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Introduction: freelancers 
at your fingertips

Self-employment is rising month-on-month; 
recent ONS statistics showed that self-
employment in the UK rose by 129,000 to 4.75 
million in the three months to November 2016. 
Of these, around 1.91 million are freelancers 
(IPSE 2016) – they’re flexible, independent 
professionals who work alone for a range 
of clients. In the US, around 21.1 million are 
independent contractors and 2.8 million are 
freelance business owners, roughly a third of 
all workers (Matthews 2014). 

Overview
In 2017, outsourcing is the norm in the publishing industry. As the utilisation of 
freelance talent grows massively, new skills are needed in house to manage the 
increasing scale and complexity of the publishing process.

This White Paper will help editorial managers and their teams tackle this 
challenge. Interviews with experts and senior executives from a wide range 
of publishing houses across the trade, academic and education sectors are 
featured alongside practical tips and takeaways that can be actioned today.

Web-based platforms are making it easier for 
companies to find the people they need from 
a global talent pool, whilst at the same time 
making it simpler for freelancers to advertise 
their skills. Technology is continuously 
improving the effectiveness of virtual and 
remote working for all.

Hiring freelancers and outsourcing at scale 
offers many advantages to the publishing 
industry. Publishers can choose to reduce 
in-house headcount whilst increasing output 
by operating as a larger team when a project 
calls for it, effectively using freelancers and 
outsourcing as an on-demand solution to 
business needs.
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Outsourcing also gives companies access to 
‘specialists’, who bring to the table in-depth 
experience on a variety of projects in niche 
areas. In-house teams know the nuts and 
bolts of the area of publishing that they work 
in, but outside talent can provide a skills or 
knowledge boost if, for example, the publisher 
is entering a new market or producing content 
in a new format for the first time.

Despite recent press concerning the new ‘on-
demand economy’, with companies such as 
Uber and Deliveroo mired in controversy over 
their treatment of ‘self-employed’ workers, 
in this paper, we will discuss those for whom 
freelancing in publishing is a highly attractive 
and lucrative career option. According to 
data from the Association of Independent 
Professionals and the Self-Employed 
(IPSE), 75% of freelancers see their role as 
a long-term career choice and are generally 
happier with their life situation than their 
employed colleagues. These professionals 
see freelancing as a way to dictate their own 
hours and work at times that suit their family 
and lifestyle. 

This White Paper is aimed primarily at 
editorial managers, but many of the findings 
are relevant for anyone involved in projects 
that involve out-of-house staff. It includes 
practical tips and will help you to manage 
outsourced projects with a strategic mindset, 
whilst helping you communicate with 
freelancers on a daily basis.

Throughout this paper we refer to both 
freelancers and packagers, defined as 
follows: 

• Freelancers: Skilled individuals who 
undertake projects for a defined period 
of time, or for a set project.

• Packagers: Out-of-house publishing 
services providers who manage the 
myriad of tasks involved in putting 
together a book, on behalf of a 
publisher.

1. The publishing freelance   
 landscape – an overview

The demand for outsourcing in publishing, 
like other industries, is on the rise. This has 
led to the birth of a whole host of specialist 
resources from directory sites such as 
BookMachine, who provide a platform 
for freelancers to promote their skills; to 
companies such as Just Content, who 
specialise in handling large scale outsourced 
projects as a packager. As well as operating 
as a team, Just Content also commissions 
individual freelancers on behalf of their 
clients, for set projects and tasks throughout 
the editorial process.

According to IPSE, three in five business 
leaders agree it would be difficult for them 
to operate without freelancers – and 78% of 
the public believe that encouraging a flexible 
labour market is important to stimulate 
economic growth.

Of course, the publishing industry is well 
versed in the benefits of enlisting freelance 
talent. For many businesses, a growing 
reliance on outsourced capacity has been a 
natural shift, as business needs and operations 
have evolved, and/or technology has 
improved to better support effective remote 
working relationships. Offshore companies 
have also internationalised, and are much 
more ready to support and understand 
business needs today.

