
B E Y O N D T H E B A S I C S

How Much
Should I
Charge?

by Lynn Wasnak

I f you’re a beginning freelance writer, or don’t know many other freelancers, you may
wonder how anyone manages to earn enough to eat and pay the rent by writing or perform-
ing a mix of writing-related tasks. Yet, smart full-time freelance writers and editors annually

gross $35,000 and up—sometimes up into the $150,000-200,000 range. These top-earning free-
lancers rarely have names known to the general public. (Celebrity writers earn fees far beyond
the rates cited in this survey.) But, year after year, they sustain themselves and their families
on a freelance income, while maintaining control of their hours and their lives.

Such freelancers take writing and editing seriously—it’s their business.
Periodically, they sit down and think about the earning potential of their work, and how

they can make freelancing more profitable and fun. They know their numbers: what it costs
to run their business; what hourly rate they require; how long a job will take. Unless there’s
a real bonus (a special clip, or a chance to try something new) these writers turn down work
that doesn’t meet the mark and replace it with a better-paying project.

If you don’t know your numbers, take a few minutes to figure them out. Begin by choosing
your target annual income—whether it’s $25,000 or $100,000. Add in fixed expenses: social
security, taxes, and office supplies. Don’t forget health insurance and something for your
retirement. Once you’ve determined your annual gross target, divide it by 1,000 billable
hours—about 21 hours per week—to determine your target hourly rate.

Remember—this rate is flexible. You can continue doing low-paying work you love as long
as you make up for the loss with more lucrative jobs. But you must monitor your rate of earning
if you want to reach your goal. If you slip, remind yourself you’re in charge. As a freelancer,
you can raise prices, chase better-paying jobs, work extra hours, or adjust your spending.

‘‘Sounds great,’’ you may say. ‘‘But how do I come up with 1,000 billable hours each
year? I’m lucky to find a writing-related job every month or two, and these pay a pittance.’’

That’s where business attitude comes in: network, track your time, join professional orga-
nizations, and study the markets. Learn how to query, then query like mad. Take chances
by reaching for the next level. Learn to negotiate for a fee you can live on—your plumber
does! Then get it in writing.

You’ll be surprised how far you can go, and how much you can earn, if you believe in your
skills and act on your belief. The rates that follow are a guide to steer you in the right direction.

LYNN WASNAK (www.lynnwasnak.com) has freelanced full time for nearly three decades as a writer, editor, and small
publisher. Her international newsletter for childhood trauma survivors, Many Voices (www.manyvoicespress.com), is
now in its 17th year.
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This report is based on input from sales finalized in 2005 and 2006 only. The data is generated
from voluntary surveys completed by members of numerous professional writers’ and editors’
organizations and specialty groups. We thank these responding groups, listed below, and their
members for generously sharing information. If you would like to contribute your input, e-mail
lwasnak@fuse.net for a survey.

Organizations
For more information on determining freelance pay rates, negotiating con-
tracts, etc., you can visit the following organizations’ Web sites. (Editor’s
note: A special thank you to the members of the organizations listed below
for their thoughtful responses to our survey.)

● American Literary Translators Association (ALTA): www.literarytrans
lators.org

● American Medical Writers Association (AMWA): www.amwa.org

● American Society of Journalists & Authors (ASJA): www.asja.org

● American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP): www.asmp.org

● American Society of Picture Professionals (ASPP): www.aspp.com

● American Translators Association (ATA): www.atanet.org

● Association of Independents in Radio (AIR): www.airmedia.org

● Association of Personal Historians (APH): www.personalhistorians.org

● The Cartoon Bank: www.cartoonbank.com

● Editorial Freelancers Association (EFA): www.the-efa.org

● Freelance Success (FLX): www.freelancesuccess.com

● International Association of Business Communicators (IABC): www.
iabc.com

● Investigative Reporters & Editors (IRE): www.ire.org

● Media Communicators Association International (MCA-I): www.mca-
i.org

● National Association of Science Writers (NASW): www.nasw.org

● National Cartoonists Society (NCS): www.reuben.org/main.asp

● National Writers Union (NWU): www.nwu.org

● Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ): www.spj.org

● Society for Technical Communication (STC): www.stc.org

● Washington Independent Writers (WIW): www.washwriter.org

● Women in Film (WIF): www.wif.org

● Writer’s Guild of America East (WGAE): www.wgae.org

● Writer’s Guild of America West (WGA): www.wga.org
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