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fOrEwOrD

When my father used to advise us kids on making the right career choices, 
he’d inevitably say, “Do what you love and the money will look after itself.”

Of course, this was the same man whose counsel on the temptations 
of teenage sex was summed up in the warning, “Five seconds of pleasure 
aren’t worth a lifetime of misery.” Even at thirteen, I could see that the 
absurdity of those words was matched only by their poignancy. But on 
the whole money-looking-after-itself thing, the old man was—well, right 
on the money. In fact, I’ve offered the same advice to my own kids, with 
absolute conviction.

The only problem is it’s not true.
Money is far too important to be left alone in the hope that it will 

somehow look after itself, like a leaky tap or a marriage that’s started to 
drift. Come to think of it, those don’t really take care of themselves, either. 
But we’re talking about money here. And money definitely takes work.

The challenge, if you’re going to offer advice in this area, is coming up 
with something that hasn’t been said before by—I don’t know—Adam 
Smith. John Maynard Keynes. Pink Floyd. That weird little guy with the 
pancake makeup in Cabaret.

Well, my friend Ilise Benun has shown that there is quite a bit more to 
say on the subject. This book is aimed at creative types, but it’s equally 
valuable to anyone who has a special talent to offer the world but hasn’t 
quite figured out how to get people to pay for it. Ilise has woven together 
helpful tips and cautionary tales from her own consulting practice and 
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a whole network of creative practitioners who (if I’m at all 
representative) have made their share of stupid money moves 
and now feel compelled to warn the others. The result is a 
wealth of guidance on deciding how much you’re worth, pre-
senting that figure with a straight face and then managing all 
the nuances of what happens next if, to your astonishment, 
someone actually agrees to your price. 

As Ilise has worked on this project, she’s kindly invited me 
to chime in now and then with war stories and odd realiza-
tions that have struck me as I blunder through the business 
world seeking payment for my services. Now she’s flattered me 
all the more by asking if I’ll step in front of the curtain to offer 
a few opening remarks. And I’m not even being paid—which I 
suppose doesn’t speak well of my own negotiating skills.

Anyway, because Ilise has graciously asked me to go first, 
I’ll corroborate what she covers in far richer detail by throw-
ing out three key things I’ve learned about the financial side 
of being a creative professional: 

1. Everyone is uncomfortable talking about money. If you 
feel awkward bringing it up, rest assured that your client feels 
equally uneasy. That’s why it typically takes so long to steer 
conversations around to the bottom line. People are no more 
comfortable talking about money than they are discussing 
their sex lives—sadly, maybe even less so. 

Knowing this doesn’t necessarily make it easier to jus-
tify your fee or navigate through whatever negotiations are 
needed to land a piece of business. But it should at least dis-
pel the illusion that the person on the other side of the desk 
is supremely confident on the whole money question and is 
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just sitting there, fingers drumming on the trap-door lever, 
waiting for you to say something stupid.

2. Never apologize for a price. That’s basically saying that 
you can’t defend it. And if you can’t defend the fee for your 
services, you’d better head back to the calculator and figure 
out what you can justify—which is a pretty awkward thing 
to do in the middle of a meeting. So get it right the first time. 
Then declare it firmly, try not to blink and, who knows, pro-
spective clients may actually say yes. 

And if, on the other hand, they tell you they can get the 
same thing elsewhere for less, admit it readily: “Sure, you’ll 
always be able to find someone who can beat me on price 
alone. But as you know,” —even though they may not— “it’s 
a question of comparing apples to apples on issues like qual-
ity, experience and service.” Of course, they may in fact have 
found better apples than yours—in which case, that’s show 
biz. But at least you haven’t immediately crumbled and of-
fered to lower your fee, which is a sure way to lose respect and 
won’t guarantee you the job anyway. Often they just want to 
see if you’ll do it.

3. Always know the absolute lowest price you’ll settle for. 
Figure out that number ahead of time—test it every which 
way to make sure you’re happy with how you got there—and 
then stick to it, no matter what. Otherwise you’ll hate your-
self later. Also, just because you’ve got your minimum safety 
net in place, don’t jump into it at the first sign of a wobble in 
the negotiations. Show some serious, brow-knitting hesita-
tion in moving down to the price you’ve secretly told yourself 
you could live with. Because if you get sucked into trying to 
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seem like the earnest, obliging supplier of their dreams, again 
you’ll end up regretting it. Five seconds of pleasure aren’t 
worth a lifetime of misery.

