
Create the highest value and revenue
possibilities for your unique business.

PRICING
GUIDE

For Early-Stage &
Established Consultants



Pricing Structure Options

Hourly rate

Retainer based on hours

Retainer based on value

Project fee based on hours

Project fee based on value

Day rate

Commission-based pricing
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Send an invoice on the first of the month for hours worked in the prior month. 

Propose net 7 or 15 terms in your contract 

Most larger companies will negotiate net 30 terms. This means that you will work for 60 days

before seeing that first penny! You want to avoid this if at all possible. 

Keep in mind that it’s impossible to get paid upfront since invoice amounts will vary from month

to month. 

Unfortunately, huge Fortune 500 companies often want 90-day terms. You should never accept

these terms, even if they claim it’s standard for them. Work directly with your contact--NOT HR--to

negotiate better terms!

You expect to have clients who are disorganized or demanding.

You expect to have clients who don’t care as much about cost, but want to know you are

available for them.

Your role mimics the role of what would be a full-time employee; for example, you are a

marketing consultant for a firm that has no other marketing staff.

Your clients’ demands and workflow flex and shift with changing business cycles.You expect to

have an ongoing relationship with your clients.

Hourly Rate
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Hourly rates work best for situations where at least one of the
following applies:

Payment Terms & Tips
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Consider collecting via credit card for small to mid-sized companies; you will pay 2.9% for

this service, but it could be well worth it for the peace of mind and ease of payment

collection! ACH is another great auto-collect option and does not require fees. Quickbooks,

Invoiced.com and other inexpensive web-based software services can easily automate ACH

and credit card collections. You will need a backend provider such as Stripe or Paypal to

accept credit cards. These services then connect with your invoicing software.

Credit Card Payments
Upside Tip
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To figure out your hourly rate, we suggest taking the dollar amount (including bonus) that you

would *ideally* make in a full-time job doing the same work and divide by 2,000. This will give

you the literal hourly rate for that annual compensation based on a 40-hour work week. 

Remember the value that numbers convey. If you’re an art director and the going rate for

independent contractors in your field is $75/hr, consider marking up your rate to $95/hr to stand

out as the higher value amongst the pack. 

Just be prepared to pitch that value with numbers, samples, results, testimonials and a TON of

confidence. People often still equate the highest price with higher quality so don’t be afraid to

try out higher rates and see where it leads. 
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Hourly Rate Calculator

The Value Game

Detailed Invoices

Example: $200,000 /2,000 = $100 per hour

Then take that number and multiply by anywhere from 1.3 to 1.6 depending on whether or not

this is a long-term consistent client (lower rate) or shorter-term client (higher rate) to account

for your flexibility to work as they need you, health insurance, vacation days and other benefits

and value that the company will not have to pay for.

Example: $100 x 1.6 = $160 per hour

Make your invoices as long and detailed as possible to convey the amount of work and value

you’re providing. Use a free app like Harvest to easily track your hours and details of the day’s

work. These apps also allow you to export your hours and work details into a spreadsheet that

can be funneled into an invoice for clients.
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Retainer Based on Hours
“Retainer based on hours” means consistent monthly fees that incorporate a set
number of hours of work that you are offering to the client. Think of it as a client
buying a “block of time” each month.

This structure is best for situations where:
Your competition structures their payments by retainer fees (PR firms, for example).

You expect an ongoing flow of consistent work from your client and estimate that the hours

you’ll spend each week or month will stay fairly consistent.

You’re working on a large project, you can estimate the dollar amount that the job is worth to

you, and would like to structure it as a monthly retainer spread out across a set number of

months to help you with cash flow and consistency.

Payment Terms & Tips
Retainer fees should be paid prior to when work begins. So if the client signs the contract on

September 24, you will invoice them immediately for October 1 and will not begin work until

payment is received. Consider pro-rating the first month’s payment and hours to get started as

soon as possible with the client.

