
 

 
 
Module Six, Building Your Business  
Video Three, What to Charge 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn:  We’ll evaluate charging by the hour versus 
charging by project and which one is better; we’ll talk about what to include 
in the price; you’ll learn how to get an idea for rates in your town, as well as 
quoting and negotiating your rates; and we’ll finish with discussing upfront 
payments. 
 
First, a few notes. Much of this video applies to freelance work, with some 
applications for contract work, which is very much like freelance work, 
except that you have a set contract and will often work from the client’s 
office. We’ll get more specific about the types of positions you can look for 
in video five. In the meantime, if your ultimate goal is to get a full-time, on-
staff job with a company as a copywriter, stick with this video, nonetheless. 
Even when you’re on staff, you should be doing freelance work periodically, 
just to keep your skill set fresh and prevent burnout. You can also never tell 
when you’ll be approached with freelance work, so it’s better to be prepared 
than not!  
 
One’s rates can be kind of a sticky subject and many people get 
uncomfortable discussing them, but you’re going to have to get used to it if 
you’re going to get paid! The aim of this video is to help make the 
conversation as easy for you as possible and to provide you with some 
standard answers when clients want to discuss how much you charge, which 
will help to make that kind of interaction much easier. Also, don’t feel bad 
or guilty about quoting your rates! Your work is well worth it and many 
people will be more than willing to pay your going rate for quality 
copywriting. Part of being a professional copywriter is being very serious 
about the quality of your work and valuing it accordingly.  
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Now, let’s talk about charging by the hour versus charging by the project. 
Well, to start off with, in general, you’re better served to charge for 
freelance work by the project. Charging by the hour essentially penalizes 
you for writing quickly. If you finish a project faster than you were 
expecting, you’ll get paid less—whereas, actually sometimes turning around 
work quickly is a premium that you can ask clients to pay more for! Look at 
it this way—if you quote a client $500 for a brochure because you prefer to 
make $50 an hour and you estimate that it will take you roughly ten hours, 
you’ll get the $500 no matter when you finish the project (as long as it’s on 
deadline). But, instead, if you quote a project at $50 an hour and you 
estimate for the client that it will take you ten hours and you actually end up 
finishing it in five, getting it to them first thing so they can use it sooner, you 
can only rightfully bill $250.  
 
There will be times that clients will ask you to turn something around much 
faster than normal, like what you’ve done here, and you’ll actually charge 
them a higher fee for it to do it faster, just as any service-based business 
might do. By charging by the hour, you’re effectively de-incentivizing 
yourself to work quickly and efficiently. But I’m not saying that you should 
charge them by the project to gouge them out of money; all of your projects 
should be based on realistic estimates (which we’ll get to in a moment). 
There will be some projects that will take you just as long as you estimated 
and some projects that take you longer than estimated—even sometimes 
with the same client. 
 
 Charging by the project helps to even this out. When you charge by the 
hour, clients will still ask you how many hours it will take you—charging by 
the project just removes their need to make the calculation. You’ll actually 
find, too, that many clients would prefer to get an overall project quote. That 
way they don’t have to worry about you tracking hours or you taking longer 
for something than they had budgeted for. Many clients would just prefer to 
pay by the project.  
 
Now what do you include in your project quote? Another benefit to charging 
by the project is that you get to factor in writing time, editing time, meeting 
time, and phone call time without calling them out as individual line items. 
If you’re charging by the hour and you factor in 15 minutes for a phone call 
or to return an email because that’s actual work, clients tend to feel nickel 
and dimed. It kind of devalues your whole rate. But when you charge for the 
project and tell them it will cover everything, it feels like a good deal for 
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them. And like we were saying, it’s also easier for them to pay that than to 
pay hourly rates. When you put together your price, make sure that you do 
build in time meetings and phone calls along with writing and editing. Those 
little incidental things can add up. It’s still your working time and you 
should still be paid for that. Building that in to your project price allows your 
client to not have to worry about how much a meeting is going to cost them 
or whether a re-group on a phone call is worth the cost. You want a free and 
clear line of communication with your client and billing by the hour might 
get in the way of that.  
 
