Tips on Choosing a Freelance Writer

By Suzanne M. Wood
Like plumbers, IT firms with nerdy-cool names, and even the Ghostbusters of 80s movie fame, freelance writers are “on-call” service professionals who respond to your needs. But you’d be hard-pressed to find a “freelance writer” category in your local phone directory, let alone freelance writers running zippy commercials complete with an 800-number. So how do you find a selection of reliable, talented and experienced freelance writers—and, what’s more, how do you know which one to choose for your project?
First, let’s look at who might need to hire a freelance writer, and why. Perhaps you’re a small business owner who needs content for your brand-new Web site but aren’t confident about your persuasive writing skills. Or you’re a corporate communications or marketing manager who has a small or very overworked staff and a full plate of projects. Or perhaps you’re an account manager or creative director at a design or marketing firm or PR or ad agency, and your copywriting team is swamped—or non-existent. 
Most marketing, PR and corporate communications projects are too important to back-burner just because you don’t have the personnel to get the job done. By turning to a veteran freelance copywriter, you can maintain your organization’s forward momentum without overly burdening your staff. What’s more, by using a freelance writer instead of a full-service creative agency, you’ll be saving money, assuming you can handle the design, printing, or programming functions of the project in-house. (Even if you don’t have the resources in-house for these functions, many freelancer writers will oversee the entire project by outsourcing the different parts to other independent professionals or firms in their informal networks. Most will charge a modest project-management fee by marking up the cost of this other work.)
Now that you know the benefits of engaging a freelance writer for your next project, how do you choose one? Think about how you select the other professionals in your life. Chances are, if you need a lawyer, you’re not going to open the phone book and pick one at random—unless, of course, it’s 2 a.m. and you’re in the county jail. Most folks ask their friends, family and colleagues for referrals, whether they’re in need of a lawyer, doctor, accountant, or hair stylist.

These same people—with the possible exception of Grandma or Uncle Herman--can often provide you with the names of one or two good freelance writers. Maybe these writers are members of professional or leads groups your friends or colleagues belong to, or perhaps they have used them for their own communications projects. So ask around.

Here are some other good ways to find a freelance writer:

1. Check out relevant professional associations.

Many freelance copywriters belong to local chapters of one of several professional associations: The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA, at www.prsa.org); the International Association of Business Communications (IABC, at www.iabc.com); the American Marketing Association (AMA, at www.marketingpower.com); and the Ad Club (www.adclub.org). Some freelance journalists also do corporate communications or marketing writing; they’re likely to belong to the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ, at www.spj.org).

Check out the Web site of your local chapter of one of these organizations to see if they have an online membership directory that’s accessible to the public. Often you can spot a freelancer by the lack of a company name next to their name. Barring that, call the chapter president or membership vice president and ask for the names of a good freelancer or two. They’ll usually be delighted to do a good turn for a fellow member.
2. Connect through the Chamber.
If you’re a member of a local or state Chamber of Commerce, you’ve already got a ready-made network of professionals at your disposal. If your membership directory doesn’t include an “Independent Professionals” or “Creative Services Directory,” call up the creative director at a local PR or ad agency and ask for a recommendation. They often work with freelance copywriters on a project basis and will be happy to pass them along some potential business. Or you could call the membership services director and find out if there’s a freelance writer or two lurking about but listed—perhaps unwisely—under their name rather than a business name.

3. Study the bylines in your local business periodical.
If you live in an area that publishes one or more business magazines or news weeklies, you can often find a freelance writer by looking at the bylines. Staff writers will usually be described as such, either under their name or at the end of an article; if it says “contributor” or “contributing writer” instead, you’ve just read an article by a freelancer. If you like the writer’s style, call or email them and ask whether they do corporate or PR work in addition to journalism. (Most do. Let’s face it; journalism isn’t as lucrative as other types of writing). If the writer’s contact information isn’t included at the end of the article, feel free to contact the editor for it.
Now that you have the names of a few writers, it’s time to start calling (or emailing) them. Here are a few selection criteria to keep in mind:

Has the writer done similar work before? It’s usually prudent to go with someone who has experience writing the kind of communication piece you have in mind. That said, many experienced writers are flexible enough to succeed in formats they haven’t tried before. If you like their samples and their references are first-rate, it’s usually a safe bet that they can handle your project despite their lack of direct experience. This is especially true if they are familiar with your industry. Exceptions? If your project is very technical, you’ll need to go with someone with direct experience.

Are their writing samples strong? Suffice it to say they should have samples, whether they’re posted on their Web site or collected into a presentation book or portfolio. Nobody wants to be a fledgling writer’s guinea pig. In addition to being sound grammatically and structurally, their writing should be interesting. Does it inspire you to move on to the next paragraph? If not, keep looking for a writer who does engage you.

Do they have strong references? Unless the writer you’re considering was recommended by someone you trust, you should ask them for the names and numbers of three recent clients. Do your due diligence and ask these folks whether they were satisfied with the writer’s work, whether they made their deadlines, and whether their writing had produced any positive results for the person’s company or organization. Often people are reluctant to say negative things about a professional even if they’ve had a bad experience, perhaps for fear of a slander suit. So if you sense any hesitation on the reference’s part, trust your instincts and eliminate the writer from your list.
As they saw in civil law, it all comes down to a preponderance of evidence. If a candidate’s experience, samples, and references are strong, there’s a very good chance you’ve made the right choice. Now’s the time to discuss their fee and terms—you might even ask your top two or three choices to submit bids on your project-- but that’s the subject of a future article!
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