Most companies have an existing database of 
trusted freelancers that they can call upon. 
However, the most-forward thinking of the 
larger publishing houses are also working 
with a partner that is capable of managing 
not only the entire workload of a project, but 
also the day-to-day logistics of pay, contracts 
and quality control of deliverables. In either 
scenario, publishers need to be able to scale 
up their workforce quickly when needed. This 
might be for the launch of a new list, during 
a busy season or to plan and execute a new 
business initiative. Typically, the outsourced 
workforce is managed by an in-house project 
manager.
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The clear advantage of this approach, for 
publishers large and small, is the reduction 
in fixed staff costs. For most businesses, 
maintaining a high headcount of permanent 
staff is expensive, particularly when a 
consistent level of resource is not required all 
year round.

Over the past few years we have seen 
numerous publishing departments 
restructured, as companies have shifted 
to digital or downsized due to financial 
pressures. Across the industry, from small 
independent trade presses to large global 
educational publishers, every sector has 
faced challenges. In 2016, Pearson Education, 
with over 40,000 employees worldwide, 
announced it would reduce its workforce by 
10% by the end of 2017. As a result of such 
changes and the associated budget cuts, 
Stephen Barker, Pearson’s Senior Analyst, 
Rights and Permissions, UK Schools, suggests 
that outsourcing lets them ‘do the same for 
less money.’ His team have been able to utilise 
discounts offered by their packagers (working 
in strategic partnership on high-volume 
contracts), and as a result their Schools 
Education business unit has become much 
more scalable. 

CASE STUDY
Hodder Education were recently given 
the opportunity to work on a series of 
textbooks in line with the launch of a 
brand new vocational qualification. As a 
result, they needed to commission, write, 
develop, edit and produce an extra seven 
textbooks in thirteen months. The only 
way they could manage this was to send 
the commissioning, development and 
editorial work out of house. Lib Wright, 
Editorial Director, made the decision to 
freelance the project and explains: ‘It was 
great to have the option of using external 
expertise, to take on more opportunities 
than we can undertake in house. This is 
an example of how outsourcing enabled 
us to exploit an opportunity we wouldn’t 
otherwise have the capacity to take on.’

Aside from the obvious advantages to 
business, from an individual perspective, 
being a freelancer or working as part of 
a freelance team can offer a whole host 
of benefits not easily found in permanent 
employment. The nature of the work allows 
people to work more flexibly, both in terms 
of time and location. For the busy freelancer, 
the pay can be much more rewarding with 
the opportunity to ‘top up’ or ‘flex’ income as 
needed.

Jasmin Kirkbride, a freelance editor, writer and 
journalist, explains why she enjoys freelancing, 
‘What I love is the freedom to work from 
anywhere in the world, when it suits me.’ 
The benefits don’t end at enabling Jasmin to 
follow her passion for travel. The opportunity 
to work cross-departmentally and being able 
to take on a variety of work (including some 
short, intense projects) are both things that 
wouldn’t necessarily have been available 
to her if she worked in house. Freelancing 
doesn’t just suit her lifestyle; it has benefited 
her career by enabling her to gain new skills, 
broaden her experience and engage with new 
opportunities. 
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Claire Napoli, also a freelance editor, adds: 
‘As an early bird I get to start work early with 
no commute and I work the same number of 
hours as I would in house. I enjoy the variety 
of working across different subject areas. 
When I worked in house I was given just one 
list to focus on. I also like learning different 
methods from the various publishers I work 
with.’ 

 

2. How to choose the best 
  outsourced resource for 
 your project

Maintaining quality publishing whilst 
outsourcing work to various third parties is a 
concern. A good freelancer or packager will 
take this requirement as seriously as their 
clients. It is very important for publishers 
that they can safely rely on their out-of-
house colleagues to uphold the standards 
of the company and so the choice of which 
freelancers/packagers to use should not 
be undertaken lightly. Abbie Headon, 
Commissioning and Digital Development 
Editor at Summersdale Publishers Ltd, says 
‘We only ever outsource specific jobs (such 
as copyediting, proofreading or typesetting), 
and never entire projects, as it’s important to 
us to manage all projects in house, in order to 
maintain our high standards.’

