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Lattice from Staff to Self-Employment 

Module 1 

 

The First Fork  
Narrow the Possibilities to Find  

Your Most Likely Self-Employment Success Path 
	

The possibilities are endless.  

That’s the problem.  



In this exercise, you will narrow down your field of 
potential self-employment options and then find where 
they intersect with emerging trends that define top-
priority opportunities. See the case study at the end to see 
the First Fork technique in action.  

 

The First Fork: Proficiencies or Industry? 

Proficiencies are your portfolio of skills, experience and 
proven expertise. (I’ve combined these often-confused 
abilities into the aggregate ‘proficiencies’ because in future 
modules, we’ll talk about skills, experience and expertise 
as distinctly defined abilities that each lead to client 
opportunities.)  

Centering on a key proficiency, do you want to keep doing 
a thing you like to do, either within your current industry 
or for several industries? 

Or…. 

Do you want to concentrate on your industry, even if it 
means gaining additional skills or experience to build a 
sustainable practice?  



 

Here’s how this decision fork looks for a staff web 
designer for a hotel corporation who wants to go 
freelance. Should he look for any kind of web design work 
or should he cultivate a specialty of serving the hotel 
industry with web design plus additional services?  

 

Self-employment proficiency strategy:  

• Self-employment title: Freelance web designer for 
clients in several industries. (Proof: Lateral 
assignments that involved both employer and related 
business partners on joint projects) 

• Self-employment platform:  Build digital portfolio 
with projects managed while on staff that highlight 
universal design to show how his  experience applies 
to other industries.  

• Self-employment launch: Position himself as a 
premier web designer, but do not define his niche by 
his hotel experience.  

Or 

Industry platform strategy: 



• Self-employment title: Digital design consultant and 
project manager for the hospitality industry.  

• Self-employment platform: Build digital portfolio 
with projects managed while on staff that highlight 
universal design from several points of view within 
hotel operations: guest experience, financial tracking 
and expense controls; staffing and training. All 
examples prove his deep understanding of the hotel 
and hospitality industries.  

• Self-employment launch: Position himself as a 
premier digital designer who can translate executive 
goals and ‘key performance indicators’ to system 
design, including consumer and employee interfaces, 
all consistent with client brand values. Stay within 
hotel industry by using web design experience to add 
a specialty of self-service interface design to work 
with hotels (primarily or exclusively) on work on apps 
and customer self-serve interfaces that support 
reservations systems.  Build portfolio that highlights 
deep understanding of hotel industry needs and 
growth trajectory. Find and win clients by 
networking with app and self-serve developers and 
tech companies.  



Work It Out 
	
Brainstorm your possibilities: 

Your self-employment proficiency  strategy:  

• Your self-employment title:  

 

• Your self-employment platform:   
 
 

• Your self-employment launch:  
 

Or 

Your self-employment industry platform strategy: 

• Your self-employment title:  

 

• Your self-employment platform:  
 

 

• Your self-employment launch:  

 

Now, go in depth with each option.  

 



Advantages to the proficiency  self-employment steppingstone: 

1. Certifications establish baseline competence 
2. Easy to translate relevant experience to new clients’ projects as you branch 

out from your current industry 
3. Build community with others who share the same proficiencies and skills for 

learning, teaming and referrals 
4. Potential for developing specialties that reward investment in your 

professional growth 
5. Continue with advantages relevant to your  proficiencies, industry, 

experience and goals: 
6. … 
7. ….and additional factors important to you… 

  



 

Disadvantages to proficiency  self-employment steppingstone: 

1. Easy to lose focus by taking unrelated projects that do not build your 
portfolio in meaningful ways  

2. Requires ongoing marketing to find, win and keep clients especially outside 
your current industry  

3. Must continually re-invest in skills training, technical upgrades and so on 
4. Continue with disadvantages relevant to your industry, experience and 

goals: 
5. … 
6. ….and additional factors important to you… 

  



Advantages to industry  self-employment steppingstone: 

1. Make the most of strong relationships and network developed over years in 
the industry 

2. Potential to elevate reputation through industry publications, events, guest 
blogging and so on 

3. Deep understanding of industry culture, trends, growth drivers, success 
factors and regulatory climate add value to your core skills, and differentiate 
you from generalist competitors 

4. Growth will depend on referrals and reputation, so an early priority must be 
developing a network to give and get referrals.  

5. Continue with advantages relevant to your industry, experience and goals: 
6. … 
7. ….and additional factors important to you… 

  



Disadvantages to industry  self-employment steppingstone:  

1. Success tied to the economy of one industry; if the industry goes into 
recession you will have to quickly pivot to win clients from other industries 

2. Industry might grow in a direction that changes the nature of what you do, 
again, forcing a pivot 

3. Must invest heavily in ongoing industry relationships and network to ensure 
referrals 

4. Limits opportunities to learn and grow from other industries  
5. Continue with disadvantages relevant to your industry, experience and 

goals: 
6. … 
7. ….and additional factors important to you… 

 

  



 Anticipate Client Needs to Meet Emerging Demand  
Current skills gaps translate to self- employment opportunities 

If you aim to build a sustainable self-employment practice, or, a book of business 
that you can sell, you’ll want to catch the updraft of emerging trends that support a 
steady flow of client engagements and ever-rising income.  Note, though, that 
“where the jobs are” lists usually are so general that you must continue to research 
to find specific trends that are strong enough to support the growth you envision.   

And, note that for the purposes of self-employment, tracking trends identifies client 
needs, whereas job-skill forecasts are intended only to identify specific jobs that 
people might want to qualify for. Client needs are not the same as job skills. Unless 
you intend to completely abandon your decades of experience and go into a 
completely new field, your best chance of self-employment success is to build on 
what you already know.  

