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As self-employed translation 
professionals, we are free to work 
with whatever clients and in whatever 

area of specialisation we choose. Some 
translators decide to work only for agencies, 
some work with a mix of select agencies 
and direct clients, and some prefer to 
work only with direct clients, and high-end 
clients in particular. Each business model is 
legitimate. Things only become challenging 
when a translator wants to start working in a 
different segment than they currently are¬ – 
for example, move from an agency-only to a 
mixed-client or high-end-client-only model¬ 
– but is unable to achieve this next step for 
whatever reason.

One thing is clear: there are high-end 
clients out there who need your services. 
Irrespective of your particular area of 
specialisation, there is always a client who 
needs precisely the services you offer for 
their business to function properly. There 
is no big secret behind landing those high-
end clients – the process is the same as in 
other industries, and your future high-end 
clients likely already work with a number 
of other independent small businesses 
or solopreneurs to help them keep their 
businesses running.

Believe that you are needed

Starting out as a self-employed translator 
can be overwhelming at times, and so can 
taking your established translation business 

to the next level. You may wish to work with 
high-end direct clients but are not sure where 
to start. Or you may doubt that you’ve got 
what it takes to land a high-end contract, or 
whether your services are even required at all 
by your dream clients.

WORKING WITH HIGH-END CLIENTS DEMYSTIFIED

STARTING OUT AS A SELF-
EMPLOYED TRANSLATOR CAN 
BE OVERWHELMING AT TIMES, 
AND SO CAN TAKING YOUR 
ESTABLISHED TRANSLATION 
BUSINESS TO THE NEXT LEVEL.”

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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Take a good look at your skills and experience 
to date. There are clients out there who need 
exactly your skills and expertise to move 
their own businesses forward. Only once you 
believe in your own skill set will you be able to 
move forward and approach your ideal high-
end clients with the necessary confidence.

Understand your client

It may sound obvious, but you can’t serve 
a client until you know who that client is. 
To start with, you will need to invest time 
and resources to research and scrutinise 
your target client. This process goes beyond 
merely creating a client avatar. It’s not just 
about knowing your target market or niche 
– which is undoubtedly important – it goes 
much further. It is about understanding your 
client’s mindset and the respective roles you 
and the client play in your relationship.

Firstly, you need to realise that your high-end 
clients are wired differently from you. You are 
not targeting project managers or marketing 
executives, but decision-makers. You will be 
dealing with visionaries and go-getters who 
are focused on making money and know 
where they are going and where they want 
to take their business. Very often, high-end 
clients are driven, creative and outspoken, in 
other words typical entrepreneurs.

This may cause friction because, instead of 
connecting and serving, you find yourself 
getting frustrated. It is generally true that 
opposites attract, and it is often the case 
when working with high-end clients. The key 
is to understand that you’re wired differently 
and that that is precisely why your client 

needs you. Your part is to embrace their big 
ideas and visions and to get things done on 
that basis. You strive to provide a service to 
them, give them the deliverables and plan 
what steps you need to work on together 
in order to achieve their vision and advance 
their business. Both you and the client need 
to understand your different skill sets and 
roles in order to work together successfully.

FIRSTLY, YOU NEED TO REALISE 
THAT YOUR HIGH-END CLIENTS 
ARE WIRED DIFFERENTLY FROM 
YOU. YOU ARE NOT TARGETING 
PROJECT MANAGERS OR 
MARKETING EXECUTIVES, BUT 
DECISION-MAKERS.”
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Don’t let yourself be overwhelmed by your 
client’s expectations, fast pace or different 
mindset. Your role is pivotal for your client’s 
success. Without the willingness to embrace 
your client’s mindset and the confidence to 
act accordingly, you are likely to struggle or 
feel frustrated. So work on your mindset and 
on analysing your clients before taking any 
further steps.

Specialise and own your 
area of expertise

The ideal scenario is that you get paid well 
for what you are best at and what comes 
naturally to you.

You, as an individual, can’t be all things to 
everyone. High-end clients do not need 
jacks-of-all-trades. Generalists may be 
able to establish themselves in the middle 
market segment and make a fairly good 

living, but if your aim is to progress and 
work with high-end clients, you will need to 
become a specialist. The reason is obvious: 
you simply can’t be great at everything – 
perhaps mediocre or even competent, but 
not ‘great’. And high-end clients hire you 
because you’re great. 

