
 

How to Freelance As An Independent Journalist 
 

Tips, tricks and suggestions for freelancing in a digital age. 

 

So you know how to be a journalist, but you have no idea how to freelance. The hardest 

thing, for me was to learn how to start marketing myself and thinking of myself not only 

as a journalist, but as a business entrepreneur. Here are a few tips based on my 

experiences. – Dawn Reiss 

 

Have a Vision 

You have to believe in yourself. If you don’t no one else will. Know that it will take time, 

months, years and even then you will still be riding a rollercoaster of lots of work and no 

work. Ideally you want a cycle of pitch – report – write that is consistent.  

 

Visualize a triangle, the perfect triangle as I like to call it. It is one part marketing, one 

part pitching and one part, 1/3 of your time actually being a journalist writing and 

reporting. Eventually, hopefully, editors will call you instead of you always calling, 

pitching them.  

 

Create a Business Plan. (Or at least a list of an informal set of goals and ideas.) This 

goes with having a vision, but it means setting concrete tangible goals. Set short term and 

long term goals.  

 

What do you want to do this month, three months from now, a year from now and five 

years out? Make them as specific as possible.  

 

I do this at the end of every year to think about my successes and failures and to help 

chart a career path of what comes next.  

 

Have a team. Getting rejected is hard, but it’s part of the business. A few of us who write 

for a variety of national outlets ranging from Runners World and The Guardian get 

together the first Tuesday of every month, at the same coffee shop with a conference 

room and talk shop for two hours.  

 

We discuss story ideas, brainstorm places to pitch stories, discuss what has gone right and 

what hasn’t worked out as well. We all have collectively grown our businesses by 

helping each other. It is a safe place where we aren’t competitive but collaborative with 

each other. It took a while to find the right personality mix but we did. We did set up 

some ground rules such as no one has to share a contact at an outlet or a source if we 

don’t want to or feel comfortable doing so.  

 

Go for it. I’m a big portent of the Secret and if you think it, believe it, in a positive way, 

things will happen that way.  A few examples: first time I ever pitched a travel story it 

was to Travel + Leisure. I cold called up the masthead with a story idea until I got the 



right editor. People told me I was crazy, but it worked and I got a large feature story to 

lead off the cruising section.  

 

I’ve always wanted to write for TIME and Time.com and put on a list of things I hoped to 

accomplish, along with teaching a college magazine writing class. Within six months, 

both became a reality.  

 

After graduating from Indiana University’s School of Journalism, while I was interning at 

the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, I got a call from Marcia Debnam, who was the internship 

coordinator. She said I know you want a full-time job, but I’ve got this great opportunity. 

It was to jump in a car with two guys I didn’t know and drive to every NFL city in the 

country for four months for The Sporting News, interviewing athletes, fans and writing 

about life on the road. I had less than 48 hours to decide and less than a week later I was 

flying to St. Louis to do a photo shoot. Less than three weeks after I was offered the job I 

was in Oakland, California for this crazy adventure.  

 

Unless it’s completely illegal say yes. More times than not you won’t regret it. If you say 

no, you’ll say, I should, could have, would have. Life is short. Do it now. It’s my 

personal philosophy but it’s also lead to a lot of great experiences I would have missed 

out on otherwise. I would have never gone to Cambodia on my own, eaten a cricket in the 

middle of dusty streets and  

 

Pick up the Phone.  Yes, some editors hate it, but we all have way too much email. 

Frankly many editors get 300-500 emails a day. How do you think yours will do?  

 

Network like crazy. It’s always easier when you have someone inside who knows you or 

knows of you.  Get out there. Go to journalism functions. Go out and tell people who you 

are and what you do. You’ll get some great story ideas that way and you never know who 

you’ll meet. Make sure you have business cards. It’s great to have them to pass out, 

especially when you are starting out.  

 

I launched my freelance career in Chicago by going to the Peter Lisagor Awards, the 

annual awards banquet that is hosted by the Chicago Headline Club. I took 100 business 

cards, passed them all out and before long I was working with some of the best 

publications in the city. As they say, it’s as much about who you know as what you 

know. 

 

Find your tribe. Go to conferences, join groups, post on Facebook forums. You need to 

find your tribe of people who you can help and can help you. 

 

I like American Society of Journalists and Authors. ASJA is the gold standard of 

freelancing, you must be vetted and accepted into the organization, based on your 

portfolio, but there is an amazing annual conference chalk full of New York editors and 

book agents that is open to non-members and well as members.  

 

There’s a ton of other great online freelance groups including: 



 

• Freelance Success (freelancesuccess.com) This is a paid online forum that 

includes a weekly newsletter of potential places to pitch story ideas. 