Just make sure that you and your client are both clear on the scope of the 
project. Anything beyond what you’ve quoted for should be extra. So, say 
your client hires you to write a new website with four pages and two emails 
and you create a quote based on that. If, while they’re working on building 
the site, they decide that it actually needs a fifth page with a few sub pages 
within it, that shouldn’t get lumped in to what you’ve already quoted for. At 
the outset, you need to both agree what your price is for so that you’re well 
within your rights to call out when something is outside of the scope of that 
project and then offer to come up with a new quote or amend that original 
one. You don’t want to get stuck writing for a much bigger project than what 
you originally quoted for. Be sure, too, to send your quotes in writing. Email 
is just fine. Even if you give them a quote over the phone, send it via email 
to make sure you both have a copy of it that you can refer to.  
 
How do you figure out your rate? Well there are all kinds of salary 
calculators on the web, but you should definitely take them with a grain of 
salt. All kinds of variables exist that they just can’t take into account and, 
besides, who knows where they get their info? Sometimes, too, the 
calculators weren’t created for our particular industry wherein there are so 
many different levels within one type of job—meaning: junior copywriter, 
copywriter, senior copywriter and copy manager or director. My point is that 
you can look at these if you’re curious, but don’t expect that they’re actually 
grounded in reality. A better method to begin your rate calculation is to find 
out what people of your level make on staff. So first you want to find a 
salary for your level in your city. There are a couple of ways to do that. First 
and easiest, if you know copywriters who are on-staff, ask them what they 
make if you feel comfortable doing it. Also, ask recruiters to see what kind 
of salaries they’re seeing offered for your level.  
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You can also look at job postings which will sometimes list a “depending on 
experience” salary range. Make sure that you are looking at jobs and talking 
to recruiters in your own city, though—salaries can vary widely across the 
country and around the world. Once you’ve found a good average, or at least 
a reasonable top and bottom range, you can begin the calculation. Take the 
salary, multiply that by 1.5, and then divide by 2,080. The 2,080 is the 
number of hours in a workweek for the 52 week year. I’ll have you multiply 
by 1.5 because you generally make more for freelance work per hour 
because you have to take care of certain additional taxes, like the self-
employment tax, that an employer doesn’t have to take into account in your 
salary. This calculation should give you a ballpark for your hourly rate or 
even a range of hourly rates that it’s reasonable for you to work within. You 
want to be prepared with this number because, not only is it crucial for 
quoting work, but it also helps to prevent you from taking work for far less 
than you’re worth.  
 
Quoting and negotiating. To figure out your project price, you want to 
compile the number of hours you think it will actually take you to concept, 
write the work, edit it, take phone calls and meet with your client. Put 
together the whole number of hours you think it will be…then pad it. I’m 
serious. And, again, I’m not saying this to gouge your clients. But 
invariably, things will take longer than you plan for. You don’t pad it 
because you’re trying to take your client for as much as he’s worth so don’t 
give it a ton of padding, but I guarantee that at some point, in some project it 
will take longer than you plan for. Maybe it’s you and it’s taking you longer 
to wrap your mind around something. Or maybe your client is giving you a 
ton of revisions and input that should have come sooner. Either way, you 
want to have contingencies for this built into your estimate—otherwise, you 
could end up doing a ton of work for far less than you planned. So maybe 
you estimate that a project will take you one hour to concept, four hours to 
write, two hours for edits and two hours for meetings and phone calls. I’d 
throw in another one or so to protect yourself. If your hourly rate is $50, then 
you could quote $500 for the project. 
 
If you’re worried about not getting a job and you really want it, give them a 
quote with an out. What I mean by that is give them the estimated cost, but 
also let them know that you’re happy to discuss it. And I’d use those exact 
words, “I’m happy to discuss it.” This works better if you’re sending a quote 
via email because then both you and your client have time to think about the 
quote. I almost never give a quote over the phone, unless it’s to a client I’ve 
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worked with a lot. But what this allows both your and your client to do is to 
continue the discussion. After all, if you really want this job, you could 
always offer a slightly better price if you think it’s going to be the gateway 
to more work. But, at the same time, you don’t want to be wishy-washy 
about your quote. You’ll go into the discussion with your own idea of what 
they’re willing to pay, but often they’re more than happy to meet your price. 
Give them your quote, be very upfront and professional about it, but, again, 
if you really want this work, you can subtly let them know that you’re open 
to negotiating. I would just say(and have said), “I can do this project for you 
for $500. Let me know if you have any questions; I’m happy to discuss it.” 
It’s very subtle, so it doesn’t just come out and say “Throw a lower number 
at me and let’s talk” but it also does let them know that you’re happy to have 
some kind of further discussion around your rate.  
 