So that’s my two cents’ worth to introduce Ilise’s far more 
valuable offering. This is the book I badly needed twenty-odd 
years ago. Who am I kidding? I still need it today. If you take 
only a fraction of the advice in these pages, you can count on 
a solid return on your investment. You probably won’t even 
feel awkward talking about it. And that’s money in the bank.

— doug dolAn 

(www.dougdolan.com)
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InTrODUcTIOn

Are you weird about money? 
By weird, I mean does it make you behave strangely? Make you say and 

do things that are uncharacteristic of who you are (or who you think you 
are or who you want to be)? Do you wish “the money thing” would just 
get taken care of so you didn’t have to deal with it? 

When I’m “weird” about any aspect of my life, things tend to get over-
ly complicated. Fuzzy gray areas make for mucho anxiety. Sometimes  
even chaos.

It doesn’t have to be that way. I know because I’ve had to face my own 
weirdness about money, among other things. I started my business in 
1988, when I was essentially forced into self-employment after being fired 
from my second job out of college, and I knew nothing! Nothing about 
business, about communication, about marketing, about money. I dis-
guised my ignorance with what my grandmother called “chutzpah,” but 
chutzpah doesn’t go very deep and it can’t take you very far. Eventually I 
needed to build a substantial foundation for my business, if it was going 
to support me. 

That meant I had to learn a few things. Of course, the richest lessons 
came from my worst mistakes, and thinking back, the source of almost 
every problem was miscommunication. I was too often too afraid to ask 
for clarification when I didn’t understand. Or I left things vague when I 
wasn’t sure what I was doing, which inevitably caused problems, espe-
cially in the realm of money. 
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Fast forward twenty-three years and I have indeed learned 
a thing or two. I’ve gotten better at weeding out clients who 
don’t pay, because with experience, I’ve learned to spot them 
a mile away. By fumbling for words or saying the wrong thing, 
I’ve learned how to say clearly what I charge, then shut up 
so the other person can respond. It isn’t always a positive 
response but I don’t expect them all to be. I only need enough 
positive responses to make my monthly income goal. 

The most valuable lesson for me has been to approach 
every aspect of my work every single day as one grand experi-
ment. The outcome I’m most interested in is learning, so the 
attitude I strive for is, “This negotiation (or proposal or huge 
presentation or whatever!) is an exercise.” That means that 
every new project or client represents not only a new job but 
also a new opportunity to get better at doing business. Every 
negotiation is not a chance at more money but the chance 
to become a better communicator. If I succeed at that, the 
money does in fact take care of itself, as Doug’s dad predicted 
(see Foreword).

As a creative professional, it’s unlikely you’ve had any 
training in business or money. That would explain not being 
an expert in dealing with it—and it isn’t genetic. So you too 
will make mistakes (and probably have). You will spend more 
time than you should on a project and you will lose money. 
This is how you will learn. And it is through this learning 
process that you will get better at all of it and begin to feel 
more confident. In fact, your mistakes will teach you more 
than this book, but you can use this book to make fewer—and 
less serious—mistakes. I’ve tried to offer some tools and tech-
niques that have worked for me and my clients, right down 
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to actual examples of language you can adapt to your own 
style and situations. 

Money should be matter-of-fact, dealt with like any other 
aspect of a project. You address the issues as they arise, then 
discuss and resolve any differences, without emotion, with-
out fantasy and without any unnecessary complicating fac-
tors. Not too weird, is it?

Read on…
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selF Assessment:  
how do You think About moneY?

■  I don’t like dealing with money. 

■  I’m not a “business person.”

■  I don’t have self-confidence.

■  I don’t like putting a price on my work. 

■   I obsess over “the money thing” and complicate it, when I 

sense it could be simple.

■  I haven’t been trained so I feel ignorant about money.

■  I lower my prices even if the client doesn’t ask me to.

Where does money figure into your life as a creative professional? 