If you want to work with high-end clients, you 
therefore need to be aware of exactly where 
your brilliance is. The worst thing you can do 
is approach high-end clients and say you can 
take care of everything from, say, contract 
translations through to complex financial 
reports and all that in four languages. Unless 
you have a team behind you, it simply isn’t 
credible that you could be an expert in all 
those areas.

High-end clients typically have a successful 
business already, so trying to be all things 
to them is a recipe for disaster. They may 
want you to be that and, for example, ask 
you to manage their translations into other 
languages for them, but it is wise to decline 
and stick to where your expertise lies. Be 
aware of exactly what your area of brilliance 
is and tap into that. Identify what comes 
most easily to you and then work in only that 
particular area.

If you have your sights set on high-end 
clients, you will need to move from generalist 
to specialist. Decide early on what you will 
and won’t do. You may never want to touch 
medical or technical translations, for example. 
Knowing and communicating your limits is as 
important as knowing what you are good at.

Shift the way you think about yourself and 
how you approach your business. Choose 
what you enjoy and what comes easily to 

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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you, and let go of things you don’t enjoy and 
that you may be doing simply because your 
clients ask you to do them. If you don’t enjoy 
translating press releases but annual reports 
float your boat, for example, then refer your 
client to a suitable colleague for the press 
releases and focus only on annual reports.

The narrower your area of specialisation, the 
better you will get, the more efficient you will 
be and the more your client will pay you as 
you consolidate your role as an expert in that 
particular field. Ironically, we often assume 
that what comes easily and naturally to us is 
just as easy for everyone else and therefore 
we can’t charge a lot for it. But it’s important 
to realise that the opposite is true: this is 
exactly what you can charge a lot for. Focus 
on the things you love doing, and your clients 
will pay you more for it.

Get out there

Naturally, you will need to seek out high-end 
clients, because they are unlikely to find you 
otherwise. It’s easy to say ‘I can’t find high-

end clients’ and then simply sit at your desk 
waiting for them to appear out of thin air, 
but you definitely won’t find them that way. 
While finding high-end doesn’t have to be 
complex, you have to step up and actively 
look for them.

In the earlier stages of your career, it is 
perfectly acceptable to go with the flow and 
accept all the orders that land on your desk. 
This is not only legitimate, but makes sense, 
as you are still building your portfolio and 
gaining expertise. But once you reach the 
stage where you have identified your area of 
expertise and wish to apply it to working with 
high-end direct clients, you can no longer just 
take what comes to you. This will hold you 
back and not allow you to establish yourself 
as an expert.

You need to be willing to step out of your 
home office and put yourself where your 
potential clients are. When you are ready 
to market yourself and approach high-
end clients, ask yourself: Who are they? 
Where are they? How can I connect with 
them? A lot of people fall at this hurdle 
because it can seem an impossible, or at 
least very daunting, task. This stage will 
take a lot of effort and research, but it is                    
worth persevering.

The simplest way is to start local. Take a good 
look around your town and area. Establish if 
potential clients are there, and research the 
best ways to connect with them. One of the 
best ways to reach out to high-end clients is 
to attend live events. As a specialist translator, 
you will need to go to events that your 
target clients run and attend. This includes 
conferences, training courses, workshops, 
guided tours and presentations.
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Not only do these events offer the perfect 
opportunity to demonstrate that you know 
your stuff (You are attending the same 
specialised event as them, so you must be 
good at what you do, right?), but you can 
also learn new aspects or find out about 
the latest trends in your area of expertise 
and, above all, ask your potential clients 
questions. Even if you leave without a 
new client, you will have gained additional 
expertise and a competitive advantage.

Make contacts and network

As everyone’s life circumstances are different, 
you may not be able to attend industry events 
in your area of specialisation or travel to 
meet clients. You may have young children, 
suffer from a chronic illness or have other 
circumstances that stop you from doing so. The 
good news is that this doesn’t mean you cannot 
secure high-end clients and establish successful 
working relationships with them – far from it!

If you have ever worked in-house, it pays 
to stay in touch with former colleagues and 

make them aware of what services you offer. 
They will often hire you directly or be able to 
put you in touch with the decision-makers 
in their company. Having that personal 
connection will immediately put you at an 
advantage, as the client is more likely to trust 
you than an unknown colleague. Ask your 
contact to organise a lunch date with the 
decision-maker and get talking!

Emails are a dime a dozen. Make yourself 
stand out by picking up the phone and 
talking to your target clients directly. You may 
even want to set up a Skype conversation 
or other online meeting. High-end clients 
expect professional communication, and 
that includes teleconferences and phone 
calls. A personal conversation will, of course, 
also help you to establish a more personal 
relationship and make the client remember 
you. It goes without saying, though, that you 
will need to prepare thoroughly and know 
your stuff. The client will expect to be talking 
to an expert and potential business partner, 
so don’t let him (or yourself) down!