Moving forward, once work has begun, send an invoice at the end of the month for the following

month’s retainer. If the client needs 15 days to pay, send on the 15th of the month prior to the

invoiced month. If they need 30 days to pay, send on the first of each month for the following

month’s retainer. For example, if a client is net 15, send your November retainer invoice on

October 15 so that payment is received prior to November 1. If a client is net 30, send your

November retainer invoice on October 1 so that payment is received prior to November 1.
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If you estimate the value of the job to be $50k and estimate the work will take
about 5 months, you can propose a monthly retainer of $10k/mo for five months.

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Payment Terms & Tips (continued)
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Unused Hours
When a client reaches the last week of the month and they have an excess of hours

remaining, reach out to the client and recommend ways you can provide value or help on

various projects to use up those remaining hours. Never roll-over hours into the next

month. It's important to "train" your clients to use their hours and respect your boundaries

and time!

Setting Boundaries
A retainer fee should “retain” a certain amount of hours of your time. It is not

an open-ended free-for-all for the client to squeeze as many hours as possible

out of you. This sets boundaries and conveys your value.

Upside Tip

Do not start work on the first of the month until the retainer has been paid; you may suggest

collecting via credit card for small to mid-sized companies (you will pay 2.9% for this service

but we feel it’s worth it!). You may also auto-collect via ACH or Zelle which incurs no fees and

can easily be invoiced via Quickbooks and other online software.

For larger companies with standard 90-day terms, you will need to negotiate 30-day terms

whereby you submit an invoice at the start of the month and receive payment by day 30. This

should be acceptable. No consultant should work on 90-day terms. Ever.

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Pricing Tip
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When pricing your retainer fee, consider what your competition (in the form of an

agency with staff and overhead) would charge. In PR for example, a typical retainer fee

may run between $8k and $15k for a mid-sized client. In this example, your rates could

range between $7k and $13k.

Clients will expect your retainer fee to be slightly lower than what an agency would

charge for the same work since you don’t have nearly the amount of overhead as an

agency with a full staff and office space.

If you want to charge the same rates as an agency, just be prepared to prove your

value in terms of past case studies with numbers and results. 

If the client is quickly using up their hours and you’re not close to the end of the month,

make them aware of their need for more hours and suggest a revised retainer or offer

them an ad-hoc hourly rate for any hours that go beyond the retainer agreement. You

certainly do not want to ever tell a client that you can’t do work for them because they

used up all of their hours!

Being a consultant means being in the business of solving problems, and

customer/client service. Be an accommodating but boundary-respecting professional

and your clients will continue to come back to you again and again.

Overage

Consider a consultant vs. agency discount of about 

5% - 15% of the agency rates in your industry.

https://www.betheupside.com/


You are providing a highly-specialized skill that would be extremely cost-prohibitive if they

hired someone full-time to do the same work, or brought in an outside agency.

You are working on a project that not only requires highly-specialized skills, but will be

providing the client with an end-result that has a value of 10x or more the cost of hiring you

(developing company-specific intellectual property, growing sales or helping the company

to raise capital, for example).

Their alternative is to hire someone full-time, which wouldn’t make sense financially or

structurally for their organization.
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Retainer Based on Value
Retainers based on value work best for situations where:

Payment Terms
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The exact same terms as “Retainer based on hours” applies here as well.

Upside Value Tip
“Value” is a loose term and will mean something different to every client. Be

prepared to convey your value with hard numbers. For example, “Yes, this

project will cost $25K/month over the next 12 months. However, the work I’m

providing will ultimately generate a minimum of $5 million for your company

over the next 2 years. Let me show you how.”

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Project Fee Based on Hours
Project fees based on hours work best for situations where:

The project you are working on has a defined end date.

You can easily estimate the number of hours it will take to complete the project.

You anticipate the client to be mostly hands-off with very little back and forth.

Payment Terms
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Invoice 50% of the total project fee upfront and; do not begin working on the project until

payment has been received. 

Invoice 50% of the remaining project fee at the halfway point.

Invoice the remaining project fee once the project is complete and do not provide any final

files or deliverables until the remaining fees are paid. Make it clear in the Scope of Work

and contract that final files, etc. will be delivered to the client only once final payment is

received. or, for clients with an agreed-upon end date...

Invoice 50% of the total project fee upfront; do not begin working on the project until

payment has been received. 

