that your actions are a direct
reflection on you as a person and a worker. Do not quit abruptly
or emotionally. You are probably working on design jobs right
now, and leaving them undone or unorganized for the replacement

designer is not recommended. Doing this will most assuredly
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bite you in the butt later on. You also don’t want to leave yourself
without a steady income, especially if you have been conditioned
to receiving a paycheck twice a month. Remember that you will
no longer get sick days, paid holidays, personal days or paid
vacation. If you don’t work, you don'’t get paid, simple as that. If
you take a day off because you don’t feel well, or it’s a beautiful
day and you want to go to the beach, or you want to chaperone
your son’s field trip, that is great, but you will go a day without
pay. The key is self descipline. If necessary plan on either making
it up on the weekend, or working longer hours during the week.
Sometimes I even get up extra early to work, then I can take the
afternoon off. Do whatever it takes to get the jobs done and get the

checks in the mail. Be responsible and you won't regret it.

You will have to train yourself, your friends and family to realize
that just because you work at home doesn’t mean you are available
to do multiple favors. If it is hard for you to say “no”, you will end
up spending half your day doubling as a taxi, babysitter and errand
runner for everyone and their mother. You must be sure to let
people know that you are at work, not in front of the T.V. watching
stories and eating bon-bons. If you don’t, you will be working into

the night getting your jobs done while everyone else is relaxing.
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So before you feel confident enough to quit your existing job, and
are ready to go out on your own, there are quite a few important

steps you must follow.

1) Get your home office prepared. This will ensure an easy
transition. Most existing designers already have this
done, but there are other things to consider. You must
have a place you can concentrate, away from household
distractions. There will be more about this in the Office

Preparation section.

2) Getting a business license. You will need to find out if your
city requires a business license. When you have clients of
your own, they will not make their checks payable to you
personally. They will want to use their expenses as tax
write-offs, so they will make all checks payable to your
business name. If your business does not contain your
surname (last name), your county may require you to get
a fictitious name statement. This whole process will vary
from city to city, county to county and state to state. Find
out what you need to do first by visiting your local city

office. They can lead you step by step through the process.

14
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3) Start getting some clients of your own. Most existing
designers have a few clients they do work for on their own
time, but you will need more. Remember that you are on
your own, so the more clients you have the more chance you
have of receiving a steady income. It is unethical to solicit
clients from your current job, so that is not recommended.
But you will probably have clients, whom you've developed a
personal friendship with at your existing job, that will look
you up and follow you. This happened to me, and it did help
in the transition. There will be more about this in the Getting

Clients section.

4) Quitting your job . . . properly. After you have read this
book, and have completely prepared yourself, the time
may be right to quit your existing job. To maintain a good
relationship with your existing employer, it is customary to
give two weeks notice. But if you are in charge of employees
and/or accounts, as a professional courtesy, I suggest giving
three weeks. This will give you plenty of time to get things
wrapped up, and to get your replacement comfortable with
the position and required responsibilities. This will also give

you some time to get last minute tasks accomplished.

15