Another way to foster high-end client 
relationships without being able to travel to 
meet them in person is good old snail mail. 
If you find a relevant newspaper clipping 
in your client’s industry, send it to them, 
along with a brief note. It’s your client’s 50th 
birthday? Send her a gift basket. Make a note 
of things close to your client’s heart, such as 
their regular holiday destination or children’s 
birthdays, and send a personal card or gift.

As an expert in your field, you probably 
subscribe to a number of industry 
publications or trade journals. Investigate 
if it’s worth placing a targeted ad in one 
of those publications or advertising your 

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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services on relevant trade association 
websites. Many associations also run a 
‘preferred partner’ network, which is ideal for 
translation professionals, as it lets you target 
clients in your very specific niche.

Finally, high-end clients are mobile and 
tend to travel a lot. They may very well be 
attending a conference or presenting a 
talk in your area or country. Stay on top of 
your client’s movements and set up a lunch 
meeting with them. Very often, they will be 
more than happy to make time, even if it’s just 
a quick cup of coffee at the airport lounge! 
Make that personal connection.

Engage with the client 
at their level

Once you’ve managed to raise a high-end 
client’s interest in your services, the next 
pitfall is the initial conversation. When you 
are talking to a high-end client – or any client 

for that matter – remember that it is not an 
interview. Rather, they are a prospect who 
wants to talk to you to find out who you are, 
how you work and what you have to offer.

You are an independent professional and 
business owner, you are not looking to be hired 
as an employee. If you treat your conversation 
like an interview, answering their questions and 
then sitting back and hoping for the best, you 
will most likely not win a high-end client.

Instead, treat your conversation as a sales 
talk. Step into any conversation with a high-

VERY OFTEN, HIGH-END 
CLIENTS WILL BE MORE THAN 
HAPPY TO MAKE TIME, EVEN 
IF IT’S JUST A QUICK CUP 
OF COFFEE AT THE AIRPORT 
LOUNGE! MAKE THAT PERSONAL 
CONNECTION.”
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end client with an expert mindset. While a 
potential employee may ask ‘How can I help 
you?’, as an expert you should be saying 
‘Here’s how I can help you…’ When you 
set up shop as a self-employed translator, 
you started your own business. So don’t 
carry your employee mindset over into the 
business world. You are the expert, so clearly 
state how you can help the client.

Imagine a conversation where the potential 
client tells you about their projects, goals and 
challenges – how do you respond? You may 
say ‘Okay, that sounds great. Just let me know 
what you need and I’ll be happy to help you.’ 
The problem with that response is that the 
client often doesn’t know what he needs from 
you. High-end clients are concerned with 
results and outcomes and may not even care 
how you get there, as long as you deliver. 
They may not know how you can help them 
because it’s not their area of expertise.

Instead, step in with an expert mindset, say 
‘That’s fantastic! Here’s how I can help you…’ 
and then present solutions to the client’s 
challenges. The difference here is that you 
are engaging with the client on a completely 
different level. Rather than causing them more 
work by asking them what they want from you, 

you’ve taken lightened their load before you’ve 
even started working with them.

It’s important to realise that you can have an 
impact on a potential client even in the very 
first conversation. If you engage with them on 
the appropriate level, they will feel relieved 
and feel like you ‘get them’. You will come 
across as someone who knows what they’re 
doing. And that’s good news, because a high-
end client wants to hire an expert. They want 
to hire someone who is willing to step up and 
offer solutions.

Take charge

So your sales conversation was successful 
and you are now working with the client? 
Excellent news! But it may be worth bearing 
in mind that it’s very easy to lose the client 
again if you don’t follow through with what 
you promised. Importantly, that means taking 
a proactive approach. 

Sometimes high-end clients and their 
businesses can be a little intimidating for 
individual translators, especially if this is the 
first time they’ve taken the plunge into the 
high-end client world. The trouble is that if 
you simply sit back and wait, you won’t be 
working with them for long. Jump right in 
and be the expert you claimed to be. You 
successfully handled your sales conversation 
with the client and you’re working with them 
now. From the very first moment, you need 
to be proactive and ask relevant questions. In 
other words: get in there! 

