
 

 
 
Module Six, Building Your Business  
Video Five, Freelancing, Contracting and On-Staff Work 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’ll go over the differences between freelancing, 
contracting and working on-staff; we’ll talk about the types of creative teams 
you could be on; we’ll discuss why contracting could be better than 
freelancing and maybe even on-staff work, and then we’ll go over how to 
get in the door and how to really impress the people who interview you. 
 
The definitions of the three types of work. Freelancing means that you’re not 
an employee of the company you’re writing for and, as such, you don’t get 
benefits like 401k, health insurance and all that sort of thing, and you don’t 
get taxes taken out of your fees. Generally, you’re going to invoice your 
client for your work. You’ll be billing by the hour or by the project, 
depending on what you have worked out with your client. And the company 
can use your services at-will and can end their working with you at-will. 
Meaning, once they’ve paid you for the work you’ve done, they can choose 
to use you again or they can choose not to. Freelancing generally means that 
you’re not working out of this company’s office. You may make an 
agreement to come in and spend some time there; at the very least, you’ll 
probably visit for meetings, but you’re generally going to be working from 
home.  
 
Contracting is often used synonymously with freelancing, but it’s not quite 
the same. When you’re a contractor, you’re also not an employee of the 
company you’re writing for. You don’t get benefits like health insurance and 
a 401k and that sort of thing and taxes usually aren’t taken out. However, if 
you are contracting through a recruitment or placement firm, they may take 
taxes out of your check—but in that case, you’ll be technically on-staff with 
the recruitment firm. You’d be contracting for the company you’re writing 
for, but technically on-staff at the recruitment firm. It’s nothing to be 
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concerned about at all, but you want to make sure you’re aware of whether 
taxes are being taken out of your checks or not. With contracting, you’re 
almost always getting paid an hourly rate. You are generally given a contract 
to work with a company for a certain length of time at a certain hourly rate; 
say, six months at $50/hour for either mostly full-time or part-time work. 
After your contract expires, they may choose to renew it again and again, but 
any contract has to have a definite time frame and an end date on which it 
expires.  
 
Contracting also usually means that you’re working out of the company’s 
office. You go in to that office just like an employee does and you may even 
have a dedicated desk. Contracting may or may not be a precursor to an on-
staff role; there are plenty of companies that are perfectly happy bringing in 
contractors and keeping them as such. I was actually offered jobs at a few of 
the companies I was contracting for, but turned them down because I 
preferred the freedom of contracting. Temp-to-perm in a job listing usually 
means that it begins as a contract position with an on-staff position as the 
end goal. For both full-time contractors and full-time freelancers, you’ll 
have to pay for your own health insurance. However, there are some 
freelance associations that may offer group discounts if you join. A few to 
check out are the Freelancers Union at www.freelancersunion.org and 
Mediabistro.com’s AvantGuild program, but be sure to do your own 
research, too.   
 
And then on-staff, of course, means that you are employed by the company 
you’re writing for. You get a salary and you get whatever benefits that 
company offers; health insurance, 401K, vacation time, all that sort of thing. 
If all of your copywriting work is done on-staff, you may not be able to 
make some tax deductions. Car mileage for business use and home office are 
prime examples, but you should be sure to talk to your accountant to know 
exactly what you’re dealing with. The general progression for on-staff work 
is that you start out as a junior copywriter, you move up to copywriter 
(which is essentially a mid-level position); then from there you progress to 
senior copywriter, and then you can get promoted to either associate creative 
director or copy manager/copy director. Sometimes there’s a difference 
between copy manager and copy director (director being a little bit higher), 
but it really depends on the organization. Essentially, though, Associate 
Creative Director (ACD), copy manager and copy director are roughly the 
same level. After that, the next role in that creative progression is creative 
director, a role that’s in charge of both copy and design.  
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There are also new developments in the content world, which might mean 
opportunities to grow in that capacity. For example, we’re starting to see 
more companies that are looking for content managers, content directors and 
there are even some companies with Chief Content Officers. Putting writing 
and content at that c-level, that CEO, CFO level, is really a fascinating 
development for the field of writing in general.   
 
