


Introduction

This handbook is built for the aspiring freelance videographer in Ethiopia who
wants to turn that skill into a sustainable business. Technical craft is only half the
work. The other half, pricing, contracts, client management, taxes, cash flow, is
what separates a hobbyist from a working professional.

The 10 steps below follow the natural lifecycle of a video business: from the
foundations you set up before your first paying client, through the daily mechanics
of pricing and producing work, to the long-term moves that grow the business.
Each step ends with practical actions you can take this week.

All figures are in Ethiopian Birr (ETB) unless otherwise noted. Prices are illustrative,
confirm current rates with peers and equipment houses in Addis Ababa or your
region before quoting clients.
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Define Your Niche and Service Offering

The biggest mistake new videographers make is saying yes to everything. "l shoot anything" is not a
positioning; it is the absence of one. Clients hire specialists because specialists understand their world.

Common niches in the Ethiopian market

Weddings and family events — high volume, steady demand year-round, especially during the
warmer months.

Corporate and SME branding — explainer videos, company profiles, training content

NGO and development sector — documentary, impact stories, donor reports (often well-paid,
USD-denominated)

Music videos and entertainment — creative work, lower margins, strong portfolio builder
Social media and short-form — TikTok, Instagram Reels, retainers with brands
Real estate, hospitality, tourism — property tours, hotel reels, destination content

Event coverage — conferences, product launches, government events

Pick one primary niche and one secondary niche. Build your portfolio around these.

Write a one-sentence positioning statement: "l help [client type] tell [story type] through
[format]."
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Register Your Business and Understand Your
Obligations

Operating informally is common but limits you. NGOs, corporations, and government clients require a
registered business that can issue compliant invoices. Registration also protects you legally and lets you
open a business bank account. Start as a freelancer and build capital to invest in a sole proprietorship.

Setting up as a sole proprietor
This is the simplest* structure for a videographer. Setup involves these steps:

¢ Reserve a business name at your sub-city Trade Bureau or the Ministry of Trade and Regional
Integration

e Obtain a Taxpayer ldentification Number (TIN) from the Ministry of Revenue — biometric
registration in person

e Apply for a Business License (trade license) — submit commercial registration certificate, TIN,
and competency certificate if applicable

e Register for the correct tax category (see below)
e Get permission to print invoices or procure an approved cash register

e Renew your business license every year

*| say simple, but it can be an arduous process when done alone. Try to reach out to people you know (business owners or
professionals) who could guide you.

e Visit your sub-city Trade Bureau to start the registration process
¢ Open a separate bank account for the business — never mix personal and business money

¢ Talk to an accountant (one-time consultation) to confirm which tax category fits your situation
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Build a Portfolio That Sells

Your portfolio is your single most important sales asset. Clients do not buy your camera or your editing
software; they buy proof that you can deliver work like theirs.

Remember, a portfolio with three excellent pieces beats one with twenty average pieces.

Building from zero

e Offer two or three free or low-cost projects to businesses you genuinely want to work with;
agree in writing that you retain rights to use the work in your portfolio.

e Self-assigned spec work: shoot a fake commercial for a local brand, a profile of a craftsperson, a
short documentary on your neighborhood.

e Cover community events with permission: local markets, cultural celebrations, sports.

e Reach out to small NGOs and student organizations needing video production work.

Where your portfolio lives
¢ YouTube channel — primary hosting, free, searchable
¢ Vimeo — higher quality for client previews, password-protected work
¢ Instagram and TikTok — short cutdowns, behind-the-scenes, reach new clients

e Personal website with showreel — essential once you are charging premium rates

Showreel rules

e Keep it under 90 seconds — clients have short attention spans
e Put your best 5 seconds first — never bury the lead.

¢ Match the showreel to the niche you are targeting — corporate reel and wedding reel should be
separate

e Update every six months
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Price Your Work Profitably

Pricing is where most freelancers fail. They quote based on what they need this month, not what the
work is worth. Then they burn out and quit.

A profitable rate covers your time, your costs, your taxes, and your time off, with profit left over.

The three pricing models
Day rate

You charge a flat fee per shooting day. Best for events, corporate, productions where scope is clear.

Project rate

You quote a single price for the whole deliverable (concept — final video). Best when you can scope it
tightly. Higher margins if you work efficiently.

Retainer

Monthly fee for a fixed deliverable volume (e.g. 8 social videos/month). Best for predictable income once
you have established clients.

Indicative day rates in Addis Ababa (2026)

These are working ranges, not fixed prices. Rates climb sharply with experience, equipment quality, and
client type. NGOs and international clients pay 2—4x local SME rates.