Identify your client’s biggest emergencies, 
and find out about their next product launch 

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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or current promotion. Familiarise yourself 
with their products or services and try to take 
some responsibility immediately. Rather than 
asking the client if they have anything you 
could work on, take a look at what’s going on 
in the business and say, for example, ‘I see we 
have a trade fair in France coming up; let me 
translate your latest flyers for you to take with 
you.’ You will become a trusted partner rather 
than just a translator. If you can get into that 
space with a client, they will not want to let 
go of you and you are looking at a positive 
long-term relationship. And of course, that’s 
exactly the sort of relationship that you are 
looking to establish.

If you already have some good clients but 
haven’t taken a proactive approach with 
them in the past, this is a great opportunity 
to improve your relationships and boost your 

business. Don’t feel the need to make any 
major announcements or a big fuss, just start 
to be more proactive and take your existing 
client relationships to a new level. 

Charge for results

It’s no secret that time is money and we only 
have a certain number of hours in a day. 
The time-for-money model is therefore not 
sustainable in the long term if you want to 
work with high-end clients. High-end clients 
don’t want to pay by the hour, but for the 
result. Take a website translation, for example. 
This is a clear deliverable with a distinct 
outcome. The client doesn’t care how long 
it will take you to translate or what you do 
behind the scenes to get it done. They care 
about the outcome and benefits for them; 
in this case, more sales and thus a higher 
turnover by tapping into foreign markets.

Package pricing is the way to go and can 
really boost your income. Simply quote a flat 
rate for each project and don’t confuse your 
client by, say, charging for lots of hours one 
month and only a few the next. Charging by 
the hour is a bad idea for another reason: 
the more experienced you become, the 
faster you are likely to work. And why should 
you be paid less if you work faster because 
you are an expert in what you do? What’s 
more, you only have a certain number of 

HIGH-END CLIENTS DON’T WANT TO PAY BY THE HOUR, BUT FOR THE RESULT. TAKE 
A WEBSITE TRANSLATION, FOR EXAMPLE. THIS IS A CLEAR DELIVERABLE WITH A 
DISTINCT OUTCOME.” 
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hours a week available, so if you charge Y 
per hour and have Z hours available to work 
each week, you can only ever earn Y x Z. 
At the start of your career, this may be the 
simplest approach to pricing, but once you 
reach a certain stage in your career, you 
need to charge for the result, not your time – 
especially with high-end clients.

Over-communicate

When working with a high-end client, the best 
approach is to make working with you easy for 
them. That may mean over-communicating 
to keep them up to date. If a high-end client 
constantly has to come to you and ask ‘Did 
you get that glossary to Marketing? And what’s 
the status of that brochure translation?’, then 
you’re not doing your job.

As translators, we usually work behind 
the scenes and may be so focused on a 
translation that we are too busy getting it 
done to even think about updating the client. 
Or perhaps we feel bad that we haven’t 
finished yet and don’t want to go to the client 
and tell them. Either way, it’s not good.

When working with a high-end client, any 
project they have assigned to you is not 
considered done until the client knows that 
it is complete. If a client has to chase you up 
for updates, you need to improve this area 
right away. Even if you completed a project 
and delivered it to your client’s assistant 
three days ago, it’s not done yet if the client 
himself doesn’t know it’s done. Ideally, your 
client should never have to ask you about 
the status of your work. Make a habit of 
communicating regularly and clearly. You 

don’t want your client to start wondering why 
they always have to chase you down.

Simply keep your clients in the loop by 
calling them weekly to tell them how far you 
have progressed and ask any questions you 
may have. You may also want to set up a 
weekly call to discuss terminology issues, for 
example. Rather than interrupting your client 
with a dozen emails on different terminology 
questions, compile a list and email it to him 
before your weekly call to discuss them. This 
will save everyone a lot of time and your client 
will thank you for it.

Even if you have fallen behind or think you 
may miss an agreed deadline, remember that 
your clients may not be annoyed that you are 
running late, but if you don’t tell them, they 
will certainly be annoyed that they have to 
think about it and spend time chasing you. 
Remember: we want to make life easy for 
them! It’s better to communicate too much 
than not communicate at all; if they don’t 
hear from you, they may not want to work 
with you anymore. It’s certainly better to 
have your client tell you not to worry about 
updating them on every detail than have 
them worry about whether the job will get 
done. Over-communicating is always better 
than under-communicating!

Say no

The way you start the relationship with your 
new client sets the stage for the future of that 
working relationship. Remember that high-
end clients can be fast-paced and juggle lots 
of balls at the same time. They may throw a 
lot at you and expect a lot from you. So it’s 

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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important that you have firm boundaries in 
place with them.