Lib Wright from Hodder Education adds: ‘We 
need our freelancers to take full responsibility 
without using the in-house project manager 
as a conduit for every discussion, or to make 
every decision. We need to trust that they can 
make those decisions on our behalf. Ideally we 

would freelance projects with tried and tested 
author teams, or an established or formulaic 
template, where page designs and production 
procedures were already established. We 
also try to avoid outsourcing projects which 
require close liaison with key stakeholders 
where our reputation could be damaged by 
errors made.’

As a manager tasked with outsourcing, a 
key consideration might be whether to enlist 
an individual freelancer or to engage with 
a packager. This might well depend on an 
individual business’s infrastructure and how 
well placed the business is to manage either 
scenario at a particular time. 

Working directly with an individual freelancer 
can give managers more control over briefs 
and changes and puts them directly in 
contact with the person doing the work. 
It can be a straightforward way to build a 
relationship and to develop and coach an 
individual.

However, the best freelancers have a wide 
client base and need the widest access to 
opportunities. While any good freelancer will 
want to do their best to support a key client, 
they will, for their own business needs, have 
to accept work as and when it suits them, 
meaning that should your project be delayed, 
your freelancer is more likely to accept other 
work than wait to work on yours. Timing can 
be an obstacle when working with individual 
freelancers, as often the most sought after 
talent is booked out far in advance.

Alternatively, a strategic relationship with 
a packager allows managers to forward 
plan outsourcing a higher volume of work 
in advance, thinking less about individual 
freelancers for isolated tasks and more about 
how to access the best match of resource 
for a wider range of projects and activities. 
Often a packager has access to additional 
capacity and specialist resources, which an in-
house publishing team doesn’t have the time 
to cultivate. A packager may also be better 
placed to manage unforeseen challenges, 
such as sickness and time off for personal 
reasons. 
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 PRACTICAL TIPS:

When looking at potential suppliers, whether 
they are individual freelancers or packagers, 
it’s important to look beyond cost. The 
cheapest is not always the best option. Look 
instead for a match in skills and experience, 
someone with a proven track record who 
is willing to share examples of work and 
testimonials. 

Ensure that you foster long-term 
relationships with your potential suppliers. 
It will help them to better understand your 
business goals and could mean they are more 
willing to be flexible for you when required at 
short notice. 

Agree budget/fee at the outset: will it be 
hourly, weekly, project-based or retainer? 
This should also include any travel expenses 
that would be covered if required and should 
set out payment terms so both sides know 
how and when payment will be made. 

You may want to use timesheets and will 
need to agree when these and/or invoices 
should be submitted. Toggl (www.toggl.
com) is an effective and free online time 
management tool that allows clients a real-
time view of hours used on a project and a 
simple method for freelancers and suppliers 
to track their own time.

Discuss the importance of ensuring 
that client confidentiality is maintained 
throughout a project and beyond and 
your intellectual property is preserved and 
appropriately managed. Bear in mind that the 
freelancer/supplier could also be working for 
your competitors. An NDA may be required.

Think beyond the immediate need. Why 
does the freelancer want the job? Would 
they be suitable to take on other roles as 
the project develops? Does a packager offer 
other services that you might be interested 
in at a later date? Whichever solution 
you opt for, you will need to invest in the 
relationships you form as a result so it might 
make it a more worthwhile partnership, if you 
can consolidate the relationship for other 
projects. 

3. What to outsource:    
 which work is suitable  
 for outsourcing and    
 which is best kept  
 in house?

Not all work will be suitable for outsourcing. 
For example, a publisher venturing into a 
new area of business might decide to keep 
the work in house and only outsource when 
staff know the processes and pitfalls and can 
therefore offer timely advice and guidance. 
On the other hand, if a publisher does not 
have the capability or knowledge in house 
to deliver a new business plan, learning from 
specialist-outsourced providers might also be 
attractive.

If budget is very limited, some might keep 
a project in house and work through it at 
a slower pace. However, Kathryn Munt, 
Business and Publishing Lead at Integra, 
thinks ‘it’s impossible to keep investing in the 
infrastructure and technology required to be 
able to deliver everything in house. Offshore 
companies are much more aware of and ready 
to support the client’s business needs today 
and can deliver great service at a reasonable 
price.’

