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James Johnson is a former broke shoe salesman turned world traveler and freelance 

writer extraordinaire. He’s written for some of the most popular marketing sites in the 

world and now commands rates of $300 per 1000 words.  
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What Attracted James to Freelance Writing? 

“I’ve never been very good at working with people, so I wanted something that was 

flexible,” James said. 

James liked the idea of being able to work when he wanted, and from wherever he 

wanted. He started reading blogs like Sean Ogle’s Location Rebel, Benny Lewis, and 

Side Hustle Nation, and got an idea of what he wanted. 

Looking at the lifestyles of the people behind these blogs, James said “I really want a 

part of that.” 

James always wrote as a kid and enjoyed writing. It was only when one of his previous 

personal training clients offered him $300 to ghostwrite a strength training book that he 

realized this was something he could get paid to do. 

That was a “pivotal moment” for James. Wanting to get out of his minimum wage job, he 

started thinking about how he could turn his writing into a business. 

Choosing a Niche for Your Writing 

At first James would take any gigs he could get and write about anything the client 

would ask for. He soon realized that he needed to narrow this down to niches he was 

knowledgeable in and enjoyed writing about so he could write better content. 

James wrote down his top 5 niches on a piece of paper and kept that next to him. He 

would then apply for writing jobs in the order of those niches and apply for 10 gigs at a 

time and see what offers he got. 

If you’re struggling for ideas, James advised to look at what work you’ve done, the 

things you’ve achieved, and the areas you have experience in. He said you don’t need 

to be an expert, but instead just one step ahead of the people you’re writing for. 

Where James Finds Client Work 

James started out finding clients on online marketplaces like Elance and oDesk. Those 

two platforms have since merged and become Upwork. He was doing this before they 

became saturated and was able to find some good work opportunities on them. 

As competition became more difficult online James decided to write to local businesses 

in his area. He would choose a nearby town and find all the businesses that met his 

niche requirements, then he would write a proposal to them. 

James’ tip here is to find companies that already have a blog, some social media 

presence, and a marketing budget, and offer your services to write blog content for 

them. 

https://www.locationrebel.com/
https://www.upwork.com/


(He started out pitching all the companies WITHOUT blogs, but found nobody was 

interested in creating a new part of their business just to hire him.) 

“I give as much as I can before I ask for anything,” James said. For example, he would 

give them 4 ideas for blog content and say they can use those ideas if they want or hire 

him to write 1 or more of the articles and start a working relationship that way. 

Writing for Content Mills and Job Boards 

Content mills are sites that have plenty of writing gigs but typically drive prices low 

through bidding wars. These are sites like Upwork, People Per Hour, and 

Freelancer.com. 

James says they are good to have as a tool to try out different platforms and gain 

experience, but job boards pay better. In fact, when James switched to job boards he 

doubled his income. 

A few job boards he recommended were Gorkana, the ProBlogger Job Board, and 

Freelance Writing Gigs. 

Building a Portfolio of Work 

When applying for jobs on a job board you’ll notice that most clients want to see some 

examples of your work before hiring you, and this makes perfect sense if they are going 

to be paying you to write for them. 

James said the way he built his own portfolio was by reaching out to blogs in his niche 

and asking to write a guest post for them. This is how James made contact with me for 

the first time; he sent over some ideas and I ended up publishing his post - The Upside 

Down Business Model. 

James sent me an email introducing himself, he gave me 3 potential titles for posts that 

were relevant to Side Hustle Nation and gave me some examples of his work that has 

been published on other popular sites. 

He also said that guest posting on huge sites has earned him lots of other opportunities. 

It’s worth remembering that when someone reads a guest post they like, they will check 

the bio and click through to the site of the person who wrote it. 

Managing the Feast or Famine of Freelance Work 

One of the drawbacks of being a freelance writer is the potential for having too much 

work one week, then no work the next. 

James balanced this out when starting as a freelance writer by working out how many 

pitches he was sending out for the number of clients he was securing. He then used this 

ratio going forward to add more clients when he had the capacity. 
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His rate now is also a far cry from the $300 he first charged to write an entire book, as 

James now charges $300 per 1k words. He has also built up a solid client base and not 

had to search for more clients for a long time. 

This is another reason why he started Freelance Writers School. It’s a way to teach 

others what he’s learned, and to earn some passive income and not have to trade time 

for money as he does when writing for clients.  

Tips for Being More Productive 

“Deadlines are a great motivation,” James said. He’s never been paralyzed by writer’s 

block when a deadline is fast approaching, but there are times when he needs some 

creative inspiration and shared some tips. 

Taking a break or doing some meditation always helps James when he’s hit a wall. He 

uses the Headspace app for this. He also uses Buzzsumo and Answer the Public to 

help generate keywords and find articles that are trending or being shared that might 

help him. 

Another interesting tactic James shared is to look up your keywords on Udemy. You’ll 

see courses with all the curriculum laid out and have access to a lot of content on the 

subject. “That can get the creative juices flowing,” James said. 

James’ #1 Tip for Side Hustle Nation: 

“Focus on income generating activities.” 

More Info: 

• https://freelancewritersschool.com/ 
• http://www.sidehustlenation.com/281 

 
Until next time! 

-Nick 
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