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This month, I would like to

address an important topic: the fact

that as freelancers, we are free to

work (or not) with any client.

Oftentimes, I hear from colleagues

that they feel locked into certain rela-

tionships, and while it’s certainly

difficult to walk away from estab-

lished business relationships, we

need to do so if they don’t work for

us—or at least try to negotiate better

terms. Let’s keep the “free” in free-

lance!

I worked as an in-house translator

for a big e-commerce site. While that

was a lot of fun since I loved leading

a team of translators, learned a lot

about technology, and made many

lifelong friends, I was not free to

choose my projects. My internal cus-

tomers (= other departments) would

request translations, sometimes with

unreasonable expectations and unrea-

sonable deadlines, and it was my

(and my team’s) job to get it done. I

didn’t have the option to say,

“Thanks, but no thanks, this deadline

is too tight.” Everything always got

done, but it required many all-

nighters and months of 

80-hour weeks.  

As freelancers, we have the choice

and the luxury to select our assign-

ments. We also need to make sure we

make a living. That’s why it’s impor-

tant to choose wisely and make our

customers happy while balancing the

need to have a normal life. 

My office very rarely turns down

projects from our fantastic long-

term repeat customers, many of

whom have worked with us for

more than a decade, but we have

negotiated good terms and reason-

able deadlines. It is normal to some-

times get upset about unreasonable

expectations and deadlines (and yes,

there are clients who can be unrea-

sonable for sure!). However, without

giving out too much tough love, let

me say this: a business agreement

always takes two parties. I like the

“agree” part in “agreement.”

If you say yes to something, then

you must do it, preferably without

complaining too much. If it doesn’t

work for you, tell the client rather

than your colleagues who have no

influence over the outcome (although

oftentimes getting new perspectives

can be very helpful). Don’t be afraid

to negotiate better terms. It works

like a charm if you say: “Unfortun-

ately, we will not be able to complete

this translation by Monday because

we are completely booked. However,

we can complete it by Wednesday if

your timeline allows, or we can refer

a trusted colleague.” Needless to say,

most clients will think that this is

quite reasonable, as most understand

that all of us have multiple clients

and don’t just work for one party. If

they don’t understand that and are

continuously putting lots of pressure

on you, perhaps it’s time to re-

evaluate that business relationship.

One of my favorite responses

when customers see the rush transla-

tion surcharge on the price quote is:

“Don’t worry! It’s not that urgent

after all. We can definitely wait until

next Wednesday.” This happens to

me quite frequently, and it’s a

friendly reminder, from the client’s

side, that almost everything can be

negotiable. This also works quite

well when you charge a PDF pro-

cessing surcharge. You’d be surprised

how quickly the client will locate the

Word document.

Just because you have worked

with someone once or twice doesn’t

mean you have to accept work from

them for all eternity if the terms

don’t work for you. It’s perfectly

fine to say “no,” as long as you do

so nicely and offer alternatives if at

all possible. n
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