Summersdale Publishers use freelancers 
for skills that might not be found in house: 
‘We’ve always used freelancers, but never as a 
result of staff reduction’, says Abbie Headon, 
Commissioning and Digital Development 
Editor. ‘Freelancers provide specialist skills, 
such as expertise in a particular subject area, 
or a design style that’s especially suitable for 
a specific book project.’ 

Hodder Education outsources projects that 
are less complex to deal with. Lib Wright 
explains, ‘We would normally keep in house, 
those projects which were most business 
crucial, complex or required extensive liaison 
with awarding organisations.’

Working with a packager can be beneficial on 
more complex projects. There may be multiple 
titles involved or multiple stages within a 
project, and this is where a scaled solution 
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with handovers between various project 
stages will be smoother and knowledge 
management much better.

From invoicing to checking contracts and 
communication – all of these things can be 
outsourced and are easier for one external 
point-of-contact to manage, particularly if 
in-house capacity is stretched or focused on 
other things.

CASE STUDY
Pearson Education uses a hybrid 
approach to outsourcing. Rather than 
sending out an entire project, elements 
of each project (design, typesetting, 
etc.) are allocated to different vendors. 
Individual staff members in house then 
manage their outsourcers. Stephen 
Baker, Senior Analyst at Pearson, explains 
that outsourcing for them is about 
pushing away the ‘handle turning work’ 
– development editing, copy editing, 
artwork, typesetting, etc. Outsourcing 
these editorial tasks frees up the time of 
in-house editors to concentrate on the 
manuscript and proof quality.

Stephen has a varied experience of 
outsourcing – from content development 
through to final output files. Some teams 
think that commissioning and research 
should be kept in house as this allows 
them to retain control over those key 
areas. Others are happy to outsource 
entire projects from conception. 
Lib Wright comments: ‘The key is 
communication, and the willingness of 
the freelance party to take responsibility 
for the project, as if they were in-house 
staff.’ Employing freelancers can actually 
give focus to in-house teams who can 
then solely concentrate on the direction 
of the business.

The Education Reform division at Cambridge 
University Press also uses both individual 
freelancers and suppliers with large 
teams. Astrid deRidder, Head of Business 
Development, explains: ‘We tend to use 
individuals when we have tighter timeframes, 
as we’ve found that having a “go-to” person 
who we can trust implicitly makes a big 
difference when you’re in crunch time. The 
bigger suppliers are helpful when producing 
at scale, but sometimes can take up more 
management time.’

When it comes to digital projects, publishers 
seem divided. Although developers are often 
hired from agencies, at some larger publishers 
the core digital team that make decisions 
about digital on a day-to-day basis needs to 
be in house. It can be expensive to pay for 
every update required for a website. 

At Cambridge University Press, Astrid says: 
‘We try not to think of projects as being “print 
or digital” – it’s really a false dichotomy. We 
also don’t operate as ‘print teams’ or ‘digital 
teams’ – we’re all content, in all flavours, all 
the time. We outsource to experts when 
it’s appropriate, regardless of the format of 
delivery.’ 

Smaller digital publishers themselves are 
demonstrating that they have confidence 
in sending out their large projects. Simon 
Collinson, Digital Editor at Canelo, explains: 
‘generally, projects with a long lead time (by 
digital publishing standards) are more suitable 
for outsourcing. Things that need to happen 
quickly are better handled in house.’ 

For Canelo, outsourcing timely projects frees 
up in-house staff to handle the technically 
difficult projects that are unsuitable to 
outsource.
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 PRACTICAL TIPS:

Carefully consider which would be the right 
kind of supplier – packager, freelancer, etc. – 
for your project. There are several factors to 
think about in making this decision. Consider 
why you are outsourcing and what is crucial 
in doing so: quality/subject matter expertise/
lack of support from in-house, budget, etc.

When setting out projects for the 
outsourcing team, brief clearly and lay out 
your expectations from the start. What is 
being delivered? When is it needed for? Will 
it be reviewed at various stages and if so 
when that would be? Will their attendance 
at meetings/events be required? Etc. If you 
don’t communicate what you want/don’t 
want, the team can’t deliver it.

