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Introduction

Among creative professionals, few topics seem to be as controversial—or create as much 
pain and confusion—as niches.

Should you have a niche in your freelance business? Does it really make a difference in the 
types of clients you attract and the fees you can command? And if it does, how do you 
make the best niche decision?

I’ve written about and discussed this issue extensively in my blog posts, podcasts, 
webinars and other training classes. Here is one discussion. And here is another.

But recently, I decided to dig deeper into the issue by surveying my tribe. I wanted to 
know how many people in my audience have a niche. And I wanted to see what types of 
niches they have, and how this correlates to factors such as gender, experience, fees and 
level of happiness with current clients.

A total of 756 freelancers responded to the survey. The results were fascinating. Here are 
just some of the most interesting findings:

• 72% of respondents have some type of niche.

• The most common type of niche among respondents is an industry focus. And the 
   most common industries in which respondents specialize are healthcare, technology 
   and education.

• However, among the highest-earning freelancers, the most common industry focus 
   was professional services, followed by technology and marketing consulting. 

• When it comes to fees, there is a significant difference between freelancers who have 
   a niche and those who don’t. For instance, 29% who have a niche earn $100 or more 
   per hour, compared with 15% who do not have a niche.

• At the top of the fee scale (freelancers who charge $150-$200+ per hour), we found 
   that a whopping 90% of respondents have a niche.

• Women tend to be happier with their clients than men.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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• Having a niche correlated positively with how happy freelancers are with their current 
  clients. Thirty-six percent of respondents with a niche reported being very happy or 
  ecstatic with their clients, compared with 22% of those who didn’t have a niche.

That’s just the tip of the iceberg. There’s much more in the pages that follow. But the 
bottom line is that having a niche seems to correlate with some very desirable outcomes.

Two quick points before you dig into the detailed findings. First, in order to make this 
report more reader-friendly, all figures cited in the narrative have been rounded to the 
nearest whole number. However, actual figures are shown in each graph.

Second, you’ll note that many of the survey questions have a good number of responses 
labeled as “other.” You’ll also notice that I don’t address this “other” category in the 
discussion or analysis. (For instance, more than 10% of respondents answered “other” to 
the questions about their profession and niche type.)

I ignore the “other” category not because the answers are unimportant, but because when 
we read the answers in this category, most of them already fit within the choices already 
provided. But many respondents simply didn’t see that their profession or niche type was 
already listed as one of the answer choices.

I hope you enjoy reading this report! And if you find it valuable, please let your peers know 
about it. They can download their own free copy here:

smarterfreelancing.com/nichesurvey

It’s completely free. And there’s NO opt-in required.

Ed Gandia
Get Better Clients Academy

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
http://smarterfreelancing.com/nichesurvey
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Demographics

Profession:

We asked several questions to determine the survey participants’ makeup, and we 
began by asking participants about their profession. Copywriters composed the biggest 
professional category (41%), followed by writers (30%). From there, the drop-off was 
significant: marketing consultants made up 8%, editors or copyeditors 7%, graphic 
designers 6% and translators 6%.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Location:

Eighty-one percent of participants are based in North America, 10% live in Europe, nearly 
3% in Asia, 2% in Africa and nearly 2% in Australia.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Age:

Although younger groups were represented, the majority of respondents were 40 or older. 
The biggest group was in the 50–59 age range (31%). And nearly 8% were at least 70 
years old.

Gender:

Sixty-four percent of respondents were women and 36% men. This has been a consistent 
ratio in our surveys over the past six years.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Number of Years Freelancing:

When it comes to freelancing experience, a surprising percentage (29%) of respondents 
have been on their own for 10 or more years, followed by 19% in the six- to 10-year range 
and another 19% in the three- to five-year range. Overall, 66% have been freelancing for 
three years or longer, and 20% have been freelancing less than one year.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Average Hourly Earnings:

Freelance earnings are a difficult metric to track. Freelancers price their work in many 
different ways. Also, annual income by itself doesn’t factor into hours worked. And even 
if we asked for that data, many freelancers may not have detailed records of their billable 
hours for the year. 

So we decided to ask for approximate hourly earnings, even if respondents price their 
work on a fixed-fee basis. Nearly 65% of respondents report earning an average of $50 or 
more per hour. And 25% are earning $100 or more per hour. 