You don’t want to say something like, “I can do this project for $500, but if 
that’s too much, we can talk.” That lets them know immediately that you’re 
willing to do it for less and, of course, they’re going to try to get a lower 
rate. If your client wants to discuss it, it’s up to you how flexible you want to 
be. If you can, try to get them to tell you what you were estimating and 
decide if that works for you or not. There are going to be times when you’re 
going to be talking to a potential client and they’ll tell you what their 
estimate was and it will just be too low for you. Some people just don’t 
understand what professional services cost. If they do want to negotiate your 
rate after you’ve given them a quote and you’re willing to go with a lower 
rate, have a reason why you’re willing to be flexible. 
 
 Perhaps it’s that this project could be the beginning of a longer term 
partnership or that this project is for a product you’re particularly interested 
in or passionate about. But be sure to give them a reason, otherwise they’ll 
think that all of your rates are arbitrary and from then on, they’ll always try 
to talk you down from your quote. Giving them the impression that your 
rates are arbitrary also devalues your work and makes you seem like less of 
a professional. You don’t have to explain how you estimated a project, but if 
you’re willing to take a bit less for it, give them a solid reason as to why. 
And also, as I was saying, don’t be afraid to say no if the price they want to 
pay just isn’t going to work for you. There will be another client with other 
work that will be the right price. If it’s too little, don’t devalue yourself 
unless you really, really want it for your portfolio. 
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Upfront payments. Some writers insist on getting a certain amount of 
payment upfront, before they do any work at all. Sometimes it’s 50%, 
sometimes it’s 25%, but it’s almost always based on a percentage. The 
reason that they do this is that they’re afraid of getting burned if the client 
won’t pay for some reason. They reason that at least they’re getting some 
money if the client doesn’t end up paying it all. I have to tell you, 
personally, I’m not a fan of upfront payments. I don’t do it—even when 
clients offer it to me. I don’t like asking money from people for work that 
hasn’t been done yet, before I’ve proven my worth to them. I would prefer 
for them to work with me, learn to trust me, learn to trust my work and then 
pay me at the end. And then, of course, when I’ve worked with them once, I 
don’t have to prove myself again, but they also don’t have to prove 
themselves and their ability to pay to me. It’s also an exceedingly rare 
occurrence that a copywriter doesn’t get paid for the work that he or she has 
done—in fact, I can’t even think of an example. You are perfectly welcome 
to make upfront payments a practice if you want to, but just know, too, that 
some clients may balk at it. They don’t want to pay for something without 
assurance that the work is perfect, that you’re going to be willing to work 
with their feedback, that you’re going to deliver it on time or even that 
you’re going to deliver it at all. Just as you don’t know them, they don’t 
know you.  
 
Besides, it’s really fun to get that big paycheck at the end of the project after 
all the work is done! I should mention that there are some clients that won’t 
pay you by check; they insist on bank transfers or PayPal. If that’s the case, 
you can certainly set up a PayPal account or give them your bank 
information to transfer to, but be aware that banks and PayPal will charge a 
small fee, so you want to be sure to factor that into your estimate. After all, 
if you’re doing a long-term project with a client and they’ll be paying you 
ten times and your bank charges $15 per transfer, that’s $150 that you’re 
paying just to receive your money! It doesn’t hurt to ask up front if they’ll be 
delivering final payment by check or other means. Most clients will pay by 
check, but if not, you want to know.  
 
Next Steps! Okay, head on over to video four and, once you’ve quoted for 
the work, once you’ve done the work and once you’ve thrilled your client 
with your work, you need to invoice it. Learn how to do that now!  
 


