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3 6-FIGURE FREELANCING 

 

Welcome! 
Thank you for your interest in this free report from Edify. We’re excited for the opportunities that await you, 

and we hope you are too. 

 

6 figures: the first 3 keys 

6-figure editors? 
We’ve all heard of 6-figure copywriters—high-flying advertising writers who command big bucks for slick 

lines that propel multimillion-dollar marketing campaigns. And 6-figure techies—rock star coders and 

developers whose digital wizardry fetches top dollar. 

But a 6-figure editor? Is there such a thing? 

Other than directors employed by big companies to run large editing departments, are any editors really out 

there making 6 figures, much less as freelancers or newcomers? 

Well, yes. 

 

The dynamics 
Before we get into where and how freelance editors are able to earn 6-figure incomes, let’s first take a 

minute to look into the dynamics of 6-figure freelancing. It starts with dollars per hour. 

If full-time work is generally considered to be 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year, this equates to a total of 

2,080 hours worked in a year, right? To earn $100,000 in those 2,080 hours, you’ll need to be earning at least 

$48 per hour. 

So our basic formula for 6-figure earning will be to get paid at a rate of at least $48 per hour and work 

standard full-time hours throughout the year, totaling 2,080 hours. 

Now as a freelancer, you won’t receive paid vacation time, so if you want a couple weeks off for vacation, 

you’ll have to earn a higher rate to make up for the time you take off, right? 

Let’s say you want to work 50 weeks instead of 52, and save two weeks for vacation. This will bring your total 

hours worked in a year to a nice round 2,000 hours. To earn $100,000 in 2,000 hours means you’ll need to 

earn a rate of $50 per hour instead of $48. 

So we’ve arrived at Key 1: earning a rate of pay of $50 per hour or more. 

Obviously, earning any amount over $50 means either that you’ll earn more than $100,000 or that you can 

choose to work less than 40 hours a week, 50 weeks a year, and still achieve the 6-figure mark. 
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So, if Key 1 is earning $50 per hour or more, where can you find freelance editing work in which those kinds 

of rates are standard? Are there really opportunities for freelancers to earn at that level out of the gate? 

Good question. 

Although rates of $50 per hour and up for editing work aren’t unheard of, they are certainly far from the 

norm, as plenty of hard-working editors will attest. 

According to the Editorial Freelancers Association—the largest professional organization in the U.S. for 

editors and proofreaders—editorial rates can range up to $50 for heavy copyediting, or even $60 for 

substantive or line editing. But these rates are at the top of the scale. 

So based on the EFA scale, which covers broad rates across industries, earning $50 an hour or more for 

editing work isn’t impossible, but it means earning at the level of the most experience and skilled 

professionals—those who’ve been doing it a long time and have solid skills and excellent contacts. 

What if that isn’t you? What if you don’t have decades of experience and a network of insiders to draw upon? 

What about someone new looking to break in? 

How does the pay stack up? 

Well, often not terribly well. 
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Unhealthy pay 
In practice, many editors find that the EFA’s posted rates are in fact generous. Real-world rates paid to 

working editors, especially new ones or freelancers without established clients, are very often much less. 

Sometimes dismally so. The glut of written content generated each day for the web, combined with how 

many editorial professionals are being put out of their jobs by shrinking industries such as newspapers, 

magazines and traditional publishing enterprises, have served to devalue editing pay rates, creating an 

unhealthy job market for editors. 

As you may have experienced if you’ve ever pursued web-based editing opportunities, many web publishers, 

especially startups, will pressure editors, writers, proofreaders and other written-word professionals to work 

for nothing or next to nothing—in short, to work for the “privilege” of taking part in publishing and for 

whatever tangential benefits that exposure might bring. 

Even many traditional publishers today—under financial pressures due to lost ad rates, depressed circulation 

and dwindling readership—offer strict take-it-or-leave-it rates to freelancers that are as low as $20 per hour 

or less, with caps on how many hours they’ll pay out on a given project. This often means if you are an editor 

who takes pride in your work, you may find yourself working more hours than you get paid for in order to do 

a quality job, further diminishing your net rate of pay. 

Let’s stop a minute and look at this. 

Working at a rate of $20 per hour, 40 hours a week for 52 weeks with no vacation, you’d earn $41,600 in a 

year. A living wage for a single person in some regions (not metropolitan hotspots of editorial work such as 

Manhattan, though), but it’s hardly a great living wage for a skilled professional. And no matter how long you 

keep at it, you’re unlikely to see any substantial increase in rate of pay, which means you’ll be working full-

time at something that offers little opportunity for growth. 

So what’s the answer? 