Charge the remaining project fee at agreed-upon end-date, assuming there is a mutual

understanding, written in the contract, that the project has a defined end date.

After that end date, charge for any overage hours each month thereafter. Have your hourly

rate for overage hours clearly defined in the contract.

Do not provide any final files or deliverables until the remaining fees are paid. Make it clear

in the Scope of Work that final files, etc. will be delivered to the client only once final

payment is received.

Invoice 50% upfront

Invoice remaining 50% at the halfway point

https://www.betheupside.com/
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The Importance of Communication
This pricing structure is our least-favorite because (1) the consultant can easily get burned if

the client oversteps boundaries and demands more hours than they estimated and (2) the

consultant is motivated to get the work done in the shortest amount of time possible in order

to maximize profit. 

However, if you do go in this direction, communicate VERY clear deliverables in the Scope of

Work, including expectations, the amount of hours you estimate, and then an hourly rate for

any additional work that goes beyond the Scope of Work.

Short Term Projects
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For shorter-term projects of 4 - 8 weeks, we suggest invoicing 50% upfront and 50% upon

completion of the project, for simplicity’s sake. Overcomplicating your pricing and

collections policies only makes it more difficult (and unappealing) for clients to do business

with you!

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Project Fee Based on Value
Project fees based on value work best for situations where:

The project you are working on has a defined end date or deliverable.

You are providing a highly-specialized skill that they do not have in-house.

You can estimate what an outside agency would charge for the same work (for example, an

outside agency could charge around $50k to produce capital raising materials for a private

equity firm; a consultant therefore could easily charge $35k for 2-months of part-time work)

You are working on a short-term project that not only requires highly-specialized skills, but

will be providing the client with an end-result that has a value of 10x or more the cost of

hiring you...and you can prove it.

The client is incapable of doing this work with existing in-house staff and your knowledge,

connections or resources are extremely valuable to them.

Payment Terms

page 11

Invoice 50% of the total project fee upfront. Do not begin working on the project until payment

has been received. 

Invoice 50% of the remaining project fee at the halfway point.

Invoice the remaining project fee once the project is complete and do not provide any final files

or deliverables until the remaining fees are paid. Make it clear in the Scope of Work and

contract that final files, etc. will be delivered to the client only once final payment is received. 

If the project has a defined term and/or end date, take the total value of
the project fee and divide it out into a monthly retainer. Treat the retainer

terms exactly like we do in “Retainer based on value.”

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Convey Your Value
“Value” is a loose term and will mean something different to every client. Be prepared to

convey your value with hard numbers. For example, “Yes, this project will cost $150K and will

take 4 months to complete. The work I’m providing will ultimately generate a minimum of $5

million for your company over the next 2 years. Let me show you how.”

How to Price Value
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Stuck on how to price your services? Start with a percentage of the total project budget or

value. 10% is general best practice. Can you anticipate that your work will grow the client’s

business by $2 million over the course of 12 months? Then a $200,000 project fee or a

retainer of $16k per month on a 12-month contract is reasonable. Be prepared to show the

client your value in the form of hard numbers to justify what may seem like a very steep

price.

Know Your Worth
Something that might be mind-numbingly simple, obvious or easy to you may be very valuable

to your client, so don’t downplay those skills just because they are second nature to you!

The Value of Access
Access to your network--like a simple introduction or a connection that takes you all of 30

seconds--could be worth hundreds of thousands...even millions of dollars to a client, so charge

accordingly. 

For example, if a client asks you to assemble a team for them, remember that a headhunter

would charge about 30% of an employee’s or contractor’s annual salary for that matchmaking

service. Your network is extremely valuable, even if the time it takes to tap into it is minimal. Your

resources are valuable. Your connections are valuable. Your experience is valuable.

Access to good people is extremely valuable. For
example: Headhunters charge a finder's fee that equals

30% of a contractor's annual salary

https://www.betheupside.com/


Calculate your day rate the same as you would your hourly rate and multiply by 10-14

hours. For example, if your hourly is $150, we suggest that your day rate is $1500 -

$2100.

