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Special Ops
Laura Cole, director of LC Events and EN30 member, offers some advice for those
considering going solo in the industry

Taking the plunge
A
62

t the age of 21 I joined the
operations world. It started
with a modest contract as an
operations assistant on a Christmas
consumer show. Little did I know
during those winter months that, seven
years later, I would work my way up to
operations manager. I would run my own
shows and manage a small team. I would
be comfortable, respected and secure in
my career.
So why choose to go freelance?
It wasn’t a snap decision; things were
going well. I simply had a desire to move
outside of the box. I wanted to test
myself by a new set of standards: My
own.
One of the fi rst things I did was
write a list of the pros and cons. I spent
many sleepless nights weighing it up,
questioning the fears that clouded my
decision. Will I be good enough? Do I
have enough experience? Can I make this
work fi nancially? Ultimately, I knew I
wanted new challenges, to branch out of
my comfort zone and expand my skillset.
It was this that excited me and drove
me to say yes to the fi rst offer of work,
taking the plunge into the freelancing
world.
I’ve been running my business now
for more than 18 months. I’ve already
done a variety of jobs and learned a
great deal, expanding my experience in
ways I could never have imagined. I’ve
travelled abroad, working in Amsterdam,
San Diego and Barcelona. I’ve met
some amazing people. One colleague,
for example, was able to translate my
English into Spanish, German and
Polish, directly to four contractors,
simultaneously. At times like that I was
able to reflect on how far my experience
had come – and how far it still has to go.
Of course there have been a few
mishaps along the way. I remember

ordering my fi rst set of circular business
cards, only for them to turn out to be
the size of drinks coasters. Not one to
be disheartened (fi rst rule of freelancing:
don’t be disheartened), I decided they
would, in fact, become coasters. To top
it off, I ordered some branded teabags
and, voila, I had my fi rst marketing
materials.
If you’re considering making the leap
and flying solo, these would be my five
top tips:
Have confi dence
Have confidence in your ability and
be prepared to put yourself out there;
the work isn’t going to just come to you.
It can be daunting, but it’s important to
attend networking events, visit shows,
hand out business cards and talk to
people. You never know where that one
introduction or conversation will lead.
Create a network
Ensure you have a support network,
whether it’s family, friends or previous
show contractors, or even fellow
freelancers who are behind your
decision. It is important to have people
you can turn to in those freak-out
moments. There is a great freelancing
network out there, whether in the form
of online forums or groups on social
media, LinkedIn, Twitter or the AEO
Ops Forum.
Discipline yourself
‘Oh you’re freelance! I’m so jealous
you get to work from home in your PJs
all day!’
These words have been said to me
often. And yes, of course there
are perks, but for me one of
the biggest learning curves
was realising that I work
better among people. The idea

of waking up and working from the
sofa all day might be tempting, but it’s
a dangerous game. Much better to fi nd
a coffee shop or join a freelance forum
where you can talk to other people.
Quality over quantity
There is a part of you that wants to
say yes to everything. However, it’s
important to learn to manage your skills
and to stay within your remit. Absorb
the knowledge from those around you
and use the skills of others whenever you
can, but don’t overdo it.
Plan your finances
Have yourself a bit of a buffer before
flying solo. This will take the
pressure off and allow you to feel
more at ease.
The key to going freelance is to
feel confident in your own skills,
experience and qualifications
– but also to make sure that
you’ve made the best possible
impression of yourself in every
job that you’ve done. I’m glad
that I took the leap. I started
on that cold Christmas at
the bottom of the ladder
and now I run my own
company. I have many
exciting challenges
ahead, plus a few
more boxes of
coasters to get
through.
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