
Business 0f Illustration

Freelancing: Getting Clients



For much of the past century, the 9-to-5 job has defined what most Americans think of as “work.”



But that is changing—fast. 

Prior to the pandemic more than 55 million Americans 
were earning an income from work that was not a 
traditional 9-to-5. 

That’s 1 in 3 workers.

We are now at the leading edge of a once-in-a-century 
upheaval in our workforce. 

The freelance surge is the Industrial Revolution of our 
time.

The surge in freelancing is more than two decades old 
at this point. Whether by choice or by circumstance, 
millions of workers in the intervening years have 
started working gig to gig, project to project.

FREELANCING



In the past couple of years, we’ve seen an 
acceleration of this. Online work platforms, 
such as Uber, Airbnb, Etsy, Elance, Patreon, 
and GoFundMe connect workers directly to 
consumers and clients - completely 
reimagining the work relationship. 

As of 2020, more than 40% of the entire US 
workforce were so-called contingent workers, 
according to a study conducted by software 
company Intuit in 2010. That’s more than 60 
million people.

We are quickly becoming a nation of 
permanent freelancers and temps. 



The past 3 years have also been a reckoning for everyone. 

The pandemic has forced families to re-order their health, 
family, and work obligations.
 
Today, as the engine of the American economy revs back to 
life, it's not as simple as plugging workers right back into the 
jobs they left.

Here's the evidence.



The quit rate: “The Great Resignation”

More people are quitting their jobs than any time in the 
past 20 years, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Four million people quit their jobs in April 2022.

It's a sign of confidence in finding a new job as millions 
look for better opportunities in new industries. 

It's also a sign that millions of Americans are not rushing 
to go "back to normal," when "normal" was a patchwork 
of low-wage retail, restaurant or hospitality jobs.



Record new business creation

Instead of applying to work for someone else, a record 
number are starting their own businesses. 

As of May, 2.5 million new business applications have 
been filed in 2021, according to the Census Bureau. 

That's already more than half of the businesses formed in 
2020.



All these statistics my be a bit confusing and 
perhaps even a bit frightening.

But before you begin to panic, let me point 
out that as creative's:

We Have Always Been Gig Workers.



So it is vital that you approach Illustration & 
Graphic Design as a BUSINESS.

Many artists work freelance.  

More than 40% of creative workers are self-employed.
 
Temporary work contracts can make for an interesting 
and varied career, though periods of unemployment 
between jobs are a reality for some artists.

Being self-employed means you are without pension, 
holiday pay or maternity benefits. 

Contingencies such as falling ill or having children 
require pre-emptive financial planning.



A Plan

Illustration & Graphic Design 
is a BUSINESS.

As a freelance illustrator, you’re actually a small 
business owner. 

Thus, it would be insane to not have some kind of business 
plan to help ensure your success.



A career in Freelance Illustration is much 
more than drawing pretty pictures. 

As much as you’d like to spend the entire day sitting 
in front of the drawing board or computer, you’ll 
also need to learn about selling yourself, keeping 
your portfolio fresh and, all the administrational 
work we hate. 

But it's this work we hate that will define 
your success as an illustrator.

Freelancing: Finding Clients



Freelancing - Finding your Niche Market

There are many different things you 
may wish to consider when thinking 
about entering into professional 
illustration, the first will need to be 
your TARGET CLIENT.

 What kind of work do You want to 
do?

 Who is publishing/buying that type 
of work?

 How do I get to them?

Compile a client list of Dream Clients: 
Peruse directories, Industry Magazines, 
Publishers, etc.

Contact only those that are doing the 
type of work you want to do.



FINDING YOUR MARKET(S)

A web search of any market will 
uncover additional obscure, 
satellite markets. 

For example, if you are interested 
in illustrating for the children’s 
book market, you may want to 
target Children’s magazines as well 
as contacting the larger publishing 
houses.

Artists should not choose a market 
simply for monetary reasons, or 
because one’s peers are 
influencing a decision. 

An illustrator’s interests 
must come from the 
heart.



In order to promote 
yourself as an illustrator, 
you need to get your work 
into the right people’s 
hands. 

The traditional way is to 
send out a promotional 
mailer. 

Before you can do 
that, though, you need 
to build a solid contact 
list of art directors to 
send it to.

Building a Contact List



There are three vital pieces of information necessary for a 
complete contact:

1. The name of a company that commissions illustration
2. The art director’s name at that company
3. The address to send your promo to

The first one is fairly straightforward: just look at wherever you see 
illustration and jot it down. 
The second one can be a lot more difficult, though, since finding 
the art director’s name may take a bit of work. 
The third one is usually a simple Google search away once you 
know #1 and #2. 