Types of creative teams. An agency creative team means that you are 
working within an advertising or marketing agency. You are on the team 
with other creatives. The client is always an external company that has hired 
the agency. The agency creative team gets work from clients by competing 
with other agencies and pitching their ideas to the client. So the client may 
say, we need someone to help us with our advertising campaign. The agency 
creative team comes back, thinks it through and comes up with some great 
ideas. During the pitch meeting, the agency presents everything they’ve 
come up with to the client, hoping to win the client. As I said, there are 
usually a couple of agencies that are pitching a client at the same time, so it 
can be a very nerve-wracking process. However, if the client likes the 
agencies’ ideas, the client signs a contract with the company and the agency 
creative team has to flesh out their concept and do any other related creative 
work for that client.  
 
In general, account managers facilitate the strategy, creative brief and 
schedule of a project. Sometimes the title of the role can differ, but project 
manager, account manager or client manager is roughly what you’re looking 
for. Once the creative team has executed on a project, the creative director 
and the account manager will review it and then the project is presented to 
the client. The creative director, again, is the highest person on the agency 
creative team, though there may be different levels of creative directors. 
Some companies have executive creative directors and some even have chief 
creative officers. Regardless, whoever is in that role will work with the 
account managers to make sure the creative is exactly what it should be and 
then the team will present the project to the client.  
 
Creatives at smaller agencies generally work on several different clients. So 
if you’re a copywriter at a smaller agency, you could be working on five, 
seven different client projects. At larger agencies, you may end up being 
more siloed because larger agencies generally have large clients and those 
large clients have a lot more small projects within their campaigns. At a 
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larger agency, you could end up working on just one client, but there will 
still be plenty of work for you to do.  
 
Now, an in-house creative team, on the other hand, operates like an agency, 
but they operate as an agency within a company for the products or brands 
that that company produces. So for example, if you work as part of the in-
house creative team at a publishing company, you do all the marketing and 
advertising and all the copywriting for that publishing company’s various 
books. A company like Kellogg’s, for example, has several brands including 
Rice Crispies, Frosted Flakes and Pop Tarts and as part of their in-house 
creative team, you could be working on all of them. That’s just an example 
since I don’t know how their teams are actually structured, but you get the 
idea.  
 
“Client,” in the case of in-house agencies, while not always even used as a 
term, usually refers to the final decision maker of the project. Using the term 
“client” gets a little tricky on in-house teams because sometimes the project 
manager can be in charge of the project and partner with creative to get it 
done, but can also be the final decision maker—or at least the person who 
represents the final decision maker if that person is a higher executive that 
doesn’t generally attend creative reviews. For an in-house creative team, the 
project manager usually comes up with the strategy (or at least collaborates 
on it), writes the brief, kicks it off and then reviews the creative. Some types 
of work may actually be outsourced to external creative agencies who are 
better equipped to handle it. For example, often companies with in-house 
agencies will outsource television commercials, radio ads or magazine ads 
because it’s not usually where their in-house team’s expertise lies.   
 
You want to aim to build experience with both in-house and agency creative 
teams. Even in-house creative teams generally like to see some agency work 
in your background. It just shows that you’re well-rounded and, right now, 
especially when you’re just getting started, this is your opportunity to make 
yourself as well-rounded as you can be. Generally, the thought is that 
agencies are faster paced and do a little bit more dynamic work than in-
house agencies. This is definitely not the case, though; there are plenty of in-
house creative teams that have to work incredibly fast and do amazing, 
dynamic work. You also want to get experience with both since, again this is 
a bit of a generalization, in-house teams are thought of as working more in 
the direct response arena and agency teams are thought of as being more 
involved in branding. Again, this is a vast, but persistent oversimplification. 
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The best way to deal with these perceptions, though, is to get experience 
with both. Even some contracting or freelancing work with either will count. 
Make yourself as well-rounded as you can be! 
 