Well, the one we’re going to propose here is to pursue work that values editors properly and pays them 

healthy rates from the start. 

Where is this work? 

Keep reading. 
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Getting healthy 
Who are these people who pay healthy rates—$50 and up—to editing freelancers? 

They are the communications agencies that serve the robust and growing healthcare, medical and 

pharmaceutical industries—a client base with some deep pockets. 

Are we talking about Big Pharma and its big profits? Well yes, but not just Big Pharma. 

 

If you’re saying to yourself, “I don’t want to be a sellout for pharmaceuticals,” 
give it a chance. Today’s healthcare communications jobs are much more 

than pushing Big Pharma blockbusters. 

 

 

In recent years, healthcare communications has ballooned into something far bigger than Big Pharma. 

Obamacare and the Affordable Care Act, the healthcare needs of aging baby boomers, the epidemics of 

obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular disease—all of these things and more are driving tremendous human 

efforts and financial resources into heath, wellness and medicine—resources which include not just drugs, 

hospitals, and health initiatives but also all the ubiquitous communications that inundate you and me 

throughout our daily lives. 

All of these communications—for print, web, mobile and digital delivery—need to be edited by someone. In 

fact lots and lots of someones.  

And so, while so many other industries that historically employed armies of editors and proofreaders are 

shrinking and consolidating, lowering rates, and off-shoring to reduce headcounts and costs, healthcare is 

moving in the opposite direction—it is booming, increasing output, and offering superior rates of pay in a 

vigorous attempt to entice willing talent to keep pace with the work. 

And this growth is predicted to continue for the foreseeable future. 

The bad news for hiring managers and good news for you is that the industry is facing a serious shortage of 

qualified, ready, willing and able editors who are available to keep up with the work. 

In short, it’s a job-seeker’s market. 
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Job seekers are in command…a shortage of qualified talent gives job seekers 
greater negotiating power, so expect to pay more to recruit and retain these 

individuals, particularly those with three or more years of experience. 

—Robert Half, The Creative Group, 2016 Salary Guide 

 

 

Growth and acceleration in the business of healthcare—keeping up with the mobile, on-demand, real-time, 

content-is-king expectations of the modern world—have pushed the pace to the point where recruiting and 

training new talent has become a considerable unmet need in the industry. These tasks have fallen by the 

wayside as those in the trenches, facing deadlines and deliverables, find themselves with less and less time to 

devote to training new people, which drives an increasing reliance on freelance. 

Competition is fierce for the current pool of eligible freelancers, which now in the industry consists largely of 

top-paid pros who work their chosen hours, set their own rates and call their own shots. 
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“Full-time and contract-to-hire employment is heating up. Marketing budgets 
are increasing, leading to a steady rise in full-time hiring and contract-to-hire 

positions. Companies are also bringing projects in-house they previously 
contracted out and increasing head count to keep up with growing 

workloads.” 

—Robert Half, The Creative Group, 2016 Salary Guide 

 

 

Healthy math 
All of this translates to great opportunities for you as an editor to earn a nice 6-figure living. 

The current standard rate for a freelance editor in the healthcare communications industry in metropolitan 

areas such as the tristate area of New York, New Jersey and Connecticut is $65 to $75 per hour, comfortably 

above our target rate of $50 needed to earn 6 figures. 

Working 40-hour weeks throughout the year and taking two weeks of vacation, that comes to $130,000 to 

$150,000 per year—a decent 6-figure income that a committed freelancer with the right training can begin 

earning within a short amount of time, certainly far better than the $41,600 you might earn doing the same 

work in lower-paying industries or with traditional publishing companies. 

Incidentally, freelance rates much below $60 an hour are uncommon in health and wellness communications, 

a sign that the candidate proposing a lower figure doesn’t know the going rates, and by extension may not 

have the requisite training and qualifications for the job. 

An exception may be when strictly proofreading rather than full-on editing is needed, and entry-level 

proofreaders are used. These freelancers can start at $55 per hour (still above our $50 cut-off for earning 6 

figures) and quickly move into editing capacities at higher rates. 

So now we have Key 2: Communications agencies in the health and wellness sector whose standard freelance 

proofreading and editing rates currently stand at $55 to $75 per hour. 

Next questions: Where do I find these agencies and how do I break in? 

Well, to some degree these agencies can be found anywhere, but like tech and other specialized industries, 

healthcare companies and agencies are clustered together in certain areas as well, the tristate area—New 

York, New Jersey and Connecticut—being one of them. 

How to break in? 

Read on. 
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Breaking in 
As almost anyone who’s ever tried to obtain a job in a new field can attest, breaking into a new industry—or 

even crossing sectors within the same industry, say from newspapers to magazines or magazines to books—is 

rarely made smooth and easy. 