How you start a relationship is generally 
how it will continue. That means if you start 
working with a high-end client and decide to 
make yourself available 24/7 (i.e. if they email 
you on a Friday night, you’ll respond and then 
work all weekend to get the translation done 
by Monday morning), they will continue to 
expect this as a matter of course.

It is therefore crucial to state purposefully that 
there are times when you’re available and 
times when you’re not available. Staying up 
late every night and in the process neglecting 
your health or family is not sustainable in 
the long term and certainly doesn’t equate 
to a successful freelance translation career. 

The bottom line is that it doesn’t matter how 
great your high-end client is or how much 
money they’re paying you, if you work that way, 
you will burn out at some point and this will 
obviously not serve you or your clients.

Although it’s easy to cave into client demands, 
it is 100% your responsibility to set these 
boundaries with your clients. You need to 
teach people how to treat you and what can 
reasonably be expected. Remember that you 
are a business partner, not an employee. 
It is important to find the balance between 
servicing your clients and making sacrifices. 

Naturally, if your client is experiencing 
a busy period, for example, prior to a 
product launch, it is acceptable and even 
recommended to go the extra mile. But for 
the other 80% of your time you really need to 
set boundaries and stick to them. This may 
apply to deadlines or how soon you expect to 
be notified of upcoming projects. 

Boost client loyalty

Once you have established strong 
relationships with your clients, it’s all about 
fostering them. Always remember that it 
is cheaper to keep existing clients than to 
acquire new ones. After all the effort of 
getting in there and securing the client, you 
don’t want to drop the ball and under-deliver. 
You’ve presented yourself as an expert, and 
that is why your high-end client has hired you. 
Now you have to step up and deliver what 
you promised in your sales conversation.

Remember to over-communicate, and use 
their language when you talk to your clients. 
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Demonstrate that you speak the same 
language in your area of expertise, and say 
‘we’ rather than ‘I’. This signals that you are 
part of the team and are someone they can’t 
do without.

Become known as a quality partner and 
leave no doubt in the client’s mind that 
you are worth every penny of your fees. 
Delivering high-quality language solutions 
is an absolute must and there is no room 
for errors. It pays to include a margin for 
editing and proofreading in your pricing 
structure for high-end clients and make it a 
habit that everything that leaves your desk 
is checked by at least two pairs of eyes. 
(Naturally, you will need to have your editor 
and proofreader sign NDAs to keep your 
clients’ data confidential.)

Another factor that makes your client want 
to have you around is a positive approach. 
Nobody likes to surround themselves with 
negative people, because that is draining 
and, quite frankly, annoying. Be positive and 
let your personality shine through. You are 
dealing with other human beings after all, so 
be someone people enjoy dealing with.

Become the go-to 
translation provider

As you gain experience in your area of 
expertise, you will naturally make more and 
more contacts in your industry. Your aim 
should be to become the go-to person in 
your niche. Make it your goal to be known 
and approached as the expert when one of 
your ideal clients needs a translation in your 
area of expertise.

The obvious benefit is that everyone will want 
to work with the person who has the necessary 
expert knowledge, credibility and reputation. 
Given that there are only so many hours in a 
day and you are an individual, the result is an 
increase in demand but not in supply. You will 
therefore be free to pick and choose the clients 
you really want to work with and set higher 
prices for your translation services.

Once you have established a solid 
relationship with your existing clients, it’s 
perfectly okay to ask them to introduce you 
to their contacts who may also have a need 
for your services. Seize every opportunity to 
network in your industry. Being well known 

http://www.nyacommunications.com/
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among fellow translators is one thing, but 
you need to make a name for yourself in your 
targeted industry. Naturally, you will need to 
deliver and provide an outstanding service. 
The key to providing superior translations 
is to listen to your clients and pick up 
information from all corners of your industry.

Over to you

Remember that as a self-employed 
translation professional, you are free to 
work with whatever clients and in whatever 
area of specialisation you choose. If you 
choose to specialise and work with high-
end clients, make sure this choice suits 
yourself and your circumstances and be 

prepared to make some serious changes 
to your business, take control and get out 
there – there are clients who need precisely 
what you have to offer!

IF YOU CHOOSE TO SPECIALISE 
AND WORK WITH HIGH-END 
CLIENTS, MAKE SURE THIS 
CHOICE SUITS YOURSELF AND 
YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES AND 
BE PREPARED TO MAKE SOME 
SERIOUS CHANGES TO YOUR 
BUSINESS, TAKE CONTROL AND 
GET OUT THERE.”
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