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Getting Started Guide

Everything You Need To Land –
And Manage – Your First Clients

Introduction
As an AWAI copywriting student, you know how to write
great, persuasive copy — copy that will sell just about any
product or service. But now what? Now that you have this skill
under your belt, how do you find your first clients? When you
get a “nibble,” what do you do if the prospect asks to see your
portfolio — and you don’t have one? How much should you
charge? And what about royalties?
In this special report, you’ll find the answers to all those
questions — and more. Everything you need to know to get
started in your new career as a copywriter.

Get ‘Em on the Phone —
and Make ‘Em Say “Yes”
The telephone can be used as an effective marketing tool
for both selling your services and maintaining good client
relationships. In fact, many freelancers swear by cold calling
prospective clients in order to land assignments.
So, let’s go over a few things you can do on the phone to
increase the odds that your prospects will agree to meet with you
or request samples of your writing. At a minimum, they should
be willing to let you check back with them in a couple of months.
Let’s say you’ve got a list of names and numbers. What’s the
first thing you should do before you place your first call?
Visualize success. It sounds hokey … but it works.
Then, lift your head, sit up tall, smile, and look at yourself in
a mirror. All of this gives you energy and helps you project your
friendliest, most confident, and most succinct voice.
When you get someone on the phone, don’t begin by asking,
“How are you?” (This immediately signals that it’s a sales call.)
And don’t just start jabbering away. Remember, your prospect
was busy doing something else before you called. Now, you’re
asking him or her to suddenly switch gears.
Your prospect will be grateful if you keep your conversation
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brief. The best way to do that is to create a short script (15 seconds
or less) to keep you focused. Write it out and keep it in front of
you. You’ll feel more prepared ... not to mention a lot less anxious.
To make cold calling even easier, prepare additional scripts
for the questions and objections you’re most likely to get.
Common objections might include, “I’m not the right person” or
“She’s not available right now.” Also, be prepared to answer the
following questions: “Do you have any samples?” “What have
you worked on?” “What are your specialties?”
As you make your way down your list of names and phone
numbers, you’ll often be transferred to voice mail. Don’t be
discouraged. In some ways, getting voice mail is better than
talking with a real person.
Voice mail gives you an uninterrupted opportunity to make a
great first impression.
To accomplish this, prepare a script to use for voice-mail
messages. You should state your name (very clearly) and your
reason for calling, give specific information on how you can be
reached, and close with a call to action (e.g., “I’ll call back
tomorrow”). And, whatever you do, don’t forget to follow up!

Potential Clients Might Be Right There in Your Mailbox
When you receive a direct-mail letter in the mail — and
you know you can do much better — how do you approach
the prospect?
Well … you already know that the company uses direct
marketing, so now what you have to do is find out if they use
freelance copywriters. Contact the marketing manager and ask.
If the answer is “yes,” say “What would it take for me to be
considered for a copywriting project for you?” That will begin a
conversation that will lead to learning what her needs are and
how you can help.
Do NOT reference the mailing you received or say that it is
bad. She is probably the person responsible for it and might take
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that as an insult. But once you know a client and have been
dealing with them for a while, it’s OK to drop them a line and
say, “Saw your XYZ mailing. How’s it working?” (This technique
often leads to an assignment.)

A Smart Way for New Writers to Market Themselves
Develop relationships with a core of marketing managers
who do the kind of work you’re interested in — financial, health,
etc. This really isn’t as hard or intimidating as it might sound.
Remember, you have the potential to give them something they
want desperately — their next control.
One way to introduce yourself is to simply call them on the
phone. You can track down phone numbers by looking in the
phone book, a local business directory, or a publication that is
dedicated to creative industries. If the appropriate person isn’t
listed, call the company’s main number and ask for the
marketing director.
Then, once you make contact, getting your foot in the door is
as easy as offering to write a letter for royalties only. (But you’d
better be confident that you’re ready to write — a bad letter or
two and few will ever give you that chance again.)
Royalties should be your main selling tool. Offer to write a
package for little or nothing upfront — and only get paid
royalties if you get the control. A new writer may get $1,500 to
$5,000 to write a letter. But if it’s a winner — and it mails four or
five times to 300,000 names — your pay for the job will be
between $24,000 and $30,000. Nice!

Four (Incredibly Simple) Ways to Get the Confidence
You Need to Go Out and Get Clients
Entire books have been written about how to improve selfconfidence and self-esteem — but here are four quick ideas:
1. Work very hard to get good at your craft. Be a total
student of direct response.
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2. Do the best job you can on every assignment. Put
twice as much effort into the work as you feel the client
is paying for.
3. Be modest in your promises to the client. Don’t tell
him you will beat his control; tell him you will write the
strongest package you can that you feel has the best
chance of beating the control. Under-promise and then
over-deliver.
4. Find another AWAI student or writer who can be
your “copy buddy.” To get a second opinion, you read
each other’s work before you send it to the client. This gives
you greater confidence in the copy you submit. We have
created a great resource on the AWAI website forum to help
you do this. Simply go to www.awaionline.com/forum and
click on the “Peer Review” option. You can post your own
copy or comment on copy that others have posted there.