Why contracting can beat freelancing and maybe even on-staff work. First of 
all, let’s talk about some of the myths surrounding the concept of “working 
at home.” Frankly, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. People think that the 
freelance life and working from home means that you whatever you want to 
do, your schedule is completely yours, you work in your pajamas, and it’s all 
wonderful. It can be great, true, but it also can be lonely, it can be hard to 
focus and it can be boring to stay at home all the time. You network and you 
make important professional contacts in an office and these important 
professional contacts can help you find more work. You obviously can’t 
network nearly as well if you’re sitting at home in your pajamas. And 
electronic contacts will never ever matter as much as in-person, face-to-face 
contacts.  
 
You can also generally do better work by working closer with the designers, 
by actually sitting down at their computer and working with them to put 
together projects right there on screen. Being willing to come in to an office 
also makes you more appealing to companies and more likely for them to 
give you work. A lot of companies will prefer to have you in office for 
convenience’s sake and so that they know you’re available when they need 
you. In between two writers of equal level and equal skills and capacity, if 
one writer is willing to work in the office and one writer wants to work from 
home, the company is usually going to choose the writer who is willing to 
work in the office.  
 
The nice thing about contracting, too, is that you usually get regular checks 
versus project-based freelance work. It’s exciting to get a big check at the 
end of a project when you’re freelancing with a client, but it can be awfully 
nice to get those regular checks that contracting will afford you. Contracting 
can sometimes lead to being able to work from home. If a company gets 
really comfortable with you and they trust you, then they might not mind 
you working remotely if you really, really want to work from home some 
days. It will depend on the company and the kind of work you do for them, 
but it’s a possibility. And the benefit of contracting versus being on-staff is 
that, quite honestly, you can always move on to a new company if you get 
bored. Theoretically, that’s true when you’re on-staff as well, but let’s face 
it: it’s really hard to quit a job, even if you’re bored or unhappy, just because 
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you get used to that regular paycheck and those benefits. It’s a little bit 
easier to leave as a contractor because you’re not on-staff and they’re not 
paying your health insurance and all that sort of thing. But if you’re a 
contractor and all of a sudden you notice you’re bored, you can always move 
on.  
 
How to get your foot in the door. Well, as we were saying, recruiters can be 
great, but don’t rely on them exclusively. You’ve got to network. When 
you’re trying to get your foot in the door, try to avoid the normal channels as 
much as possible because the “normal channels” usually means going 
through internal recruiters. Internal recruiters are the people who get your 
resume and read it through to see if you are what they think the creative 
director is looking for. The thing is, though, internal recruiters tend to have 
preconceived notions about what they’re looking for and then they may 
automatically discount you because you’re not exactly what they had in 
mind. 
 
 I’ve worked with a lot of internal recruiters who mean well, but because 
they don’t know what it’s like to work as a creative and they don’t 
completely understand the flexibility inherent in creative careers, they can 
miss out on great people. If they don’t see a couple of keywords that the 
creative director specifically mentioned on your resume, they may just 
automatically toss it and say you’re not a good fit for the role. So whenever 
possible, try to get your resume and your portfolio cover letter directly to the 
creative director. Remember, too, that going through the “normal channels” 
is what everyone else does. It should be your mission to find the unique and 
out-of-the-ordinary ways to sell yourself and stand out.   
 
LinkedIn and Google can definitely help you find out the right contact 
information. It shouldn’t be that hard at all to find out who the creative 
director is at a company you’d like to get into. And if you can’t find it 
online, call the company’s receptionist! Then you want to send a cover letter 
or email and really sell yourself. Again, you’re a copywriter. You sell things. 
This is your opportunity to sell yourself. Let them know why you’re so 
interested in working at or for the company. Check out the company website 
and refer to the samples of work they have online. Every agency is going to 
have samples of the work they’ve done in the past. If you’re looking to get 
into an in-house agency, you should be able to rustle up some pieces that 
they’ve done in the past—direct mail pieces, ads, all that sort of thing. When 
you’re writing your cover letter email and selling yourself, refer to the work 
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that they’ve done; the kinds of projects you liked and you’d like to be a part 
of.  
 