The following represent some of the options that 
are available towards building a list that contains 
all of the above.

Building a Contact List



Artist's & Graphic Designer's Market Books 

These are reference guides 
for artist’s and designers 
who want to establish or 
expand a career in fine art, 
illustration or graphic 
design.

Inside you'll find more 
than 1000 listings for the 
illustration and design 
markets (publishers, 
agents, magazines, and 
more)--including a point of 
contact, how to properly 
submit your work, and 
what categories each 
market accepts. 



Artist's & Graphic 
Designer's Market 



There are a variety of illustration 
annuals that come out every year, 
the most well-known being The 
Society of Illustrators Annual, 
American Illustration Annual, and 
Communication Arts Annual. 

If you look at the information 
for each entry, it will list the art 
director and the company for 
whom it was commissioned.

Write it down, Google the address, 
and you’re good to go! (Side note: 
businesses fail regularly and people 
job hop quite a bit, so only use the 
most recent annuals.)

Annuals





DIRECTORIES

The printed Directory of 
Illustration is a primary 
resource for locating 
illustration talent and works 
hand-in-hand with the 
directoryofillustration.com 
website.

An ad in the Directory of 
Illustration lands on the 
Desks of 18,000 Art Buyers 
and Creative Directors.

It stays on their 
Shelves All Year Long.







Specialty Directories like PLAY 
covers the creative communities 
in the following markets: 

U.S. Toy Industry 

Asian Toy Industry 

Interactive Game Publishers 

Interactive Game Developers 

Recruiting Companies for the Game 
Industry 

Comic Industry 

Design and Packaging Firms specializing in 
Toys and/or Interactive Games

Major Animation Studios 

Advertising Agencies with Toy and/or 
Interactive Game accounts



If you see yourself as a book 
cover artist, go to the appropriate 
book section and check out the 
jacket flaps of some recent books. 

Usually on the back flap towards the 
bottom you’ll see the phrase, “Jacket 
design by ___.” In most instances, 
that’s the same person who 
commissioned the art. 

If it’s an illustrated book, look on the 
copyright page. If they list the interior 
designer (it will usually say something 
like “Interior design by ___” or 
“Typography by ___”) then that may 
very well be the person who 
commissioned the interior art.

Bookstores



Magazines



Go to your local bookstore and 
browse through the magazine 
and newspaper section. 

Look at the periodicals that 
commission illustration on a 
frequent basis (skip magazines and 
papers that use illustration 
sporadically as the odds will be 
stacked against you). 

In the front, they’ll list a 
masthead. 

That will give you all the 
information you need.

Magazines



Online Client Research

There’s also a lot of useful information on the 
web to help you  find art directors and 

companies who commission illustration, 
including:



Online Client Research

LinkedIn

LinkedIn can be a 
great resource. 

Just type in “Art 
Director” into the 
search field and look 
at the wealth of 
information that 
pops up.



Online Client Research

AltWeeklies

Every major city has at least one 
alternative newsweekly. 

Altweeklies are those free papers you 
see in bins on the street . 

They’re amazing places to get your first 
gigs. Since they don’t pay very much, 
they’re always looking for young talent 
willing to work relatively cheap. 



AAN 
Publications

Another great 
resource that 
compiles data on 
all the alt-weekly 
papers and 
websites 
is aan.com.

You can do a 
people search 
through their 
directory to find all 
the art directors 
and their 
associated 
publications 
currently listed. 

Online Client Research



Websites

Illustrator Websites

If you go to the portfolio sites of your favorite 
illustrators, there’s a good chance that person may list 
the art director and client next to each piece that was 
commissioned. 

If not, check out his or her blog and social media links 
where, oftentimes, he or she may give a shout-out to 
whomever commissioned the work when it’s posted. 

If you already follow a bunch of illustrators on Twitter 
or Facebook, you don’t have to comb through their 
feeds; just remember to jot down any information 
when it comes up.







Artist’s Websites
(Instagram)



Many artists form or join collectives to 
publicize and exhibit their work. 

Groups like the Society of Illustrators  or the Art 
Directors Club allow us to utilize each other's 
skills, therefore  having more resources to help 
one another. 

     It's kind of like a creative support system. 