The business world is remarkably tribal and territorial. Each sector is a tribe unto itself, with its own 

prejudices, lingos and ways of working that ruthlessly identify insiders and exclude outsiders. 

Some of this resistance is just because people are afraid to take a chance on a person whose background is 

unfamiliar to them, but some is owing to a very legitimate business concern: the demands of business require 

a sure thing, tested and verified. They require someone who knows the work inside and out and can hit the 

ground running, someone whose work is virtually guaranteed to be on-target—meaning an experienced 

insider or well-informed, trained and vouched-for newcomer. 

So to break in, you need to somehow bridge the gap from being perceived as an outsider to being seen as an 

insider, or the next best thing: that well-informed newcomer. 

How? 

Fortunately, with the health sector we’re targeting, there’s a built-in mechanism: it’s called the staffing 

organization. This is Key 3. 

 

Staffing orgs 
Along with producers of healthcare products (clients) and organizations that produce communications for 

these clients (agencies), staffing orgs make up the third piece of today’s health communications business 

model. 

No doubt you’re familiar with the concept. Some industries call them temp agencies, and they may supply 

administrative assistants, typists, data entry specialists, and the like. 

In health communications, staffing orgs are specialized groups of headhunting-type professionals who match 

qualified workers with employers who need their help. The way they work, of course, is to enlist freelancers 

like you and find them work. They make money by taking a portion of your dollar-per-hour earnings while 

you are on the job. They also stand to collect large referral fees if a company you freelance with likes you 

enough to offer you a staff job. 

The more freelancers a staffing org has working for it, the more money it makes, which creates more or less 

and open-door policy for newcomers. For a healthcare communications staffing org, it is their bread and 

butter to find new candidates who already have a basic knowledge of editing, and help those candidates 

break in. 

Once you manage that first foot in the door, the hard part is over and a host of opportunities opens up. These 

may include working from home or going out to clients whose office campuses, amenities or culture you 

enjoy. Having your pick of clients and assignments. Developing specialties and areas of expertise. Or styling 

https://edifymeonline.com/
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your work schedule around your desired lifestyle, whether that be working from home, traveling and working 

remotely from wherever you choose, or pulling double shifts for six months and taking the next six months 

off. 

Once you’ve got a foot in the door, you can continue working with your staffing org, letting them do the work 

of finding gigs for you in exchange for taking some of your earnings. You can also, after completing a few gigs, 

add this recent work experience to your resume and begin to go out and line up gigs for yourself. The 

advantage, of course, is that you’ll keep all the dollars per hour for yourself. 

Or you can take a hybrid approach, which many do, lining up your own gigs and taking any that the staffers 

send your way until you have developed a roster of your own clients who keep you as busy as you want to 

be. 

In the current job climate, you’ll likely find yourself very quickly with more offers of work than you can say 

yes to. You’ll be able to pick and choose the types of projects you enjoy, the clients you like working with. 

As a side note for those whose idea situation is working from home: currently much of the work in many 

health agencies is done on-site, especially at first, but more and more work is able to be done remotely, and 

so work-from-home opportunities will open up for you, especially in the near future as more and more 

agencies go fully digital. 

So there you have it—the first three keys to 6-figure freelance editing: 

 Key 1: Pay rates of at least $50 per hour 

 Key 2: Communications agencies in the health, medical and pharma industries where pay rates of 

$55 to $75 are standard 

 Key 3: Staffing orgs that will help you bridge the gap and break in to these agencies 

 

What next? 
Now that you know what it’s all about, we’ll run through the next four keys quickly. 
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4 more keys 
 

Editing experience 
Key 4 is something that presumably you have already, if you’re reading this report: an interest in editing and 

some basic word skills and experience. 

If you have professional, on-the-job editing or proofreading experience in another industry such as 

newspapers, great. If you’re a college grad who edited for your school paper, that works too. Or maybe 

you’ve always gravitated toward reading and writing, and people have told you that you’d make a good 

editor. 

Whatever your experience and ability, you’re going to want to highlight it at the top of your resume so that 

you can use it to approach a staffing org. Any nonediting experience you have is alright to list as well, but 

you’re going to want to bill yourself first and foremost as an editor. 

 

Staffing org 
Key 5 is finding a staffing org near you that services the health communications agencies in your region. 

You’ll want to contact them and let them know you’d like to pursue freelance opportunities in health 

communications. One of the first questions you’ll likely be asked is, “Do you know AMA?” 

 

What’s AMA? 
AMA is Key 6. 

The acronym refers to the American Medical Association, and this organization’s style book, the AMA Manual 

of Style, is the style basis for most health communications. The 10th edition is the most current book. 