Both you and your team need to be clear 
on your roles and what is expected of them. 
Who do they contact in house? Will they be 
liaising with clients? Etc.

Provide as much context as you can on the 
project: the team won’t have the background 
on it that you do and that context will help 
them produce suitable work. 

4. Managing cost and
 legalities: if this is all a
 cost saving exercise how
 do you measure this?
 What legal restraints
 should you be aware of?

One of the advantages of employing 
freelancers and packagers is the potential for 
cost savings. Why have paid teams sitting at 
desks during quiet periods? Few publishers 
require a constant level of resource, and given 
the nature of publishing having the fl exibility 
over who is working and when is key. The 
question is how to measure the results.

CASE STUDY
Amber Books are one of many publishers 
that largely outsource to save costs. 
Charles Catton, Publishing Manager, 
explains that they hire individuals rather 
than packagers: ‘We weigh the cost of 
an individual freelancer up against the 
greater cost of one full-time in-house 
employee. Amber has strict budgets 
we work to for every project. If we’re 
trying something new there might be 
more fl exibility but ultimately we focus 
on the bottom line and if the sums don’t 
work we will make other arrangements, 
or even decide not to proceed with the 
project.’ 



9

For start-up companies, outsourcing can 
bring huge cost savings. The true cost of 
headcount is much more than gross pay 
– it includes national insurance, pension 
payments, holidays, sick pay and other 
benefits in kind. By hiring people for a specific 
period, rather than taking someone on full 
time in house, companies not only save time 
on the hiring process, meaning they get the 
work done quicker, but they’re also taking less 
of a financial risk. Without financial burdens 
at the crucial early stages of a start-up, the 
business can grow quicker and increase their 
chances of succeeding. 

CASE STUDY
Canelo is a new digital publishing 
company, set up in 2015 by a group of 
trade publishing professionals. Simon 
Collinson explains that their business 
uses a hybrid solution: ‘Our in-house staff 
are generalists; freelancers are usually 
specialists. We have skills in house which 
are very hard to find (and expensive) on 
the freelance market.’ 

But like all business decisions, each 
potential outsourced project is carefully 
considered and Canelo estimates how 
much staff time can be saved and weighs 
that up to see if outsourcing gives them 
the best deal in each case.

Companies who hire freelancers need to 
be very careful and aware of the IR35 tax 
law, particularly if that freelancer is working 
on a long-term contract for a client. IR35 
is intended to stop disguised employment 
where employers engage their employees 
as freelancers in order to benefit from a 
reduced tax bill. IR35 taxes the fees paid 
to the freelance company in a manner 
similar to salary where HMRC believes 
disguised employment is occurring. In 
the past freelancers and contractors have 
been wrongly accused of being disguised 
employees and then subject to investigation. 
Even if wrongly accused, this disrupts 
business and can be expensive – so it’s worth 
reading up on the rules and regulations 

around the legalities, and this is something 
that both companies and freelancers should 
take responsibility for. 

Mark Willians, Press and PR Officer at IPSE, 
says ‘As far as we’re aware, companies aren’t 
yet having reservations about taking on 
freelancers due to the changes to IR35 off-
payroll working rules. These changes only 
apply to public sector organisations for now. 
However, there are serious concerns that the 
public sector changes are being used to test 
the waters for a rollout to the private sector. 
This would be catastrophic for freelance work. 
Companies, wary of non-compliance and 
seeking to reduce their admin burden, will feel 
compelled to apply IR35 to all their freelance 
contracts, even when there is strong evidence 
to the contrary.’ 

Russ Clayton is an accountant with over 
twenty years’ experience in publishing, 
including roles at Bloomsbury Publishing, 
Cengage Learning and Elsevier. He is currently 
Senior Director of Operations and Finance at 
Discovery Education. Russ says ‘Accounting 
rules usually mean you can’t capitalise payroll 
costs. However, you normally have more 
flexibility with freelancers and having a cost 
that scales up or down as appropriate is 
ideal for managing P&L. Overall, outsourcing 
to any degree requires a different approach 
to costing out work in house – and teams 
need to be clear about what effort might be 
required when agreeing a price.’