Tier Day rate range (ETB)

Beginner solo videographer 3,000 - 10,000
(own basic kit)

Experienced solo (own pro 10,000 - 45,000
kit, 3+ years)

Established with team (DP + 50,000 — 150,000+
assistant + sound)

International / NGO rate USD 150 — 500/day solo; USD 500 — 1500+ for crew
(USD equivalent)
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Calculate your minimum viable day rate

A working freelancer typically bills 8—12 productive days per month — the rest goes to admin, prep,
editing, business development, and rest. Use this formula:

(Monthly target income + monthly fixed costs + tax provision)

billable days per month

= minimum day rate

Example: You need 30,000 ETB to live, your business costs 8,000 ETB/month (insurance, software,
transport, storage), and you set aside 30% for taxes. Billable target: 10 days/month.

(30,000 + 8,000) x 1.43 (to cover the 30% tax provision) + 10

= ETB 5,434/day rate minimum, just to break even.

To actually grow, profit, and save, add 30-50% on top.
Real day rate = 8,000 ETB.
Decide for yourselves what day rate works for you. Be realistic and charge what seems fair for

your ability. Accommodate for what the client is willing to spend on as long as it doesn't hurt
your base daily rate.

e Calculate your minimum viable day rate using the formula above
e Build three service packages (basic / standard / premium) at clear price points

¢ Never quote on the phone — always send a written proposal
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Build Realistic Budgets and Quotes

A budget is not a guess; it is a line-by-line plan that protects you from losing money. Every project has
costs the client does not see:

drives, batteries, transport, second editor passes, color grading time.

If you do not budget for them, they come out of your day rate.

The three core budget categories

Above-the-line

Creative talent. Director, producer, DP, talent fees, scriptwriter.

Below-the-line

Production costs. Crew, equipment rental, transport, location fees, catering, accommodation, permits.
Post-production

Editing, color, sound mix, motion graphics, music licensing, revisions, delivery formats.

The contingency line

Always add a contingency line of 10-15% of the total budget. Cars break down. Permits run late.
Weather changes. SD cards corrupt. Talent reshoots happen. The contingency is the difference between
a profitable shoot and a panic when something goes wrong.

Filming permits and location fees
For Ethiopian shoots, build permit costs into every budget where they apply. Common categories:

e Ethiopian Media Authority filming permits — required for most professional and broadcast
productions

e Regional Tourism and Cultural Bureau permissions — required at the regional level for
documentary and feature work

e Heritage and religious site letters — required directly from the site management (Lalibela,
Aksum, Gondar, etc.)

¢ Drone permits — drones cannot be imported for filming, only rented locally with licensed pilots

e Location fees for public locations — set by the government and depend on project type

The included Excel workbook has three ready-to-use budget templates: a single-day commercial/event
budget, a short film/music video budget, and a corporate/NGO project budget. Customize line items but
keep the structure.
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Master the Client Pipeline

A successful freelancer never has just one project; they have a pipeline. At any moment, some clients are
in inquiry, some in proposal, some in production, some in delivery, and some in invoicing. Managing this
flow is what creates predictable income.

The seven stages of the pipeline

Lead — someone has shown interest

Discovery call — you understand their needs and budget

Proposal sent — written quote with scope, deliverables, timeline, price
Contract signed and deposit paid — you do not begin work without both
In production — pre-production, shoot, post

Delivered and approved — client signs off

Invoiced and paid — final payment received, work delivered

Where leads come from

Referrals from past clients — the highest-converting and most profitable source

Social media — Instagram and TikTok for direct inquiries; LinkedIn for corporate and NGO work
Vendor relationships — wedding planners, event organizers, ad agencies, PR firms

Upwork, Fiverr, and Twine for international clients (rates in USD)

Cold outreach to local SMEs and NGOs with a tailored portfolio link

Track your pipeline

A simple spreadsheet or free tool like Google Sheets is enough. Columns: lead name, source, stage,
value, next action, due date. Review weekly. The discipline of looking at your pipeline every Monday
catches problems before they become emergencies.
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Contracts, Deposits, and Getting Paid

"We do not need a contract, we trust each other" is the most expensive sentence in freelancing. A
contract is not about distrust. It is about clarity: who does what, by when, for how much, and what
happens if something changes.

Every contract must specify

e Scope of work — exactly what you will deliver (number of videos, length, format, revisions)
¢ Timeline — shoot dates, delivery dates, milestones
¢ Total fee and payment schedule

¢ Whatis not included — additional shoot days, extra revisions, travel beyond X km, rush
turnaround

¢ Rights and usage — where the client can use the video (web only? broadcast? in perpetuity?
geographic limits?)

e Cancellation terms — what the client owes if they cancel mid-project
e Credit and portfolio rights — your right to use the work in your reel

¢ Force majeure — protection if events outside your control prevent delivery

Payment terms that protect you
e 50% deposit on signing — non-refundable, books the date, covers prep costs
e 25% on shoot day or major milestone
e 25% on final delivery

e For NGO and international clients used to net-30 or net-60 terms, negotiate higher deposits to
offset the wait

¢ Never deliver final files before final payment clears — share watermarked previews instead

Invoicing

e Use compliant invoices showing your TIN, business name, license number, and tax breakdown
(VAT)

* Number invoices sequentially and keep copies for at least five years
e State payment terms (e.g. "Net 14 — late payment incurs 2%/month") clearly on every invoice

¢ Follow up on day 1, day 7, day 14, and day 21 past due — politely but firmly
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Manage Production Professionally

Clients pay for the experience as much as the final video. A smooth, organized production builds trust
and generates referrals. A chaotic shoot — even if the footage is beautiful — loses you the next job.