How good are you at handling it? How comfortable are you talking 

about it? How well have you planned around it? 

If you’re like many creative professionals, especially if you 

checked any of the boxes above, chances are you haven’t quite mas-

tered the money thing. Whether quoting prices to a client, charging 

enough for your services or paying attention to your bottom line, 

you could be doing better.

So what follows are some tools for helping you do better. Let’s 

get started.
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Chapter 1

ThE BUsInEss MInD-sET

“You get what you demand, not necessarily what you deserve.” 

— mikelAnn VAlterrA, certiFied  
FinAnciAl recoVerY coAch And Author

Can you make a successful living doing what you love?
Yes, you can—but only if you decide to take it seriously and treat it like 

a business. 
Let’s start by looking back. When you started your career, was money 

even in the equation and how so? Was it love of the craft and creative 
expression that drove you? Did you assume money would take care of 
itself or you would figure it out eventually? 

Most people who go into business do so because they want, first and 
foremost, to be a business owner. That’s not usually the case with creative 
professionals. You see yourself as a creative first, and you love the creative 
work. You’re in business, whether as a freelancer or running a larger entity, 
by accident rather than by design. You may have jumped or perhaps were 
pushed. If you’re lucky, with a combination of talent and excellent tim-
ing, you have ridden a wave of “success.” If you aren’t so lucky, it’s been a 
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struggle, but you’re still here. Either way, there are aspects 
of the business that are not your favorite, and dealing with 
money is probably one of them.

Self-employment offers an opportunity to take control of 
so many aspects of your life, to become less dependent on one 
entity to provide everything for you. Being your own boss—
whether you choose to be a solopreneur or run a firm of any 
size—allows you to take on that responsibility, in essence 
that freedom. 

And yet, so few self-employed people are actually in control 
of their business. This does not come naturally to many cre-
ative professionals, nor is it taught in art school. And there is 
a lot to learn—especially about money—if you want to have 
a profitable and healthy enterprise with high-quality clients, 
interesting projects and a strong foundation that doesn’t col-
lapse the moment the economy shifts.

This book will help, but only if you’re serious about getting 
a handle on your finances.

see YourselF As A business

Many creative professionals hang out their shingles or open 
their doors for business, then proceed to wait and hope: hop-
ing clients will find them, hoping they’ll get enough work, 
hoping the client will pay the bill, hoping the checks add up 
at the end of the month so all the bills get paid. If you think 
about it, it’s a very passive position, taking what comes along 
instead of deciding what you want and pursuing it.

There is an alternative, and it is within your reach. You can 
replace the passive mind-set with planning and action. The 



12 chapTEr 1

first step is to re-envision yourself as a business. But what 
exactly does that mean? 

At the core, it’s a shift in the way you see yourself, a small 
shift that can affect every little detail about how you do your 
work and especially how far you go. 

understand the difference  
between spending and investing

Whether you realize it or not, your personal perspective on 
money affects your decision-making process in business and, 
therefore, your ultimate success. In fact, if you have had no 
training in finances or business, it can be the difference be-
tween a prosperous and a struggling business. 

One essential concept to understand is the difference be-
tween spending and investing. When you, as an individual, 
buy something, you are spending money. The more you spend, 
the less you have. Even if you spend your personal money as 
an investment—in your comfort, your happiness or your chil-
dren’s education—the goal isn’t a tangible “return” on that 
investment, as it is in business. 

When a business spends money—this includes your busi-
ness—there is an expected return. When purchases are made 
with the express intention of making more money, the price 
paid is not as important as the return on the investment 
(ROI). Ideally, the greater the investment, the greater the po-
tential return on investment. 

This difference between spending and investing is also im-
portant when you make financial decisions for your business. 
Whatever your business decides to purchase should have a 
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benefit (return) that outweighs its cost. For example, up-
grades in computers or software should pay back more than 
their cost by enabling faster workflow, or by allowing you to 
attract enough new clients to more than pay for itself. Or, if 
you decide to invest between $5,000 and $10,000 to exhibit 
at a trade show, you should be able to project the potential 
return on that investment before deciding whether to do it. 

