Making the Move to Contracting


David M. Brown


�From a panel discussion before the


Society for Technical Communication, Willamette Valley Chapter�Contractor’s special interest group


Before


1.	Try to start doing contract work outside your regular job—the longer you can keep it up, the better.


(	Gives you time to determine the kind of work you want to do, how much people will pay you for it, who you want to work for, and how quickly they pay their bills.


(	Gives you a chance to practice estimating and bidding on projects before your financial security depends on accuracy.


(	Establishes your name in your chosen field.


(	Helps pay for hardware, software, and other start-up costs.


2.	Decide how much you need to take home every month, and double it. If you can work enough billable hours at a high enough rate to sustain that amount, you should be okay. (In the beginning, I found my company had to bring in about $1.15 to pay me $1.00, of which I got to take home about $0.60.)


3.	Choose and use your accountant and bookkeeping software. A good broad-spectrum accountant will:


(	Help you choose the right way to incorporate.


�(	Guide you through the morass of related paperwork.


(	Explain the tax rules over and over and over, until you begin to understand them. 


(	Get you through the first few cycles of state and federal monthly, quarterly, and annual payments and reporting.


4.	Complete all the incorporation paperwork, and get your state and federal tax IDs.


5.	Look into your insurance options. If you like your current benefits, the best choice may be to continue them under COBRA (for up to 18 months, only).


During


Let clients know of your move as soon as you hand in your notice—sooner, if it’s safe. They may be able to fill your schedule with projects that were on hold while you were available only part time.


After


(	Be a professional. Your clients deserve to feel confident about your ability to do the work.


(	Be utterly scrupulous in billing.


(	Learn how to bid projects. Until you do, you’re an hourly worker.


(	Be proud of yourself. You’re not just self-employed—you own the company!
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