Professional Societies



Society of Illustrators

The Society’s mission is to 
promote the art of 
illustration, to appreciate its 
history and evolving nature 
through exhibitions, lectures 
and education, and to 
contribute the service of its 
members to the welfare of 
the community at large.



Society of Children's 
Book Writers & 
Illustrators

Is a professional 
organization for writers 
and illustrators of 
children's books. 

SCBWI members who 
live in New York City, 
Long Island and parts 
of the counties directly 
north of New York City 
are automatically 
members of the Metro 
New York chapter.



Networking - GO TO SOCIETY EVENTS

Artists  must learn to 
socialize.

Networking events are the 
art world's equivalent to 
job hunting, but with less 
misery and more booze. 

Whether you're searching 
for commissions or trying 
to advance your career, 
networking gives you the 
chance to meet industry 
professionals and expose 
yourself to new 
opportunities.



If you want to find out 
about art directors you 
must actually leave your 
house/studio and go to 
illustration-related events. 

If you’re particularly social, 
you’ll have no problem 
making contacts to send 
your work to.

 Check out events like the 
American Illustration party, 
receptions at The Society of 
Illustrators, and the 
occasional show at The 
New York Times offices 
among others.



ILLUSTRATION WEEK

Each year, the Society of Illustrators, 
along with other participating 
illustration organizations, hosts events 
for illustrators from all over the world 
visiting NYC during the first full week 
of November. 

Networking Events



Networking Events



Networking Events - 
Conferences

Conferences are a good way to find 
out about art directors and 
prospective clients. There are many 
illustration-related conferences like 
ICON, and MOCCA Fest hosted by 
the Society of Illustrators, and 
various design talks all throughout 
NYC and other large cities. 

You don’t necessarily need to attend 
these conferences to get the contact 
names, though. 
Simply go to the conference website 
and jot down who the speakers and 
special guests will be and that 
should be enough info to get you 
started.



Introduce 
yourself to 
industry 
professionals at 
conferences. 

Conferences, or 
conventions, are 
events where 
companies, studios, 
and industry 
professionals gather 
to display and 
promote their work. 



They’re an 
opportunity to 
network in 
person.

So if you attend a 
convention make 
sure to introduce 
yourself to company 
representatives at 
their booths and ask 
for their business 
cards so you can 
contact them later.



When you are 
talking to people, 
you should 
introduce who you 
are, tell them what 
kind of art you 
specialize or are 
interested in, and 
direct them to your 
portfolio. 

Try to keep the 
introduction 
short, ideally no 
longer than 15 
seconds.



You may be asked for 
your contact 
information by 
someone interested in 
working with you. You 
will look more 
professional if you 
have a business card.

Your Business Card 
should reflect your 
aesthetic. It can be 
complex or it can be a 
simple spot in your 
style.

It should also have the 
address to your online 
portfolio.

Always carry your Business Cards with you.



Have a web site or online Portfolio (and Domain name).

www.anthonyaccardo.com



Have a professional Social Media Presence (and post regularly).

Many illustrators 
showcase their 
talents on Facebook, 
Twitter, Tumblr and 
Linked in, as well as 
on their own 
websites. 

Having a good 
online presence 
shows 
employers that 
you are self-
motivated and 
digitally literate.



If you are using 
your personal 
social media 
account, make 
sure that it looks 
professional. 

Spell check, use good 
grammar, and remove 
pictures which might 
make you look 
unprofessional, such as 
pictures of you partying.

You can also make 
separate social media 
accounts for your 
professional work.



Update your portfolio with new work. 

With practice you will get better at your 
craft, so make sure to always include newer 
artwork in your portfolio so prospective 
employers can see how you’ve improved. 

If possible, include the most recent 
professional work you’ve done for an 
employer. 



Once you have created a client list of people you think you’d like 
to work for, you will need to research some more.

You will save a lot of time, angst, and money if you research the 
type of work these people are buying.

To do this, simply start to follow the names on the client 
list you have created, locate them on social media, on 
their personal websites (many AD’s work freelance and 
have websites and blogs), and on their company websites.

Once you have confirmed that the type of work they buy or 
publish is similar to what you are doing or want to do, then you 
have a solid lead.

This is the person to target with a promotional 
campaign.

Promotional



My Target Market Checklist & Questions

Defining Your Target Market

Demographic: Men/Women/Children/All/Age Groups

Who are my potential clients in order of priority:

•Advertising
•Animation
•Book Publishing
•CD and Records
•Children’s Books
•Comics
•Corporate
•Editorial
•Informational
•Lettering
•Medical
•Packaging
•Science
•Technical (Product Illustration)



My Target Market Checklist & Questions

Defining Your Target Market

What are their reasons for buying art? 
What professional organizations do they belong to?
What trade magazine do they read?
What trade newspapers do they read?
Is there a specific region of the country they cater to?

