WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU . GOING INDEPENDENT

Before You Become

Your Own Boss, Read
This. |

The freedom is real. So are the invoices nobody pays, the clients

who disappear, and the bours you work without earning a dime.
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Here is the raw, unvarnished truth for corporate professionals breaking out into independent contracting or
executive consulting, compiled directly from the real experiences voiced across contractor communities
(r/consulting, r/freelance, r/smallbusiness). This guide exposes the operational, financial, and mindset shifts

that corporate leaders hit when they step out on their own.

THE REALITY CHECK

Leaving corporate to "be your own boss” doesn't give you less management. It gives you 5 to 10
new bosses called clients. Corporate gives you a built-in infrastructure: legal, sales, IT,
marketing, and HR. The day you go independent, you are the entire corporate office. If you

don't build a pipeline and set firm boundaries, you didn't buy freedom. You built a high-stress
job with zero benefits.
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THE RECEIPTS

It works. Just not the way Instagram

says.

Independence is growing fast, and it can pay well. Here's the full picture.

74.9M

Americans now work independently, a record. Full-

time independents make up 22% of all full-time U.S.

workers. You're not alone, and you're not a fallback.

5.8M

independent professionals earn more than $100,000
a year, about twice as many as in 2020. It can pay.

The question is whether you run it like a business.

15.3%

self-employment tax rate, on top of income tax,
generally applied to about 92% of net self-
employment earnings. Your employer used to pay
half. Now you pay all of it, usually in quarterly

estimated payments.

~10 hrs

saved per week, on average, by independents who use
Al Close to 80% say Al complements their work.
For a one-person business, Al is the assistant you

can't afford to hire.

What independents said about finding work

Most work came through long-standing relationships, former colleagues, and reputation. Cold outreach

converted sometimes, but it wasn't the main source. "Feast or famine” came up again and again. The

most common regret: going heads-down on a project and letting the pipeline die.

Sources: MBO Partners, State of Independence 2026 (survey of 4,557 U.S. adults, April 2026); IRS self-employment tax rules; independent

consultant discussions on Reddit's r/consulting, 2025 and 2026.

Career Cafe - Book a free 20-minute discovery call at nicoledarby.coach

Page 2 of 8



WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU

1 The W-2 to 1099 conversion trap

What they say: "/ made $150k in corporate, so charging 875/hour as a consultant will cover me.”

The unspoken truth: Converting your former salary into an hourly rate doesn't account for the full cost of
working independently. Depending on your arrangement, you may need to cover benefits, business expenses,

taxes, administrative work, and time between projects.

The shift: Price your services based on your income goals, business expenses, realistic billable hours, and
the value you provide. A $150K salary is about $72 an hour when divided by 2,080 hours, but that
doesn't make $72 an appropriate consulting rate. Calculate your costs and research market rates before

deciding what to charge.

2 You are no longer a "doer."” You are a business
developer.
What they say: "My expertise is so strong that word-of-mouth will keep my schedule full.”

The unspoken truth: Strong expertise can earn you referrals, but a steady flow of opportunities usually takes
ongoing relationship-building and business development. Even successful consultants can hit gaps between

projects when they go heads-down on delivery and let the pipeline go quiet.
The shift: Make business development a regular part of your schedule, even when you're busy delivering

client work. Set aside time that fits your business model to nurture relationships, follow up on

opportunities, and build your pipeline.
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WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU

3 Your former employer could become your first client

What they say: "I'm severing ties completely so I can make a fresh stare.”

The unspoken truth: Your previous employer may already understand your capabilities and have projects

where your expertise is valuable. That existing relationship can open the door to consulting work.

The shift: Don't burn bridges on your way out the door. When appropriate, explore whether your
former employer has short-term projects or transition needs, such as a 90-day retainer to finish key
deliverables. If an opportunity develops, put the deliverables, timeline, compensation, and expectations

in writing.

One caution: Working with a former employer requires clear boundaries. Make sure the arrangement reflects the

responstbilities and independence of your new role, so they hire a consultant, not their old employee.

4 Scope creep can quietly eat your profits
What they say: T/ just help them with this extra little request so they ltke working with me.”

The unspoken truth: Client needs often evolve after a project begins. Without clearly defined deliverables,
timelines, and responsibilities in a written scope of work (SOW), extra requests can consume time you're not

being paid for.
The shift: Treat changes in scope as a chance to clarify and, when appropriate, add compensation.

Master the phrase: "I'd be happy to add that to our deliverable scope! Let me draft a quick Change Order
with the updated timeline and budget for your sign-off.”
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WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU

Ten more things to know before you leap

5 Your first client may be harder to find than your first job

People may congratulate you on launching your business
] ple may g_ Y i &Y ) What you can do: Have conversations with
without ever buying your services. Even experienced i i i o
. ) ] . potential buyers before investing heavily in
professionals can find that attracting paying clients takes . )
; N A branding, technology, or marketing.
onger than anticipated.

6 Your business can look legitimate and still make no money

A professional website, logo, and business registration
P } o 5 ' 5 i What you can do: Prove someone will pay before
can establish credibility, but they don't automatically . i
. you spend weeks on logos and websites. Get specific

generate revenue. An LLC and a LinkedIn )
, ] about the problem you solve, who needs it, and why

announcement are not the same thing as a viable .
_ they'd pay you.
business.

"7 Your network isn't automatically a client list

People can admire your expertise, recommend you
P o Y ) P ] Y What you can do: Ask for the business directly.
enthusiastically, and still never hire you. Your former ,
Tell people exactly who you help and what you'd

colleagues might love you. Your LinkedIn network might ) i ,
. o like them to do: hire you, refer you, or introduce

applaud you. Neither guarantees paying clients.
you.