Russ also reminds us about subsidiary 
costs which can apply, particularly when 
outsourcing to scale: ‘Ensure you have 
systems and processes in place to deal with 
the related admin – effort can vary depending 
on the nature of the assignment, but might 
involve IT time and resources like setting up 
email, network access, etc.’

Compliance is a huge issue for publishers who 
are outsourcing to scale. There can be a fine 
line contractually between a worker who is 
an employee and a freelancer. If a freelancer 
spends all their time on site at the company, 
taking direction from managers, using 
company equipment and working regular 
hours – then they are probably technically an 
employee. 
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5. Managing communication: 
 what tools are available?

Communication is key to ensuring that 
projects run smoothly, run on time and that 
everyone’s expectations are met; whether 
it is a publisher communicating with a 
project manager at a packager, or the flow 
of discussion between an in-house editor 
and their freelancer. Whilst managers should 
avoid micromanaging freelance staff, it’s 
crucial that everyone keeps up the lines of 
communication. Without this, decisions get 
made and stakeholders can be left out of the 
loop. 

It’s a good idea to build a communications 
routine into your schedule. In the start-up 
world, developers use ‘stand ups’ to keep 
communication regular and ensure that 
everyone in the team is supported. The typical 
format is limited to 15 minutes and is often 
conducted over video call using services such 
as Skype or Google Hangouts. During those 
15 minutes, each team member reports on 
what they did the previous day, what they 
plan to do that day and what impediments are 
in their way. It isn’t a traditional project run-
through meeting where a manager collects 
information about tasks completed; rather the 
goal is to resolve any issues quickly, and keep 
everyone accountable and committed to each 
other as a team. It is seen to be preferable to 
longer, infrequent meetings.

Many publishers are starting to hold such 
stand-ups to iron out niggles promptly and 
address questions between team members, 
many of whom might not be on site. 

Russ continues to explain that ‘The public 
service is now committed to not having 
off-payroll employment costs. Sole traders 
are difficult to use without falling foul of 
HMRC guidelines. Dealing with a registered 
outsourcing company is less problematic. It’s 
never been harder to employ a freelancer.’

Overall, trying to compare the costs of 
outsourcing versus in-house staff is difficult. 
If you measure the difference on an hourly 
basis, then a freelancer or packager will be 
more expensive. However, businesses don’t 
operate in this way, and most freelance staff 
won’t work all year round. By the time you 
factor in the total costs of hiring a full- or 
part-time member of staff, the outsourcing 
option is usually the less expensive option.

 PRACTICAL TIPS:

Be familiar with IR35 regulations and tests. 
Even if you are legitimately employing 
freelancers, and not using them to disguise 
employment, you want to avoid getting 
involved in any legal suits.

Work with your accountant to manage how 
best to place outsourced projects into your 
P&L. Being able to assign work to cost of 
sale/cost of revenue might keep costs down 
over the year.

Clarify the working status of your freelancers 
before they start work. They need to 
register with HMRC and pay their own tax 
and national insurance. They should not get 
payment for sickness, holiday, maternity or 
notice periods. 

Ensure that you own your intellectual 
property, rather than your outsourcing 
company. Include this in any outsourcing 
contract.
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The tools available for communicating across 
various locations are far more advanced than 
they once were. Skype, Slack and Gmail chat 
allow for much quicker answers to questions. 
Project management tools such as Basecamp 
or Trello allow for effective task management. 
No longer are lengthy email chains required 
for communication. However, it is worth 
remembering when using these tools, that 
IP is hosted outside of company control. 
Systems like Microsoft Office 365 have 
guarantees on ownership and privacy that 
some of the newer software providers don’t.

Astrid deRidder at Cambridge University 
Press comments, ‘I have a few colleagues 
across the Press who are investigating tools 
like Slack, Smartsheet, or Trello. They are 
useful, but it is important to remember that 
they are just tools – the key to communication 
is in the people, not the product’.

Kathryn Munt at Integra says ‘As 
communication tools develop the better 
ones will become the norm. This needs to 
happen since it can be very frustrating setting 
up a call or meeting using new software if 
the other party doesn’t know how to use it. 
Everyone then ends up reverting to dial-in 
numbers, having wasted time and energy 
trying to install it.’