Describe exactly what I am selling:
Features of my artwork:

Who is my competition?
What can I learn from my competitors?

Benefits to buyer: Can I offer something more, something 
different, or something better than my competitors?

Why would someone trust me? Experience, authority, expertise.



Pay Lists

Of course, if all this researching seems 
like a drag, you could very easily just 
purchase a list. 

While they do cost a bit of money, consider that 
they’re targeted, frequently updated, and 
contain many names and publications you 
would never discover on your own 
(particularly for advertising and industry-
specific publications). 

The most well-known supplier is Agency 
Access, which, for roughly $800, will give you 
access to their database plus 1,500 contacts 
for direct email blasts. 





When it comes to opinions about Artist’s 
Representatives, there are three truths that 
are acknowledged among illustrators. 

•The first is that a good rep can greatly benefit 
an illustrator’s reputation and income. 

•The second is that sadly there aren’t enough 
reps to service the number of illustrators that 
could benefit from them. 

•And the third is that illustration reps aren’t a 
necessity for all illustrators. 



25 Things Illustration Reps Do For An Illustrator

1. Help establish a brand for an illustrator.

2. Help illustrators to achieve their goals.

3. Help young illustrators to become established.

4. Help experienced illustrators to expand their client base.

5. Save time spent on non-creative business tasks.

6. Provide credibility and trust for illustrators and their work.

7. Provide an already established clientele.

8. Make cold calls to enlist new clients.

9. Provide professional salesmanship skills.

10.Furnish client feedback on an illustrator’s portfolio.

11. Provide advice on how to deal with clients.

12. Protect illustrators from unscrupulous clients or questionable 

business arrangements.



13. Actively seek out commissions.

14. Maintain a list of contacts for promotional mailing and announcements.

15. Estimate and negotiate illustration fees.

16. Help an illustrator schedule work and deal with deadlines.

17. Prevent an illustrator from being taken advantage of.

18. Review contracts and provide advice on them.

19. Arbitrate job issues or disputes that may arise.

20. Bill and collect payment for illustrations.

21. Collect sales tax and remit it to the state.

22. Disburse and track portfolios and samples of work.

23. Lend an opinion on the contents of a portfolio.

24. Contribute funding and resources to advertising and promotion.

25. Negotiate reduced promotional fees with advertisers.



15 Things To Consider When Selecting An Illustration Rep

1. Whether a rep’s style and personality would make a good fit.

2. The quality reputation of the other illustrators in a rep’s stable.

3. How accessible a rep will be to an illustrator.

4. The type of markets a rep serves.

5. The number of artists and type of work represented by a rep.

6. The size of a rep’s organization, i.e., the number of sales and support staff.

7. The amount of attention given to illustrator and their work will get.

8. Whether or not a rep meets with clients face to face.

9. Whether or not promotional expenses are shared between an illustrator 

and a rep.



10. Whether or not a rep will deal with assignment contracts and other 

legal arrangements.

11. Whether or not a rep collects and pays sales taxes

12. What commission percentage will be taken by a rep.

13. Whether or not a rep is paid a monthly upfront fee in lieu or with a 

commission.

14. Whether the rep wants a commission for everything an illustrator 

produces or is willing to have a limited agreement, i.e., one that excludes 

editorial work, existing accounts. etc.

15. Whether or not a rep’s agreement has a release clause or can be 

amended.



10 Things Illustrators Do For An Illustration Rep

1. Add to a rep’s income stream.

2. Provide a product a rep can sell.

3. Provide a service for a rep’s customers.

4. Refer job inquiries to a rep.

5. Help a rep expand their customer base.

6. Add a unique style or increased versatility to a reps offerings.

7. Enhance the reputation of a rep.

8. Assist financially with advertising materials.

9. Handle all the creative aspects of an assignment.

10. Pay a rep a 25 – 35% commission or a fee for work brought in.



Conclusion

The general feeling among illustrators with reps is that 
they have positive influence on their business and 
their careers.
 
But there are many illustrators who have succeeded 
without outside representation. 

Whether or not to enter into an agreement with a rep 
is an important decision, and should be considered in 
the context of an illustrator’s business plan and career 
goals. 

There are also other factors such as personal ones that 
have to be considered.