Prove to them immediately how thoughtful you are about copy. Point out the 
things that you liked about their copy and ask questions; you can offer ideas 
for other versions within this campaign. But definitely refer directly to their 
copy. If you don’t hear from them, be sure to very politely follow up. You 
can let them know that you know they’re busy; you just don’t want to miss 
out on an opportunity at this company. Be very polite, be very straight and to 
the point, but persistence will get you far. I have gotten  resumes from 
people that I wasn’t that excited about so I set them aside, meant to get back 
to them and never did. But then got another email from them to follow up 
because they were so excited about the position, and because of that follow-
up, I brought them in for an interview. These have been some of my best 
hires ever.  
 
Let’s talk about how to really knock ‘em out. Get creative to find ways to go 
the extra mile. You want to impress people. You want to be memorable. And 
the best way to do that is to go above and beyond. So for example, there are 
a lot of websites that will print up a custom bound book (blurb.com, 
snapfish.com, etc) and you could get a custom portfolio that you can put 
your best portfolio pieces into. Import the images, write up a bit about each 
one or use what you have on your website and get it printed. If you really 
want a job with the company, you could even get a custom portfolio printed 
and have your name and “in application for the copywriter role at [insert 
company name]” so that it’s clear that you specifically had this printed up 
just for them.  
 
Now, if you really, really want this job and you really want to make an 
impression, you could get it printed up before you even get an interview. It’s 
a little bit of a risky investment (not that they’re that expensive), but it’s also 
exceptionally impressive. Put it in a big enough box that it won’t get lost in 
the mailroom and include your cover letter, or have your cover letter printed 
right into the book. You could also create some spec work that could be part 
of campaigns that the company is currently running. If you know that they’re 
doing ongoing work for a certain car company, well, create an ad for that 
certain car company. Make sure it’s in line with the campaign they’re 
currently doing, and make sure that it’s really excellent. This is a nice way to 
show that you’d be a great addition to the team, that you already get what 



8	  

they’re trying to do with their creative and that you’re excited about being a 
part of it.  
 
Research the backgrounds of the people you’ll be meeting with on LinkedIn 
so you can ask thoughtful questions about how their previous positions have 
compared to this one. Remember, part of the goal of your interview is to 
determine if this role is a fit for you, too. Also, be sure to look for any 
colleagues or connections you may have in common. Make sure you prepare 
questions for them that are pertinent to their specific roles in the company—
and not just “so what do you do here?” Choose a sample from your portfolio 
for each person you’ll be meeting with that reflects how you could partner 
well with them if you got the job. For example, if you’re meeting with the 
Production Manager, show her a direct mail piece and discuss how you 
worked with the production person for that project. You’re looking to show 
them how hiring you will be beneficial for them.  
 
Handwrite thank you notes. It is a very classy thing to actually handwrite 
thank you notes. You have to send thank you notes anyway, of course, and a 
lot of people choose to do it via email. That’s fine, but you’re looking to 
stand out. Handwrite your notes, but don’t put them in the mail because it 
will take a week to get there—and that will probably be after they made the 
decision. So handwrite them and then personally deliver them to the office. 
You don’t need to hand deliver them to the recipients, you can just leave 
them at the front desk, but just make sure that you bring them in the very 
next day. Don’t trust the mail system to get your notes to them in a timely 
fashion. If you don’t get the job, you still should be sure to thank everyone 
you interviewed with and thank your contact in HR. 
 
You should feel free, too, to ask for feedback about what you could improve. 
Be polite about it and understanding, but ask if they can offer any advice 
about things that you need to work on or any types of experience they think 
you should work on acquiring. If they give you feedback, you’ll be able to 
use it to make yourself even more marketable for your next opportunity. If 
you do get the position, first of all, congratulations! Then, send thank you 
notes to everyone you interviewed with and let them know you are really 
excited to work with them. Then get ready for your next great adventure! 
 
Next Steps! You made it through the last module! Now start working on 
those action sheets. In those, you’ll find the exact steps you’ll need to do to 



9	  

hit the ground running and start making money as a copywriter. Good work 
and get going! 
 