Remembering the difference between spending and invest-
ing will also help when it comes to pricing your services. Your 
prices, whether high or low, are for services designed to help 
your clients achieve their goals, to get a return on their in-
vestment—by expanding their organization, enhancing their 
brand or increasing their sales. That means your price may 
not be the deal-breaker you imagine. Often it is only one of 
many factors in their decision-making process. You must be 
able to confidently make the argument that a greater invest-
ment (i.e. a higher price) can provide a greater return. When 
you have adopted a business mind-set, you will.

be objective About Your work

Taking your business seriously also means being as objective 
as possible. But as a creative, your work is more than a “job.” 
You are probably emotionally attached to the work you do. 
You may even pour your heart and soul into it. 

This can present a problem. According to Jon Weiman, 
designer and adjunct professor at Pratt Institute, “Creative 
professionals have trouble because they tie their ego and 
self-worth to the work in a way that is not businesslike. It 
becomes too personal.”
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know there is no Absolute Value to Your work

Many creatives complain about working with clients who 
don’t value their work. But the problem isn’t the clients or 
the work. You can’t force a client to value your work the way 
you do. You can only seek, and hopefully find, the clients who 
do value what you do. But that requires time and effort. They 
don’t always come knocking unbidden on your door.

There is much hand wringing around the idea of getting 
“what you’re worth” or “what you deserve.” In fact, there is 
nothing objective about it. Value itself is both subjective and 
subject to change. What has value to you may have less or 
more to a client. And what has value to one client today may 
have more or less tomorrow because of any number of fac-
tors, including a shift in their priorities, in the economy and 
in what they perceive to be their options—most of this you 
don’t control or even know about. 

With a business mind-set, you are aware of this subjectiv-
ity and fluidity. You learn about your prospect or client, you 
come to an agreement on price and you do your best work. 
When you make a mistake, you learn from it for next time. 

get out of the Financial Fog

What? You’re not a “numbers person”? Your head goes fuzzy 
when someone starts talking numbers? All the intelligence 
you exhibit in other areas of your life seems to evaporate? 
Somehow you can no longer do the multiplication you learned 
at age nine?

One of the reasons this aspect of your business may be con-
fusing is because you have not been trained in the financial 
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aspects of business like a business school graduate has. Which 
isn’t to say you need a business degree to run a business. But 
you do need training and guidance from professionals.

Creatives often say, “I’m not good with money,” which more 
than anything is a self-fulfilling prophecy, primarily of a psy-
chological nature, and it’s important to deal with. Suffice it 
to say, you’re not alone. There is hope, as this fuzziness is not 
a genetic condition.

Also, there are few common financial definitions. In fact, 
the accounting field is filled with terms that all mean the 
same thing, and no organization has been successful in com-
ing up with a standard glossary. Don’t get hung up on termi-
nology and don’t throw up your hands in confusion. Instead, 
get educated and get help.

In reality, money is simple and logical. It doesn’t conflict 
with or corrupt your creativity. It’s math, after all, and most 
of it is not all that complicated. Numbers either add up or 
they don’t. If they don’t, there’s something wrong, and if you 
look closely, you can usually figure out what it is. But not if 
you’ve already decided you can’t or just don’t get it. That’s up 
to you. It just takes attention—focused attention.

“There is a lot of shame that surrounds issues of money,” 
says Mikelann Valterra, director of the Women’s Earning 
Institute. “It is as if we say to ourselves, ‘What is wrong with 
me that I can’t figure this out?’ It is frustrating, because we 
know we are intelligent. But why then do we fall into self-
defeating patterns around money? The truth is that money 
issues go far beyond our intellect. Money taps into our deep-
est emotions and symbolizes what we fear, hope for and de-
sire in life.”

Listen to an interview 
with Mikelann Valterra 
at www.creative 
freelancerblog.com 
/money-guide.
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be confident About money 

Your prospects and clients need you to be confident. They are 
looking for confidence in their vendors and resources. They 
want to be persuaded that they will be in good hands if they 
choose you.