A business arrangement should always be formalized 
with a contract with both the illustrator and the 
illustration rep fully agreeing to all the provisions and 
conditions. 

The relationship between a rep and an illustrator is 
nothing less than a partnership, which means that both 
parties have an obligation to each other. 

An illustration rep serves the illustrator as a 
salesperson, financial specialist, and account executive. 

The illustrator serves as a product and service provider.



Final Thoughts

As you can see, there are a variety of ways to go 
about acquiring client contact information for 
your promotional mailers. 

However, just because you do obtain a contact, 
doesn’t mean that person is appropriate to send 
your work to. Consider the type of illustration that 
the particular art director and client use to see if 
your art fits into their niche. 

For instance, it wouldn’t make sense to send your 
erotic nudes to a children’s book publisher, and 
Playboy may not be interested in your 
anthropomorphic cartoon turtles either. 

So, as you’re compiling all of this information, 
you’ll want to weed out the places that just won’t 
be a good fit.



Final Thoughts

Consider, as well, that there may be more than one 
art director at a particular company. If it’s 
appropriate, feel free to send a promo to all the art 
directors there as each may have a different use 
for—or opinion about—your work.

Finally, start small. While it’s nice 
to have a huge list, if this is your 
first promotional mailer, 1,000 
postcards may be a bit excessive 
until you test the waters. 

To start, I’d recommend compiling a highly targeted 
list of 100 – 200 people who would actually 
conceivably use your work. From there, you can 
continue to grow your list into larger mailings as 
you get more work and higher profile clients.

One of my 
biggest clients 
contacted me 
through a 
promotional 
booklet that 
was sent to a 
different book 
publisher.



DON’T FORGET to Network – Family, Friends, Classmates.

Referrals account 
for 62% of job hires. 



Don’t Get Discouraged 
(it takes 2-5 years to establish yourself).



KEEP LEARNING & UPGRADING YOUR SKILLS.
Founded in 1875, the Art 
Students League of New 
York is an independent art 
school providing 
contemporary atelier 
studio art classes in 
painting, drawing, 
sculpting, printmaking, and 
mixed media. 

Students can start classes anytime at the 
league. There are no prerequisites for 
enrollment and tuition is affordable. 



DON’T WORK FOR FREE

The Graphic Artist’s Guild Handbook of 
Pricing & Ethical Guidelines.

· Current salary information with job 
descriptions.

· Formulas for determining hourly and 
per diem freelance rates.

· Hourly freelance rates by discipline.

· Copyright registration information.

· Model contracts and forms that can be 
adapted for specific needs.



The GRAPHIC ARTIST’S 
GUILD Handbook of Pricing 
& Ethical Guidelines.

Is an excellent resource 
for people who create 
graphic art and those 
who buy it. 

As the graphic art 
marketplace continues to 
evolve the need for up-to-
date information on 
business, ethical, and legal 
issues is greater than ever.



Some Key Points:

1. Have a web site or online Portfolio (and domain name)
2. Have a Hard Copy Portfolio
3. UPDATE OFTEN
4. Brand Yourself  - (Niche Market)
5. Create a Client List and send postcards 3-4 a year (avoid holidays).
6. Always have a Business Card with contact Information.
7. Network
8. GO TO EVENTS
9. Have a professional Social Media Presence, and post regularly.
10. Submit to Competitions
11. Don’t Get Discouraged (remember it takes 2-5 years to establish yourself).
12. KEEP LEARNING & UPGRADING YOUR SKILLS.
13. DON’T WORK FOR FREE!!!
14. Always use a Contract or Letter of Agreement before you begin work.
15. Send an invoice immediately  upon  completion of the job: 
 follow up twice every 30 days, with  penalty.  Notify client your taking 
 them to small claims court.

 Email me if you get stuck.



WRITING ASSIGNMENT
(don’t worry, you already started)



Compile a Google Doc of Dream Clients: 
Peruse online directories, Industry Magazines, Publishers, and other 
designers/illustrators websites.

Only  target those that are doing the type of work you want to do.
 What kind of work do You want to do?
 Who is publishing/buying that type of work?
 How do I get to them?

Choose a list of 3 possible clients  that fit what you consider to be 
your niche. Include the following info:

1. The name of a company that  uses YOUR type of illustration.
2. Their Market and Target Audience.
3. The art director’s name at that company.
4. The address, both brick & mortar and email address.

Writing Assignment:

(Congratulations, you have just completed the first step to Freelancing.)