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Satisfaction Level with Current Clients:

We wanted to measure freelancers’ satisfaction with current clients, and were pleasantly 
surprised to see that 32% of respondents are happy or ecstatic about their current clients. 
However, 29% rate their clients as just OK, and 11% are either unhappy or extremely 
unhappy with their clients. 

Do You Have a Niche?

Moving to the core topic of this report, 72% of respondents indicated that they had some 
sort of niche, and 28% did not.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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How Would You Best Describe Your Type of Niche?

When asked about their niche, 28% of respondents who answered “Yes” to this question 
have a single industry focus, 24% focus on two or three specific industries, and 21% focus 
on both an industry (or industries) and a specific type of project. Only 5% reported having 
a project specialty as their niche.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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If You Have an Industry-Focused Niche, What’s Your Industry Focus?

We wanted to dig deeper into industry niches to find out what specific vertical markets 
were the most popular among industry-focused freelancers. Eighteen percent of 
respondents focused on healthcare/medical/pharma, 17% on technology/telecom, 15% on 
education and training, 12% on fitness/health, 12% on nonprofits and 11% on professional 
services.

Note: Respondents could pick multiple industries on which they focus, so results do not 
add up to 100%.

Answer Choice Responses
Heathcare, medical, pharmaceutical 17.66% 83
Technology, software or telecom 16.60% 78
Education and training 14.89% 70
Fitness, health 12.13% 57
Nonprofit organizations 11.91% 56
Professional services 10.85% 51
Small or local businesses 10.43% 49
Financial services 7.87% 37
Marketing consulting services 7.87% 37
Consultants 7.23% 34
Environment or conservation 6.60% 31
Publishing 6.38% 30
Industrial products 6.17% 29
Finance, accounting, banking 5.53% 26
Food and beverage 5.53% 26
Manufacturing 5.53% 26
Travel 5.53% 26
Higher Education 5.11% 24
Green energy or green tech 4.89% 23
Info marketing 4.89% 23
Coaches, speakers, authors 4.47% 21
Energy 4.26% 20
Law, attorneys 4.26% 20
Mortgages and real estate 4.26% 20
Construction 4.04% 19
Food or agricultural technology 4.04% 19
Ecommerce or online retail 3.83% 18
Pet, veterinary 3.40% 16
Associations 3.19% 15
Government or institutions 3.19% 15
Hospitality 2.98% 14
Computer system design services 2.77% 13
Insurance 2.77% 13
Outdoor 2.77% 13
Water and water treatment 2.77% 13
Automotive 2.34% 11
Biotechnology 2.34% 11
Fashion 2.13% 10
HR and recruiting 2.13% 10
Defense 1.28% 6
Cannabis 0.85% 4

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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The Niche Factor

We drilled down into the niche issue to see if we could uncover interesting correlations. 
The first question we asked was whether or not having a niche impacts freelance income. 
The chart below shows average hourly earnings for respondents who have a niche.

We found a significant difference between freelancers who have a niche and those who 
don’t. For instance, 29% who have a niche earn $100 or more per hour, as opposed to 15% 
who do not have a niche.

Moving up the earnings scale, 9% who have a niche earn $150 or more per hour, as 
opposed to 2.4% who don’t have a niche.

In the middle earnings category, the groups got closer: 61% of those who have a niche 
earn $50 to $149 per hour, as opposed to 51% who don’t have a niche.

Earning Ranges for Respondents Who HAVE a Niche:

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Earning Ranges for Respondents Who do NOT Have a Niche:

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Do Freelancers in the Highest Earnings Brackets Have a Niche?

When we looked at the highest three earnings brackets (which comprise $150-$200+ per 
hour), we found that a whopping 90% of respondents had a niche.

Highest Billable Rate Freelancers and Their Freelance Experience Level:

As we analyzed the makeup of this high-earning group, we found some interesting 
data. Fifty-nine percent have been freelancing for 10 or more years (as opposed to 
the survey average of 29%). This makes sense, as you would expect some correlation 
between experience and earnings.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Highest Billable Rate Freelancers and Their Niche Type:

When we asked the high earners who had a niche how they positioned their focus, 
25% indicated that they targeted a combination of two or three industries, which is an 
interesting contrast from the top answer for respondents as a whole (a one-industry focus 
was the top response to this question in the survey). 

Furthermore, 23% had a combination of industry and project specialty focus. And 20% 
focused on a single industry. 