But many creative professionals experience a lack of con-
fidence, which usually has nothing to do with the quality 
of the work. Instead it seems to stem from comparisons 
you make between you and your competitors, who are 
sometimes also your friends and colleagues, which makes 
it tricky. You may feel “less than” if you are self-taught at 
your profession and they have a degree or some other cre-
dential that is perceived as valuable. Or perhaps you don’t 
feel comfortable calling yourself an “expert” or, worse, you 
imagine yourself as an imposter and therefore can’t charge 
prices level with someone with more credentials. All of this 
may prevent you from reassuring your prospects and secur-
ing the projects you want. 

Self-confidence is an element of taking your business se-
riously. It requires that you shift your attention away from 
what you imagine others think and refocus your attention on 
real-time actions—yours and theirs. It takes time, practice 
and experience to develop this confidence, so be patient with 
yourself. And as it develops, you might need to fake it a bit, 
speaking and acting as if you already possess it. That’s okay 
because confidence sometimes begets confidence. And it 
builds when you earn at your potential. Valterra says, “There 
is nothing that compares to the feeling of self-confidence and 
self-reliance that making money provides us.” 
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the trouble with moneY

So what’s the problem with money? Granted, it’s a complex 
issue and it’s different for everyone. But here are a few things 
to consider. 

money is taboo

Did you learn growing up that it is impolite to talk about 
money? That may be true in social settings but certainly not 
in business. 

After all, we live in a capitalist culture! As a business owner, 
if you don’t talk about money, then you can’t ask for a client’s 
budget or negotiate a contract. You can’t raise your prices or 

pracTIcE MakEs cOnfIDEnT  
whEn IT cOMEs TO TaLkInG aBOUT MOnEY

One way to break the cycle of avoiding the “money conversation” is to do 

exactly the opposite: make a habit of talking money from the very beginning 

of a project and keep bringing it up all the way through. 

Dana Manciagli, general manager of a large division of Microsoft, suggests 

making it a part of your process to talk money during the last five minutes of 

every conversation. “I want a proactive business partner, not just a creative. 

I would love it if a creative said, ‘I understand you’re accountable for every 

dime you spend, so every Friday I will call or send you a message about where 

you stand on your budget.’ Like a weekly budget check-in. That way, there 

are no surprises.”
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advise a client that it’s going to cost more when their project’s 
scope starts to creep. 

The fact is, clients appreciate it when you are straightfor-
ward about money. It conveys professionalism and confi-
dence. Likewise, when you are cagey or avoid talking about 
money, it conveys amateurism and weakness.

That said, there is an art to talking about money. Some-
times it’s appropriate to be direct about it; other times, it’s 
best to put it in writing. The art is knowing the difference. 
(Much more about this in Part 2.) 

money is emotional

Valterra writes, “Many of us are very conflicted about money 
in general—about having it, earning it and spending it. And 
many of us desperately don’t want to think about it. Money 
should just be there, not interfering with how we live our lives. 
But we need it. And some of us hate that we need it.”

In addition, creatives tend to practice “emotional pricing.” 
That means quoting a fee based on nothing but a “feeling” and 
without calculating how much real time and effort is actually 
required. “They sit in a comfy chair, close their eyes, think 
about their work and say, ‘Now what do I think I am worth?’” 
recounts Valterra. “And guess what—the number that pops 
into their heads is, on average, 20 percent lower than their 
true market value. Sometimes a lot lower.”

Emotional pricing is not “wrong,” it’s just not rational. You 
have much more sophisticated tools at your disposal. Yes, be 
aware of what your gut says, but don’t go only by your gut. 
When you make an emotional pricing decision and you real-
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ize later a better decision could have been made, take the 
time to investigate what drove you to make that decision so 
you can learn from those experiences.

money conversations Are minefields

Many creatives work alone. You may like it that way. You may 
need solitude or quiet to do your work. But business is social, 
and if you expect to earn a living then don’t ignore the social 
aspect or you may find yourself in more solitude than you 
bargained for.

Money represents—and forces—an exchange with those 
other people, clients, colleagues, vendors and more. Talk-
ing money is one crucial aspect of business and rarely the 
smoothest part. There’s usually some dissonance to deal with. 
You should expect that. Sometimes the client is shocked when 
you give your price, other times pleasantly surprised. Rarely 
are you “right on the money.” 

You may experience these exchanges as confrontations, but 
they are probably not as antagonistic as you may imagine. And 
if you welcome these exchanges and learn how to communicate 
ever more clearly, things are likely to go much more smoothly. 