As important as communication is for in-
house teams who are tasked with managing a 
project, it is equally crucial for the efficiency 
of freelancers and individuals who might be 
working from home. Chris Brown, a freelance 
editor, says ‘More than once I’ve been worried 
about a project for a while, then had a phone 
call with an in-house publisher/editor, and 
immediately felt better about it. It makes me 
think that they might have been having the 
same experience from their end.’

Freelancers and packagers are often brought 
into a project as the staff in house are too 
busy to think about it. Chris Brown explains: 
‘This is simultaneously positive, because 
freelancers rely on being needed in this 
way, but also negative because the nature 
of working remotely means that you don’t 
always know what is happening in house, and 
are reliant from the start on somebody (who 
is already very busy) taking the time to brief 
you well enough to be able to work remotely 
on something without needing to come back 
with questions and queries. A freelancer 
needs context behind a project just as much 
as in-house staff do.’

Another area that managers need to consider 
is the possibility internal staff may feel 
threatened by outsourcing to professionals, 
who might on occasion have stronger 
experience than their in-house teams. By 
emphasising the business opportunities such 
as faster publishing and bigger lists, it helps 
your teams to understand and appreciate 
their out-of-house colleagues. Rachel Grant, 
Head of Awards and Resources at Prospects 
Education says that her team, ‘Sets deadlines 
for their freelancers and work together/
monitor progress with online tools such as 
Trello and Google Docs. This means that 
everyone is in the loop. The in-house team are 
still learning new skills and being involved at 
most stages of the project, so are still actively 
engaged in the work.’ 
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 PRACTICAL TIPS:

Consider starting every project with a 
face-to-face meeting (possibly using video 
conferencing) or call, followed up with close 
communication by email, and weekly catch-
up meetings by phone or email.

Motivate your outsourcing team: consider 
them as a fresh perspective/pair of eyes, 
ask for their opinion/ideas, allowing your 
business to benefit from their wide-ranging 
and ongoing experience. Give feedback 
throughout to ensure you stay on track and 
that they can improve/change things as 
required and praise them when warranted to 
encourage them to continue working in the 
ways that work for your business.

Equally ensure your in-house teams feel 
secure in their jobs and not threatened by 
those outside of the company who might 
appear better qualified. Emphasise the 
business opportunities – faster publishing 
and bigger lists as well as the opportunity 
to learn from external resources. Encourage 
them to work collaboratively with freelance 
experts, providing consultancy and training 
on an ongoing or informal basis.

 

6. Managing the evaluation 
 process: quality is at the 
 core and needs evaluation

Evaluating the success of any given project 
can be difficult. Many aspects can go 
wrong, especially on large-scale complex 
tasks. However, regardless of the size of 
the publisher or the specific sector of the 
industry, one thing is certain: quality can never 
be compromised. 

To assess whether an objective has been 
met, it needs to be measurable – and how 
this is monitored needs to be agreed and 
communicated effectively at the planning 
stage. Budget and time are the most useful 
ways to evaluate a project. If these are 
estimated accurately by an experienced 
team, with a clear outlook for milestones and 
deliverables, then it eases the transition as 
the project progresses. If a book or series 
of books is published on time and without 
exceeding the allocated costs, then from an 
outsourcing perspective it can be deemed to 
be a success. 

However, there are a number of parameters 
that require a more subjective consideration. 
For example, how well were tasks 
communicated? Did the publisher reach their 
sales target for the book? Some projects 
are delivered on time and to budget, but the 
team who worked on them is known to have 
created unnecessary headaches along the 
way. This all needs recording and reflecting on 
to help project managers with future planning.

Summersdale Publishers have a central 
database for recording the outcomes of a 
project. According to Abbie Headon, ‘Project 
Editors and other stakeholders provide 
feedback on the quality of work provided by 
freelancers, and we update a central database 
to record these findings. We provide feedback 
to individual freelancers, and are always keen 
to improve and develop our briefing process.’

We also asked Charles Catton at Amber 
Books how they manage the quality of the 
work they outsource. He says ‘All the heads 
of departments as well as the Project Editor 
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oversee the work and check everything at 
different stages of the process, so there are 
many pairs of eyes looking for any issues. 
When we package on behalf of a client, they 
will also be assessing the work. If the quality 
is not high, then they will take their business 
elsewhere. So we are incentivised (as well as 
inclined) to deliver high-quality work.