To work in this business you’ll need to have a grasp of both basic editing and of AMA. If you’ve used other 

style books like AP or Chicago in the past, you’ll find AMA to be a bit different, but learning one is about the 

same as learning another, and you’ll have no problem picking it up. 

If you’re serious about working in the health industry, you may want to consider purchasing the AMA book (it 

currently sells for about $63 on the AMA website) or subscribing to the online edition. An alternative is to 

look for a copy in your library or borrow one from an editor friend. 

In any case, at some point you’ll need to learn the fundamentals of AMA style, because before you can 

starting working for pay, there will be a test. 

A test? 

https://edifymeonline.com/
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Yes. The only way to judge an editor is by his or her work, and for newcomers and veterans alike, that usually 

means testing. Most tests will assess your basic editing ability—spelling, grammar, consistency—as well as 

your knowledge of AMA style. 

So get the book and study up! After that, there’s only one more key left. 

 

Agency knowledge 
Key 7 is agency knowledge. 

In conjunction with your editing skills and knowledge of AMA style, the third thing that will determine your 

level and speed of success is knowing your way around an agency and understanding how they work. 

As we’ve mentioned, health agencies move fast and have little time to devote to training, so they bring in 

freelancers who know the ropes and can hit the ground running. That’s part of the reason for the top-dollar 

pay. 

Without this agency knowledge—knowing what to edit when—mistakes and inefficiencies can happen. 

Needless to say, those responsible won’t be called back for future gigs. 

So the final 6-figure editing key is agency knowledge. How do you obtain this? 

Well, unlike AMA, which you can learn pretty quickly, gaining agency knowledge is a little trickier. Here are 

two strategies: 

1. Be honest, admit what you don’t know. Bill yourself as a self-starter and quick learner. Look for 

clients willing to make an investment in you and give you a little training. There will be some. 

2. Seek to partner up with someone who knows the ropes. Ask your staffing org for an initial 

assignment or two with a buddy who can answer questions and guide you until you’ve got a handle 

on things. Sometimes clients have peaks of work for which they’ll pull in multiple freelancers from 

the same staffing org at one time for a few weeks—long enough for you to learn the basics. 

This last key—agency knowledge—is a more in-depth topic than can be covered in this short report, but 

hopefully we’ve given you enough information to get you started. 
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Final thoughts 

What now? 
We at Edify are a collaborative of editing professionals who’ve found rewarding careers, financial stability 

and fulfillment in the health communications sectors discussed in this report, and we’ve made it our mission 

to share opportunities and information with other written-word professionals like you. 

We hope this overview has gotten you excited about the exceptional earning and lifestyle opportunities 

available to editors capable of working in today’s health sectors, and we hope you are motivated take 

advantage of these opportunities. 

Edify’s mission is to attract new talent to the industry to alleviate the talent shortages discussed earlier and 

to meet the increasing demands of our industry. We’ve tried to include enough information to start you off 

on your way to a rewarding 6-figure freelancing career. With some hustle and exploration into the resources 

and organizations in your area, no doubt you’ll uncover a great number of opportunities on your own. 

If you’d like some help and guidance, Edify is here to assist. 

Most of us in the Edify network stumbled into health communications editing by accident, often after 

struggling in low-paying jobs or in industries with limited prospects. Once we discovered the opportunities 

discussed in this report, we wished someone had told us about them sooner. We wished there had been 

some sort of outreach group for telling editors about the businesses and for ushering in newcomers—people 

who are hungry for success and deserving of a good living. 

Out of these wishes grew the creation of Edify and a two-part mission. This report helps fulfill the first part of 

the mission—creating awareness among editors and editors-to-be—people like you—about the lucrative 

opportunities in health editing and hopefully motivating many of you to join our ranks. 

The second part of the mission is to prepare, certify and welcome new talent for the industry. To that end we 

offer a number of free and low-cost training, networking and referral resources. One of these is our 6-Figure 

Editing Newsletter, which expands on topics covered here to help you pursue top-dollar freelancing. 

For more intensive, personalized help, we offer online and live trainings, mentoring and coaching, resume 

tune-ups, and a Verified Editor certification program that includes membership in the Edify network, which 

will assure hiring managers that you have been trained, tested and fully prepared for any opening. 

For information on these opportunities, please email info@edifymeonline.com. You can get the ball rolling by 

taking our free Basic Editing Assessment, which will gauge your skills and point you toward next steps. 

Meanwhile, look for the next issue of 6-Figure Editing in your in-box, and if you know anyone who might be 

interested in this report, please pass it along. 

Yours in prosperous editing, 

The EDIFY Team 
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