 

• Upod (groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/upod/info) and Upod Academy 

(upodacademy.com) David Hochman a veteran Los Angeles based freelancer, 

manages this free online forum/listserv and hosts paid training sessions virtual 

and in-person in writer retreat like fashion via his academy that includes Skype 

sessions with editors and book agents from around the country.  

 

I also like to doing NaNoWriMo – National Novel Writing Month which takes place each 

November. This isn’t really focused on journalism. The goal is to write 50,000 words for 

a book, but I still love this online community as a time to journal every year, and work on 

various projects. It can re-set your voice and tone. I use this for some of my bigger stories 

and to re-charge each fall.  

 

 

Showcase your work online. I can’t say this enough. You need to have some type of 

portfolio online. You need to show editors what you can do. For years I had clips on 

Mediabistro.com, which was great, but I couldn’t organize everything in as effective 

manner as I could with my own website. Instead of paying a lot, I opted to purchase a url 

through GoDaddy and had it point to Squarespace website I built from scratch. (No I 

don’t really know html, but the site makes it easy to do everything and I literally google 

html code whatever I wanted to do if I needed it.) 

 

I tried to make it organized so editor could really the breadth and range of my work 

because it includes so many topics and types of work from sports and news to business 

and travel. I used a lot of screen captures of articles and added a slideshow to make it 

more interactive.  

 

Having a great portfolio also helps to justify, on occasion, to potential sources that you 

are legitimate. I also like LinkedIn for having editors give references and I like 

mediabistro because editors use it as a searchable database, if you pay to have your 

portfolio listed in the freelance directory.  

 

Get on Twitter. This is a big one. I’ve gotten assignments because of Twitter. Editors 

have seen that I have a presence, even though it is a small one. Make sure your Facebook 

site is professional.  

 

Go on Instagram. This is more personal than Twitter and the fastest growing social media 

site out there. 

 

Ask for help. Don’t be afraid to say you don’t know, to reach out to others in the 

industry for a coffee meeting. The worst they will say is no. Many freelancers get stuck at 

their desks and forget to reach out to others.   

 



Think about your personal finances. As journalists, we are notoriously horrible, 

typically, about doing this. But you need to plan ahead. You can quick your job cold 

turkey like I did, but I don’t recommend it.  

 

Ideally, have six months of savings until you can build up a list of editors, but try 

freelancing on the side while you have a full time job. Be prepared, that you may have to 

take a side job to keep a steady flow of incoming while starting to freelance.  

 

Editors, especially those who work at magazines can take months to pay. Stay positive. 

Be creative. Think of yourself as journalist and entrepreneur. Know that running your 

own business can be difficult.   

 

Get a good accountant. This is a tough one, because a good accountant can be hard to 

find. But it helps a lot when you are freelancing. Or have another job that takes out all the 

taxes.  

 

Be patient. It takes time to be a veteran. I’ve had people and editors whom I met six, 

seven, eight years ago call me about a story tip, or call me about an assignment. I know 

that’s frustrating when you are first starting out. But don’t give up. 

 

Be persistent. Be fearless and resourceful. Never stop asking questions or listening to 

your gut.  

 

Questions? Call or email me. 312.590.1921 or dreiss100@gmail.com or view 

www.dawnreiss.com 

 

Thanks and good luck! 

 

Dawn Reiss 

Follow her at @dawnreiss on Instagram and Twitter  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Questions to Ask Yourself (and Others)  

– Dawn Reiss (@dawnreiss) 

 

To decide which path you should take:  

Ask yourself, “In five years will this really matter?” and “If I were to die 

tomorrow would I regret not doing this?” 

To decide what is a priority: 

Sometimes juggling so much can feel overwhelming. I got this advice from a 

friend and it’s been very useful for me. Think of your priorities in three buckets. 

Let’s call them A, B, and C.  A is your top priority. 

 

A Bucket. What has to be done right now, immediately, hair on fire and needs to 

be done ASAP.  

 

B Bucket is important but maybe can wait a day or two. 

 

C Bucket is this needs to be done, and it’s still important, but it can be on the list.  

 

When talking to a source and you need good catch-all questions. Here’s a few I like:  

• If it’s a sensitive subject.  

o Tell me how this all started. Or tell me how you met. (If it’s a bad 

situation now, it usually started positively in the beginning.) 

 

• At the end of the interview.  

o Who else should I talk to? What else haven’t I asked that is important. 

(These always lead to new people, new information.) 

 

• If you don’t understand someone’s logic.  

o Why do you feel this way? (Let them explain their rationale or lack of it.) 

 

• If you want to find a solutions-oriented approach to compare and contrast why 

something isn’t working and want to give the readers/listeners/viewers some 

options of where it is working. 

o Who is doing it right?  

 

 