The reason why you multiply by more hours than you’re actually working is because

they want you on-site and only for a day here and there. Therefore, there is a premium

to your rate vs. a client that guarantees a consistent 40 hours/month for 12 months. 

Day Rate
Day rates work best for situations where:
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Payment Terms
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Day Rate Calculator

Upside Tip
Calculate your day rate the same as you would your hourly

rate and multiply by 10-14 hours.

A company needs you on-site for a full day, periodically, randomly and/or on demand.

They need your expertise, which will require approximately 6- 8 hrs.

A client wants to try you out before committing to a longer-term contract.

You’re working with a founder who doesn’t have a long-term budget for your services.

Day rates should be paid upfront, prior to starting any work. Do not show up before

getting paid.

https://www.betheupside.com/
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Day Rate Based on Value
You can adjust your day rate based on how much value you feel they are gaining from your

service and output. For example, in a situation where you are able to produce a significant

amount of value in just one day (or just a few hours), then the day rate should be calculated

based on value delivered, not time rendered. 

Or, let’s say your day of work at the company entails fixing a major problem that is costing them

millions of dollars in lost sales. Calculate your day rate based on the value of the problem, not the

time it takes you to fix it. 

Here’s a good way to think about value pricing for day rates. Let’s use surgery as an analogy. My

son had open heart surgery at 8 months old. Luckily, we had insurance. But we still saw the

original bill for the surgery which added up to $100,000+. A year later I had sinus surgery. The bill

added up to around $8,000. 

Both surgeries were performed in under 5 hours. But the heart surgery was significantly more

expensive. There are several reasons why, including:

- Very few doctors are trained and specialized in pediatric heart surgery, making their services

much more valuable and

- The heart surgery was life or death.

Of course, comparing consulting to heart surgery is extreme. However, comparing the value we

place on two surgeries that take the same amount of time drives home the point.

If what you do is specialized and immediately: (a) makes a company money, (b) saves a company

money, (c) provides a company access to something they don’t already have or, (d) solves a huge

headache, then the value of your day rate should be calculated according to the results you are

bringing to the company in that one day, and not by the time it takes you to generate those

results. 5 - 10% of the total value is a standard place to start.

For example, if a company asks you to conduct a 2-hour leadership workshop for ten
senior-level employees, the value is significantly higher because of the impact your
workshop will have on those ten leaders and their performance thereafter. $2,500,

$5,000 and even $10,000 fees are common in these circumstances. 

https://www.betheupside.com/


© THE UPSIDE AGENCY, LLC AND THE UPSIDE ACCELERATOR. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

Commission-Based Pricing
For consultants who grow sales, raise capital or generate
revenue, many clients will want you to work on commission. 

Pretty much never work as a commission-only consultant. Doing this would require you to

take on all of the risk and the client to have zero skin in the game and absolutely no

investment in you. They literally have nothing to lose, and that doesn’t seem fair. The only

exception is if you are able to negotiate a 50% commission and you believe wholeheartedly

that you can generate sales. In this scenario, we suggest saying to the client:

Here are our guidelines:

page 15

“In order for me to take on all of the risk of this arrangement and work upfront for no
compensation or investment on your end, I require a commission structure of 50%. This is

what is fair and really a true win-win partnership: I take on all of the risk and you pay
nothing upfront, but I have a bigger upside on the backend, giving me the motivation I

need to invest lots of time into reaching out to my contacts, growing your sales and hitting
those big numbers!”

Payment Terms
Commission payments should be paid monthly, after sales have been realized. 

Retainer invoices should be paid the same as “Retainer based on hours.”

Blended commission/retainer structure means that the client pays a monthly retainer for

your services, as well as commission on sales/revenue/capital that you bring in. This works

especially well if you’re providing services beyond sales, such as advisory, marketing,

merchandising, etc. You should be compensated for these services in the form of a

monthly retainer, and then earn a commission as well for the revenue you bring in.

When to Work on Commission
This structure only works for consultants directly generating revenue for the client.

Commissions are tricky and require the advice of a lawyer who can structure your contract in

a fair and legally sound way. Only make this arrangement with companies you trust and

believe in!
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