 

Here is a typical “hottest  jobs” list,  produced by a job-listing platform:   

Top 10 hardest to find skills/expertise (in order) in 2020  

1. Job-specific (i.e., unique to industry) 
2. Technical 
3. Communication 
4. Managerial 
5. Sales 
6. Project management 
7. Math 
8. Data analysis 
9. Research 
10. Financial 

Not especially useful, is it? 

And this is especially irrelevant for crafting a strategy to find clients.  



For purposes of building sustainable self-employment, pursuing additional 
technical certifications should be in direct response to immediately obvious client 
needs. For example, an ongoing client of a graphic designer might want a report 
produced in a new visual format that requires training in a new software tool. 
That’s expanding skills as needed, to continue to serve that client and probably 
additional clients, too. It’s not reskilling to gain a new job.   

The better approach is to specifically look at trends for the proficiencies or industry 
that will be the foundation for your platform.  

• The Bureau of Labor Statistics, a Federal agency, forecasts industry and job 
growth and can give you a general sense of direction. 
https://www.bls.gov/bdm/ 

• Industry, trade and professional associations typically forecast and anticipate 
emerging trends. Look at the annual reports; conference agendas; and 
member news digests to detect shortages, demand, and emerging problems 
that potentially intersect with your proficiency or industry platform.  

• State and regional economic development departments and associations 
study and forecast trends and often publish planning and growth reports. 
Companies named in reports often are especially invested in the trends that 
the groups track and represent potential clients.  

• As you research trends, note keywords, both classic and emerging. Set up 
Google news alerts for those keywords. This creates a custom news feed that 
informs you about the trends most important to your potential clients.  As 
you become conversant with the trends, authorities and how your potential 
clients think, you will be able to adopt the language they use – especially 
helpful for proposals.   



The First Fork in Action: 

A Wordpress Developer Chooses a Fork  
Neina has been a Wordpress developer with a medium-sized communication 
agency for a few years. She segued laterally into web development from her college 
major of graphic design.  

It proved a good fit. She likes adding functionality to websites and enjoys the 
consumer psychology aspect of creating user interfaces. She has worked with a 
variety of clients including a co-op of individual artists who created an online 
gallery through which they schedule showings and sell work; independent retailers; 
real estate brokerages.  

Now, Neina wants to apply her agency skills to go independent. Currently in her 
late 40’s, she expects that in about a decade she’ll need to stay close by her aging 
parents. Meanwhile, she’d like to travel independently while she can. Could she 
forge a self-employment platform that would enable her to serve U.S. clients from a 
home base in Ireland, and to organize her work in segments that free up stretches 
of time for travel? 

Here is how Neina approach the First Fork: 

Proficiencies:  web development, including several publishing platforms, including 
Wordpress;  graphic design; project management. She has at least ten years in each 
skill/expertise.  She could cultivate a specialty in any of these skills and aim to have 
highly specialized skills that position her as the ‘consultant’s consultant.’ This 
would draw in clients that wanted to switch publishing platforms – a tedious but 
lucrative type of project.  

Industry expertise: About 75% of the agency’s clients choose Wordpress as their 
web platform. Neina has become adept not only at designing Wordpress websites 
but also advising clients on the best plug-ins to achieve the functionality they need, 
such as, payment platforms, SEO tools and affiliate marketing tools. Wordpress is 
such a popular platform that it effectively has created its own ecosystem. Some 



clients still choose other platforms, and Neina is conversant in all the major 
platforms, but she likes Wordpress best. Is the world of Wordpress big enough for 
Neina to gain enough work if she only offers Wordpress services? Would she be 
losing out on work she needed if she referred away potential projects based on 
other platforms? 

Neina eliminated graphic design and project management as stand-alone services. 
Both require on-site collaboration, in her opinion.  

That left one option for the Proficiencies fork – web development – and one in the 
Industry fork.  

Neina researched the type of client that tended to choose Wordpress and those 
that tended to choose other platforms. She discovered that Wordpress had user 
groups where she could learn from others, network, showcase her expertise and 
projects, and give and get referrals. She hadn’t needed to get involved with these 
groups when she was an agency employee. But in self-employment, the groups 
could be essential.  

By joining a few high-level Wordpress user groups, Neina discovered that many 
online merchants struggled to streamline the sell path from showing merchandise 
to completing the sale. Neina realized that if she chose the Industry fork of 
Wordpress, she would be able to gain lucrative projects that drew on design, user 
experience, and her ability to integrate myriad plug-ins to just plain get the site to 
work. Fully aware that she was forgoing potentially 25% of the possible work that 
might come her way, Neina decided to position herself as an expert in all things 
Wordpress, from troubleshooting failed sites (a specific technical skill/expertise) to 
consulting on large projects.  

Neina’s plan: 

Industry fork 

• Self-employment title: Wordpress strategy consultant and project manager 



• Self-employment platform: Wordpress design and integration for medium-
sized organizations, with expertise in payment, ecommerce and content 
marketing integrations 

 

• Self-employment launch: Build reputation within Wordpress ecosystem, 
through  blogging, being a guest on podcasts, and networking at 
conferences. Gain initial self-employment street cred by subcontracting to 
ecommerce vendors and use that work to build self-employment portfolio.  

 

 

Key Takeaways 
The First Fork  

 
• Focus on a proficiency (your unique combination of skills, experience and 

expertise) or  an industry 
• Clarify your options by playing out your self-employment ‘job title’, your likely 

‘job title,’ platform and launch strategy for each fork to see which feels like a 
better fit for your career and life goals 

• Research and begin to track key trends regarding your proficiency or 
industry to absorb client goals, struggles and language 

 

 

 



  