What to Do About Your “Portfolio” When You
Don’t Have Any Experience
Even before you have your own clients, you can start to
build a portfolio that will show off your skills by rewriting
direct-mail pieces you get in the mail. When you submit them,
include the original version along with your version. The key is
to be upfront and honest. Tell potential clients that you haven’t
actually been paid for these jobs — but this is what you can do.

How Much Should You Charge?
If a client is willing to give you an assignment, but you’re not
sure what to charge, try this approach …
Ask if they have a budget in mind. If they do, ask if they’d
mind sharing it with you. Assuming they do, you’ve accomplished
two things: You now have an idea of how much they’re willing to
pay for the project and you know if it’s worth your time.
On the other hand, if they don’t have or won’t give you a
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budget, ask if they use other freelance copywriters. If so, who do
they use? Knowing that will give you an idea of the rates the
client is used to paying.

When Can You Expect to Get Paid?
Here’s how some successful copywriters manage the
financial end of the business:
John Forde: When working on something freelance, I either
ask for a payment midway and a payment on completion
or simply a payment on completion. (I’m bad about
invoicing, but I usually get one to the client within a
week or two.)
I have updated most of my controls. The way this should
work is that the update gets you more royalties, so there’s
no upfront fee. But if the update is so considerable that it
becomes a new package (a subjective but frequent
occurrence), you ought to negotiate something additional.
Justin Ford: I usually get paid half when beginning the
project, and I submit an invoice for the rest once the final
copy is approved and ready to go to layout. If the client
posts my copy on the Internet after it’s mailed in print,
I charge 2 percent of Internet sales. If the package
becomes my client’s new control, I update it at no charge.
Krista Jones: I send an invoice after the final revision.
Dick Sanders: My terms are one-half payment upfront to
start the project and one-half payment 30 days after
approval of final copy, regardless of the mailing date.
Royalty payments are due 30 days after the mailing
dates. (I get royalties for any additional use of my copy,
including the Internet, inserts, print ads, etc.)
I will update any control at any time, solely on a royalty
basis. The only exception is if more than 25 percent of
the package needs to be changed. Then, I charge a fee
plus royalties.
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Edith Nee: I send an invoice after the last revision —
when I think the client is totally satisfied with my work.
If they use my copy on the Internet, I charge extra.

An Easy Way to Get 50 Percent More Business
Out of Every Client
Make your clients an offer they can’t refuse. When you get
an assignment, say, “If you like the package, I’ll do another
version of it for half-price.”
It’s a win-win situation. The client is happy because he or
she gets a second package for half-price. And you get a second
job without having to do twice as much work. (You have already
completed the research and thought of different angles to
approach the package.)

Don’t Turn Up Your Nose at “Small-Money” Jobs
In the days before Don Mahoney became a copywriter, he
had a woodworking business — and that’s when he learned this
secret: Sometimes you make better money on the little jobs than
the big ones.
“I used to get excited whenever I signed a big custom
kitchen for my shop,” Don tells us. “And I remember how
ecstatic I was when I landed one job that included a small
custom kitchen, some custom doors, and trim for a house
renovation. (The total for that job was around $42,000 — and
this was over 10 years ago.)”
“But almost invariably, those ‘big-money’ jobs took much
longer than planned and more materials than planned.”
“And the profits would get eaten up.”
“But, often, I would knock out a countertop for someone in a
couple of hours late in the day. Or an odd cabinet for an odd
space in a house or office. I would make a few hundred to a
thousand bucks — but almost all profit.”
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“Without a doubt, I pocketed more money on those little jobs
than I did on the big ones.”
Same thing is true today. I may have a big job — a full
direct-mail promotion, like a magalog, that pays really well.
But it takes quite a while to do it.
“Small jobs I can do very fast — and that’s what makes them
so profitable. As a matter of fact, in the last few days I knocked
out two little assignments that came my way. One was for
$2,000 and the other was for $300.”
So don’t get too hung up on landing the “big” jobs. Yes, there’s
more “glory” in them. But as Don says, “Give me the money and
keep the glory. I’d rather meet my financial goals than stroke my
ego. I don’t have time for that anymore.”
Don’t sneer at the “little” jobs. You just might make more
money turning out professional work rapidly on jobs that
“big shot” copywriters sneer at.
And your clients will appreciate you and keep coming back.

The Simple Secret of Royalties
If the idea of receiving ongoing residual income in the form
of royalties appeals to you, here’s how to make it happen:
Ask for them. Simply say, “What’s your budget for this project?
Can we negotiate a royalty if you re-mail it after this initial test?”
Most clients are happy to pay royalties on a strong package.
But even if you have a control, if you don’t ask for royalties
upfront, you won’t make a penny more than your initial fee —
no matter how many times your letter mails.
So even though you’re just starting out, don’t be shy about
asking for royalties. After all, your track record, or lack thereof,
shouldn’t matter — a control is a control. And obtaining royalties
can make a huge difference in your income if you get a few
winners that keep mailing.
Let’s say, for example, that your initial fee is $2,500 per letter
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