8 A contractor and a consulting business owner aren't the same thing

Independent professionals can work through staffin
p p & & What you can do: Decide whether you want
firms, contract directly with organizations, build . ) .
) ) ) contract assignments, a consulting practice, or a
consulting practices, or combine these approaches. Each o ) )
o o ] combination. Build your plan around that choice.
model comes with different responsibilities for finding

work, managing clients, and running the business.

9 You need a financial bridge, not a leap of faith

A signed agreement isn't money in your bank account.
ghecag ' ) Yoy . ] What you can do: Know your runway, billing
And you don't necessarily have to quit your job to test i
) S i arrangements, payment cycles, and backup income
consulting. A gradual transition is a sound business ] )
. ' ] before you leap. Testing while employed? Check
decision, not proof you're afraid to bet on yourself. , . , ,
your employer’s conflict-of-interest and outside-

work policies first.
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GOING INDEPENDENT LATER IN LIFE

Going independent creates new

opportunities and new challenges.

Independent consulting can offer experienced professionals greater flexibility and control over their work. It

also introduces new considerations, including client expectations, business development, pricing, and

procur ement requirements.

10 The procurement trap

When you were an executive, vendors courted you. Now
you may be the vendor. Large organizations may require
consultants to work through approved vendor lists,
procurement teams, or vendor management systems, and
price can weigh heavily. Understanding these processes
early can help you avoid delays and position your services

appropriately.

What you can do: Compete on outcomes, not
hourly rate. Get in through a person who owns the
problem before you hit the portal, and ask early how
the client buys outside help.

11 Clarify whether the client needs strategy or execution

With 25 years of experience, you may bring far more than
the engagement calls for. Enterprise buyers often hire
contractors for immediate tactical execution rather than
strategic overhaul. Pushing unprompted strategic advice

outside your SOW can trigger friction rather than trust.

What you can do: Spell out in the contract
whether you're hired for strategy or execution.
Deliver what's scoped. Offer bigger insights as a
proposal for the next phase, not as a correction in

the meeting.

12 Net-60 and Net-90 can drain your savings

Enterprise clients may set Net-60 or Net-90 payment
terms. Do $10,000 of work in January, invoice February
1, and you might not see the money until April or May.
One approval delay or accounts payable error stretches it
further, while you float the business on your emergency

savings.
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What you can do: Ask about payment terms
before you sign the master services agreement.
Confirm when the payment period begins and
whether invoice approval is required. Negotiate
shorter terms, a deposit, or monthly billing, and

keep a cash cushion for the gap.
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GOING INDEPENDENT LATER IN LIFE

13 The costs nobody puts on the rate sheet

If your salary worked out to $75 an hour, charging $150
Y ) Y o ’ &g What you can do: Get real numbers from a
looks like getting rich. Then come self-employment taxes, . . .
, ) , qualified tax professional and an insurance broker
private health insurance, business expenses, and the .
) ] before you set your rate. Ask your target clients
hours you spend chasing clients for free. Some corporate . . )
] sl ] ] , what they require from vendors so nothing surprises
clients won't sign until you have a business entity, general O
o o you at signing.
liability insurance, and errors and omissions (E&QO)

insurance. A rate that looks like double your salary can

net out much closer to it.

14 Your warm network won't carry you forever

You spent 20+ years mastering supply chain, finance, or
b s & SupPPY o ’ What you can do: Start building beyond your
HR. Now your success depends on a skill you may never . o i
) warm circle on day one: pitching, networking, a
have practiced: B2B sales. Former colleagues can carry )
' personal brand, and closing. Protect a fixed share of
your first stretch, but that circle runs out. Experts can )
, , every week for prospecting, booked or not.
struggle as consultants because B2B services sales require
a structured business development process, not just

executive credibility.

THE LATE-CAREER PLAYBOOK

Sell the pain, not the resume. Corporate buyers care less about your 25 years than about the
problem they have right now: "Our supply chain audit failed," or "Our system migration is 3 months
behind schedule.” Package a fixed-price solution to that specific pain instead of selling fractional

hours.

Explore retainers and project-based pricing. Hourly billing can punish you for being fast and
efficient. A monthly advisory retainer or a fixed project fee can smooth your cash flow, though hourly

arrangements still fit some work.

Build an ecosystem of partners. Don't be a lone wolf. Partner with boutique agencies or other

independents to pitch bigger corporate projects together, pass leads when your pipeline is full, and

share the cost of business infrastructure.
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ONE LAST THING NOBODY SAYS ENOUGH

You can be exceptionally good at what you do and still struggle to make money
doing it independently.

That doesn't mean you aren’t cut out for consulting. It means delivering excellent work and building a
sustainable business require different capabilities. And the smartest first move isn't necessarily quitting
your job, registering an LLC, or launching a website. It's understanding what you're selling, who's buying,

and how you're going to get paid.

Ready to transition from corporate W-2 to
high-value independent?

Leaving corporate takes courage, but staying profitable takes a real system. If you're
ready to price your expertise, build a real pipeline, and bypass the newbie

contractor traps, let's build your exit strategy.

Before you make the leap, let's make sure you know what you're
leaping into.

You don't have to do it alone

Free business mentors: SCORE (score.org) Quarterly taxes: irs.gov estimated taxes

Consultant and fractional peers: IndeCollective Health coverage: healthcare.gov

Structure and pricing: a CPA, before your first invoice

A note on this guide: This guide shares research and community themes gathered in October 2026, along with Career Cafe's perspective.
Rates, rules of thumb, and results vary by field, market, and client. It is not a guarantee of results, and every choice in it is yours to make.

Career Cafe is not affiliated with, sponsored by, or paid by any organization named. This is general information, not legal, tax, or financial

advice. Talk with a CPA or attorney about your specific situation.
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