Pre-production checklist

Creative brief signed off in writing by the client

Shot list and treatment shared with client and crew

Equipment checked and packed the night before

Backup batteries, drives, and SD cards — always carry double what you think you need
Permits and location confirmations in hand or downloaded

Talent and crew confirmed with day rates and call times

On the shoot

Arrive early — at least 30 minutes before call time

Brief the team before rolling — everyone knows the day's plan

Back up footage to drives before leaving location — never trust a single copy

Get the client to sign an approval sheet at end of day confirming shoot was completed as agreed

Keep talent and crew fed and watered — this is non-negotiable

Post-production workflow

Lock the edit before color grade — re-cutting after color is expensive
Limit revisions to a defined number (typically 2 rounds) in the contract
Send watermarked previews via Frame.io, Vimeo, or password-protected Google Drive

Deliver in agreed formats and resolutions only — anything extra is a paid add-on

Page 11 of 14



The Business of Video Production — Workshop Handbook

Manage Money: Cash Flow, Taxes, Reinvestment

Freelance income is lumpy. A good month does not mean every month will be good. The freelancers who
survive are the ones who treat their finances like a business: paying themselves a salary, setting aside
taxes, and building reserves.

The five-account system

Operating account — where client payments land

Tax account — 30% of every payment goes here immediately, never touched until filing
Profit account — 10% to 15% transferred quarterly; this is your reward

Owner pay account — your monthly salary from the business

Equipment and reinvestment account — 10% set aside for gear upgrades and emergencies

Build a runway

Aim for three to six months of personal and business expenses in reserve. This is what lets you walk away
from underpaid work and wait for the right clients. The freelancers who undercut everyone are usually
the ones with no savings.

Track every birr

Use simple accounting software or a structured spreadsheet

Record income on receipt, not on invoice

Keep receipts for every business expense — equipment, software, transport, meals on shoots,
training

Reconcile monthly with your bank account

Have a professional accountant do your annual filing — the fee is small compared to the cost of a
mistake

Plan for slow seasons

Ethiopian fasting periods, the rainy season (June-September), and post-holiday months can be
quieter — anticipate and save

Use slow periods for portfolio work, training, equipment maintenance, and business
development
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Grow: From Freelancer to Business Owner

There is a ceiling to what one person can earn shooting and editing. Beyond a certain point, you grow by
leveraging other people's time — not by working harder yourself. This is the transition from freelancer to
business owner.

Pathways to growth

Specialize and raise prices — Become known for one specific type of work and charge premium rates.
Lower volume, higher margin, less burnout.

Build a small team — Hire a junior shooter, an editor, an assistant. You direct and produce; they execute.
Your bandwidth multiplies.

Move into a production company — Take on bigger projects with bigger crews and bigger budgets.
Higher risk, higher reward.

Productize — Sell templates, LUTs, training courses, or stock footage to other videographers. Income
that does not require your time.

Vertical integration — Add adjacent services (photography, social media management, paid ads) and
offer full-service packages.

Build systems before scaling
You cannot grow what you have not documented. Before hiring or expanding, write down:
e Your standard project workflow from inquiry to delivery
¢ Your equipment care and storage protocols
* Your file management and archive system
¢ Your client communication templates

e Your quality standards for shot composition, audio, color, and final delivery

Invest in yourself

¢ Take one masterclass or course every quarter — craft and business both

e Attend industry events: African film festivals, NAB Show updates online, local cinematography
meetups

¢ Find a mentor — someone three to five years ahead of you in the same path

¢ Network outside your bubble — clients are not in videographer WhatsApp groups
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Wrap-up

The video production business in Ethiopia is growing fast. Digital marketing budgets are rising, the
corporate sector is increasingly investing in branded content, NGOs require regular impact reporting, and
social media has created continuous demand for short-form content. There has never been more
opportunity.

The opportunity also brings competition. The freelancers who succeed are the ones who treat their craft
as a business — who price properly, deliver professionally, manage their money, and continuously
improve their work. Talent gets you the first job. Professionalism gets you the next ten.

Your homework after this workshop

Pick your niche and write your positioning statement

Begin the business registration process if you have not already
Calculate your minimum viable day rate

Build the three service packages you will offer

Draft a simple contract template (or have a lawyer prepare one)
Open the separate business bank account

Set up the five-account money system, even if amounts are small

Use the included budget templates on your next quote — line by line

Good luck. The business of video production is hard, but it rewards persistence, professionalism, and
craft. Build it patiently, and it will pay you back for the rest of your career.
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