 PRACTICAL TIPS:

Perhaps give a new outsourcing team a 
small project to begin with to assess their 
capabilities for a bigger project. If they’re any 
good, you may know instantly that you want 
to work with them again or you might better 
understand how you both need to work 
together to ensure an even better outcome 
next time.

Think about and share how you intend to 
measure success with your outsourced team 
before a project begins. They will need a 
clear understanding of your expectations of 
critical success factors such as time, budget 
and quality, to make day to day decisions 
that will offer them the best chance of 
succeeding.

Consider a supplier’s availability, 
responsiveness, communication skills, 
attitude and approach to quality, cost 
management and deadlines to assess their 
performance throughout the project to help 
you to determine whether or not you would 
use them again.

The team may ask for a testimonial from 
the company post project. Use this as an 
opportunity to maintain that relationship.

Conclusion

It’s important to remember that freelancing 
isn’t new. The publishing industry has long 
depended on freelancers: writers and 
editors, proofreaders and designers, PR and 
typesetters. However, due to budget cuts and 
redundancies in today’s economy, combined 
with the changing nature of the publishing 
process, as we know it, the outsourcing trend 
is set to rise. This is indicative of a major shift 
in the labour market; more and more people 
are seeing the advantages of becoming their 
own boss and working flexibly. Preparing for it 
is crucial.

In terms of deciding who to choose to work 
with, the list of possibilities is large. We all 
know of someone with experience who has 
been in the industry for years and years, and 
eventually broke off to do their own thing. 
They are always a reliable option to work 
with. Then there are packagers, and online 
platforms together with graduates, in-house 
editors, retired professionals, career-changers 
– there are more and more quality choices 
to choose from. The best outcome is always 
related to whom one can trust. Who can 
be trusted to own the project with as much 
consideration as a dedicated in-house team? 
This is the key to making a success of the in-
house/out-of-house relationship.

As reassuring as it is to know that legislation 
has been set up to protect freelancers 
and hold businesses accountable for their 
treatment of staff – whether they be in-
house or on contracts – it’s also important to 
remember that this legislation can backfire 
and be costly for everyone involved. To 
mitigate risk, publishers and outsourcing 
teams need to keep an eye on the law and 
get professional help as necessary during the 
publishing cycle – rather than leave it too late.

The most exciting development in publishing 
overall is the rise and improvements in digital 
technology. People can now work from 
anywhere, at a time that fits in well with 
the rest of their lives. This should improve 
happiness levels, which could in turn see 
an uplift in efficiencies. With all the digital 
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communication tools available, there is no 
excuse for colleagues not to communicate 
effectively as they work through publishing 
projects. That’s not to say that there is no 
value in the benefits of sitting beside your 
colleagues day after day and incidentally 
overhearing project-critical information, which 
might not make it onto the meeting agendas 
or into the email updates.

For continued success in outsourcing at 
scale, publishers are on a continual learning 
curve. The experts of the future will be those 
who not only are skilled professionals in their 
craft, but also those who are able to navigate 
the increasing scale and complexity of the 
publishing process with communication skills 
honed from years of working across various 
sites and platforms. We expect to continue 
to see a hybrid approach to work, where the 
most appropriate teams, whether that be 
freelancers packagers or in-house experts 
– take on the jobs most suitable to their 
expertise.

Just Content are fully immersed in 
a hybrid approach to working. They 
operate as a packager to support 
publishing clients for more complex 
work, to deliver high volume pipelines 
or where an end-to-end solution 
is needed, but are also a supplier 
of individual freelance specalists, 
available for commissioning, content 
development and the full range of 
editorial services.

A non-traditional operation, Just 
Content is a virtual business, using 
freelancers and partner suppliers 
to offer a truly on-demand service. 
Could this model be the future of 
outsourcing? This is yet to be known. 
For now, as this paper has explored, 
publishers of all sizes have been 
getting things done efficiently using a 
new selection of resources and tools 
that modern day publishing allows.
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