A combination of two or three specific industries 
25% (11)

Industry + project specialty
22.73% (10)

An industry focus
20.45% (9)

Other 
20.45% (9)

A project specialty
6.82% (3)

An “I understand your customer” specialty
4.55% (2)

Other product-related attribute
0% (0)

A technology or platform focus
0% (0)

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Highest billable rate freelancers and their specific industry focus (if they have one):

Healthcare/medical/pharma may have been the overall top choice for survey respondents. 
But for high-earning freelancers, the professional services market (24%) was the top 
industry focus, followed by technology/telecom (22%), marketing consulting (14%), 
education and training (11%) and financial services (11%).

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Lowest billable rate freelancers and their niche type:

Looking at the other side of the income scale at the lowest-three rate brackets 
($10-$49 per hour), for freelancers who have a niche, 30% have an industry focus, 
followed by 24% who focus on a combination of industries.

Other product-related attribute
0.62% (1)

An industry focus
30.43% (49)

A combination of two or three specific industries
23.60% (38)

Other
18.01% (29)

Industry + project specialty
14.91% (24)

A project specialty
4.97% (8)

An “I understand your customer” specialty
7.45% (12)

A technology or platform focus
0% (0)

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy


The Freelance Niche Report

© 2017 Gandia Communications, Inc. |  smarterfreelancing.com/academy                                                                                                                        
      

18

Lowest billable rate freelancers and their specific industry focus (if they have one):

When we asked lower-rate freelancers who had an industry focus for their targeted 
vertical markets, 18% named healthcare/medical/pharma, followed by education and 
training (17%), fitness/health (17%), small/local businesses (13%), technology/telecom 
(13%) and nonprofits (10%). That is a significantly different mix of industries from the 
high earners.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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The Happiness Factor

Happy freelancers by gender:

Another factor we analyzed was overall happiness with current clients. The “Get Better 
Clients Academy” is all about landing and sustaining great clients. So we wanted to see 
how different segments of our tribe felt about their clients.

Considering that only 64% of survey respondents were women, the ladies are 
proportionally (73%) happier with their clients as compared with men (27%). This means 
they answered “very happy” or “couldn’t be happier” to the question: “Overall, how happy 
are you with your current clients?”

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Happy freelancers by freelance experience level:

We then drilled down into freelance experience levels and discovered that experience and 
happiness with current clients are correlated. For respondents who reported being very 
happy or extremely happy with their clients, 36% of them have been freelancing for more 
than 10 years and 25% have been freelancing for six to 10 years (as opposed to the survey 
average of 29% and 19%, respectively).

How having a niche correlates to satisfaction with current clients:

The data also showed that having a niche was positively correlated to how happy 
freelancers are with their current clients. Thirty-six percent of respondents with a niche 
reported being very happy or ecstatic with their clients, as opposed to 22% of those who 
didn’t have a niche.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Niche type of respondents who are happy with their current clients:

Freelancers who reported being happy with their current clients focused on a combination 
of two or three specific industries (26%), followed by those who have an industry focus 
(23%) and those who have a combination of industry and project focus (21%).

Other product-related attribute
1.53% (3)

A combination of two or three specific industries 
25.51% (50)

Other 
17.86% (35)

A project specialty
5.10% (10)

An “I understand your customer” specialty
4.59% (9)

An industry focus
22.96% (45)

Industry + project specialty
21.43% (42)

A technology or platform focus
1.02% (2)

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Industries that have the happiest freelancers (vertical industry of respondents who are 
happy with current clients):

Looking at respondents who are happy with their current clients AND who also have a 
vertical industry focus of some type, we found that 20% focus on technology/telecom, 
17% on healthcare/medical/pharma, and 15% on education and training.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Income and client happiness levels:

Looking at the top-three earning tiers, which include freelancers earning $150 or more per 
hour, we found that 49% were very happy or ecstatic with their current clients.

That’s a significant contrast with those earning in the lowest three tiers ($10-$49 per 
hour), of which only 15% felt positively about their clients. 

It’s also moderately different from those earning in the middle ($50-$149 per hour), of 
which 41% were happy with their current clients.

Highest billable rate freelancers and happiness levels:

Lowest billable rate ($10-$49) freelancers and happiness levels:

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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Middle range of billable rate ($50-$149) and happiness levels:

Want to learn how to earn more in less time with better-paying clients? 
That’s what the Get Better Clients Academy is all about. 

To learn more, visit 
smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy.

http://smarterfreelancing.com/g/academy
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