Kit Hinrichs, owner of Studio Hinrichs and longtime part-
ner at Pentagram, says, “Money conversations are minefields 
because they tend to be emotional for both the creative and 
the client. Not knowing what to say can stir enough anxiety 
to prevent you from having the conversation at all.” 

If you’re going to run a successful business, you have to be 
a clear communicator, especially when it comes to talking 
about money. Not only that, you need to be willing to stay in 
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the conversation, through whatever discomfort arises, to keep 
the conversation going as long as necessary until each detail 
is resolved.

All of Part 2 is dedicated to those communications strate-
gies. But first, complete the worksheet below to identify your 
personal obstacles to dealing with money. 

whaT arE YOUr MOnEY IssUEs?

How much do you know about yourself and your money issues? Often, when 

we have trouble with an area of our lives, like handling money, we avoid think-

ing about it and end up perpetuating behaviors and situations that keep us 

from learning what can help us. 

Unless we understand why we do what we do and where our behaviors and 

attitudes and beliefs about money come from, we are very likely to keep making 

the same mistakes. The way you first saw money handled at home may be the 

way you handle money now. Do you think your money issues benefit or hurt your 

business? If you can answer this question seriously you will learn to better as-

sess your money issues and get one step closer to taking your business seriously.

So, here’s our first step: Take some time to get to know yourself and money. 

Write one paragraph by answering as many of the questions as possible. (If 

you need more room, make sure some additional blank paper is handy.) Write 

the stories as memories you are recording in a journal entry. Spend fifteen 

minutes on each story. Think quickly and write fast.

the PAst: Your PersonAl moneY historY

1a. Tell the story of how money was handled in your home. 
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What did you observe and experience about money? How was money 

talked about? With tension or with ease? Was it discussed in the open 

or was it never discussed? What family member was responsible for pay-

ing bills, going to the bank, balancing the checkbook? Did that person’s 

behavior affect your money habits now? How did your family handle 

disagreements about money? How did your family come to resolutions 

about money? 

1b. Money issues were handled calmly at home.

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Not sure Agree
Strongly 

agree

1 2 3 4 5

2a. Tell the story of when you began earning money. 

Did you get an allowance? When did you start working for money? What did 

you do with the money you earned or received? Did a member of your fam-
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ily teach you to save money? Did you save your money in the bank and not 

spend it? Or did you save it to have enough to buy something you wanted?

2b. I was taught good habits for handling money.

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Not sure Agree
Strongly 

agree

1 2 3 4 5

the Present: Your current moneY storY

1a. Tell the story of how you handle your money issues now.

Do you manage the money for your business? Do you manage your personal 

money? If not, are you confident in the person who does? Why or why not? 

What skills have you recently learned for handling money? What skills do 

you think are necessary for handling money? 
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1b. My money issues are handled calmly and confidently.

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Not sure Agree
Strongly 

agree

1 2 3 4 5

2a. Tell the story of how it feels to handle your money now.

Are you organized, prepared and up to date? When unexpected money is-

sues come up, do you feel anxious or confident? If you avoid money issues, 

why do you think this is the best plan? What do you do when confronted 

with stressful money situations? How do your money issues now compare 

with the way you as a child saw money issues handled in your home?
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2b. My money issues are easy to handle.

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Not sure Agree
Strongly 

agree

1 2 3 4 5

3a. What five things are you doing well in handling your money issues?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

3b. What five things do you want to improve about your money issues?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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3c. I am organized and confident about handling money issues.

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Not sure Agree
Strongly 

agree

1 2 3 4 5

Your Assessment scores

Assess your level of skill and commitment by totaling your score. What level 

is your result? Do you agree with your result?

 5–11: Find help now

 12–19: Learn more skills

 20–25: Move to the next level

whErE YOU arE nOw

Fill in the blanks below regarding your business income:

My goal is to make $ ___________________________ a year. Today’s date 

is __________________. So far, I have made $ __________________ and 

I need to make $ __________________  more a month to meet my goal.

Subtract $ ___________________ for business and personal expenses, 

and I have made $ ___________________  in profits.




