| Technolog¥
A great catch
How to track
down the best
freelance
programmers

Margo Redfern’s first attempt at building a
website was a disaster. In 2007, she started

a business, FlattenMe.com, to sell personal-

ized children’s books and cards. To build
the site, Redfern hired a team of freelance

programmers that a friend of her husband’s

had recommended.

Six months and nearly $10,000 later,
she ended up firing them. Redfern says
they were slow, had wildly overstated their
programming skills, and would often go
more than a week without answering calls
and e-mails. “There was zero visibility to
what they were doing,” she says.

Whether it's building a website, develop-
ing an iPhone application, creating a widget,
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or customizing a program for internal
use, many businesses are turning to free-
lance programmers to get the job done
cheaply. But as Redfern discovered, it can
be tough finding good help, especially if
you don’t have a technical background.

The process is made easier by services
such as oDesk, Guru, RentACoder, and
Elance. These sites, which work like eBay
or Match.com for small businesses look-
ing to hire outsourced workers, offer
directories of hundreds of thousands of
programmers in Russia, India, Ukraine,
Pakistan, Argentina—and the U.S. The
contractors’ profiles are quite detailed; they
typically include rankings and comments
from former customers, work history,
skill level, and hourly rates. RentACoder
even displays the number of times a pro-
grammer has been involved in arbitration
because of a dispute with an employer.

Redfern now swears by oDesk, which
she recently used to find a couple of
developers. For $3,000, the Russia-based
team she hired helped her launch her site
internationally in three months. She espe-
cially likes that oDesk allows her to keep a
close eye on freelancers’ work: The service
captures an image of a contractor’s com-
puter screen six times an hour. Plus, she
appreciates that the site allows her to use
American currency, no matter where the
developers live.

Using sites like oDesk doesn’t elimi-
nate every pitfall, however. If you are
considering hiring freelance developers
through one of these websites, here are
some tips on how to get the job done
right the first time—whether or not you
know a thing about programming.

Get specific with the specs

When posting a job, be as detailed as pos-
sible. You will get better work that’s more
likely to come in on time and on budget.
“If you just keep things general, like, ‘T
basically want an Amazon, but for pet
food, you're going to be disappointed,”
says Xavier Helgesen, co-founder and
CIO of Better World Books, a company in
Mishawaka, Indiana, that sells discarded
books online to help raise money for lit-
eracy programs. Helgesen used Elance to
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Coding made to order

These sites are all free for employers [they take a cut of freelancers’
pay) and will automatically send out the proper 1099 tax forms.

Best for keeping tabs: oDesk The service requires its cantractors to use
software that delivers screen shots of their work to clients six times per hour:
It also supports webcams, so you literally see if your programmer is working
oDesk also incorporates popular software development tools.

Best for repeat customers: Guru When you pay for a project by check or
wire transfer; Guru gives you 1 percent to 2 percent back in “loyalty dollars” to
spend on future projects. On this site, you can easily browse through

sample proje m freelancers. Also, instead of letting anyone bid on a
project, companies can restrict bidding to a select group of contractors.

Best for communicating: Elance Elance provides & shared workspace in
which clients can manitor project progress. Plus, companies that don’t want
to be contacted directly by their contractors can do phone interviews without
revealing the number. Click a button, and Elance rings both parties. And Elance
makes it easy to set milestones and dole out payments as work is completed

Best for guaranteed results: RentACoder This site lets companies require

an “expert guarantee.” That means that the contracter must put his own
maney—typically a percentage of the contract amount—into escrow, If
the project isn't completed as promised, the contractor loses his deposit.
Employers can also require bidders to sign @ nondisclosure agreement

hire a team of Russian developers to con-
struct a sophisticated inventory and logis-
tics system that posts and tracks listings
for the company’s used books on eBay
and Amazon. Beyond matters of clarity,
the initial guidelines become critical when
conflicts arise. Services such as oDesk and
Elance offer mediation and arbitration
services, and the outcomes depend on
goals and payment schedules that were
agreed to at the project’s outset.

Set milestones

To make sure projects remain on sched-
ule, Michele Harris, CEO of Smarti Solu-
tions, a New York City firm that matches
companies with marketing agencies, likes
to divide work into stages. When a free-
lancer reaches an agreed-upon milestone,
Harris releases a portion of the total fee.
Elance, in particular, makes it easy to set
up this sort of payment systen.

Require tests

Don't know squat about software engi-
neering? Many of these services offer tests
a freelancer can take to demonstrate his
or her programming knowledge. The

scores give even nongeeks some sense of
a developer’s skills. Freelancers on oDesk
and Elance are typically more willing to
take the exams, because these sites offer a
wide variety of skill-assessment tests for
free. Most other sites charge freelancers
for each test.

Make them think

If you happen to know your ASP from
your PHP, never underestimate the power
of a few critical questions, says Andy
Theimer, co-founder of Milwaukee-based
RecipeBridge.com, a search engine for
recipes. ODesk and the other online ser-
vices let you interview prospective free-
lancers via a private messaging system.
When screening candidates to build a
version of his site for mobile phones,
Theimer asked freelancers what smart-
phone operating systems they thought
were best and why. “It’s a basic question,”
he says. “But the answer can tell you a lot
about a person’s technical skills and pro-
gramming philosophy.”

Use caution with offshore workers
Some overseas developers offer work as
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good as or better than that of their Ameri-
can counterparts and at much better
prices, says Helgesen. He typically pays
from $10 to $15 per hour for work done by
computer science grads. “We have one guy
in Pakistan with a Ph.D. working for us for
$4 per hour,” he says. But if you aren’t sure
exactly what you want, and no one at your
company has designed software before,
you should probably stick with local devel-
opers, Helgesen warns.

Beware the bait and switch

A top-notch developer with a sparkling
resumé (and, for offshore workers, flawless
English) but a price too low to believe
could indicate that the work will be farmed
out to a less capable junior associate. Hel-
gesen suggests that you insist on seeing
credentials of the person who will actually
be doing the work.

Tech sites allow
employers to review
freelancers. These
ratings can be helpful,
but they can be gamed.

Weigh ratings carefully

“Tech job sites allow employers to review
the work of freelancers they have used,
typically on a five-star rating system.
These ratings can be helpful, but Helgesen
warns that, as with eBay, they can be
gamed. “Most people are reluctant to

give less than a five-star rating,” he says.
Companies use ratings as bargaining chips
to get the freelancer to lower the fee or to
get extra work out of a developer who did
a less than adequate job, he says. That’s
why Helgesen puts more stock in a
freelancer’s work history and in the

actual comments left by employers.
—Ryan Underwood

#|€OM  For reviews of e-commerce tools and
pointers on designing your own software, go to
www.inc.com/keyword/may09. You can find
more tips on launching your company’s website
at technology.inc.com.
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