
 

How to Get Your First 
Freelancing CAD Client 

Introduction 
Getting good at CAD and getting paid to use CAD are two different skills. 

You can know SOLIDWORKS, AutoCAD, CATIA, Fusion 360, or another CAD package 
extremely well and still have zero clients. 

The reason is simple: 

CAD skill makes you capable of doing the work. It doesn't automatically bring you the 
work. 

To get your first client, you need three things: 

Skill → Proof → Client Acquisition 

This guide will show you how to build all three and turn your CAD knowledge into your first paid 
project. 

DISCLAIMER: These strategies do not guarantee that you will get a client or how quickly you 
will get one. Your results will depend on factors such as your skill level, the effort you put in, 
your location, the opportunities available to you, and your consistency and patience. 

 

 

 

 



 

PART 1 — GET READY BEFORE LOOKING 
FOR CLIENTS 

1. Build Job-Ready CAD Skills 
Don't wait until you know every tool in your CAD software. 

You do, however, need to be able to complete the type of work you're selling without 
constantly relying on tutorials. 

For SOLIDWORKS, for example, your foundation might include: 

Core modeling 

●​ Sketching 
●​ Part design 
●​ Assemblies 
●​ Engineering drawings 
●​ Design intent 
●​ Reference geometry 
●​ Configurations 
●​ Troubleshooting/rebuild errors 

Specialized skills depending on your market 

●​ Sheet metal 
●​ Weldments 
●​ Surfacing 
●​ FEA 
●​ Rendering 
●​ Product design 

The important distinction is: 

Knowing tools ≠ solving design problems. 

A client doesn't really care whether you know 100 SOLIDWORKS commands. 

They care whether they can give you an idea, sketch, drawing, existing model, or problem and 
you can turn it into the required deliverable. 

2. Decide What You're Actually Selling 



 

This should come before client acquisition. 

Don't market yourself as: "I do CAD." 

That's too broad. 

Turn your CAD knowledge into specific services. 

For example: 

3D CAD Modeling 

●​ 2D drawing → 3D model 
●​ Sketch → manufacturable CAD model 
●​ Existing design → redesigned model 
●​ Product concept → 3D CAD model 

Engineering Drawings 

●​ 3D model → manufacturing drawings 
●​ Assembly drawings 
●​ Drawing updates 

Specialized services 

●​ Sheet metal design 
●​ Weldment/frame design 
●​ FEA 
●​ CAD file conversion 
●​ Design modifications 
●​ Rendering 
●​ Reverse engineering from measurements/reference material 

Now a potential client immediately understands what they can hire you for. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

PART 2 — BUILD PROOF 



 

3. Get Certified 
Certification isn't mandatory for freelancing, but it can give a beginner credibility when they don't 
yet have client history. 

For SOLIDWORKS, that might mean: 

CSWA → CSWP → Specialized certifications 

SOLIDWORKS itself positions its certifications as benchmarks of software knowledge and 
competency, while CSWP specifically demonstrates advanced competencies in parametric part 
design, configurations, and assembly modeling. 

But remember: 

Certification proves knowledge. Portfolio proves application. 

Ideally, have both. 

 

4. Build a CAD Portfolio 
Don't wait for a client to build a portfolio. 

Create your own projects. 

A good beginner portfolio might have 3–5 strong projects, rather than dozens of random 
models. 

For each project, show: 

1. The problem 

What are you designing? 

2. Input 

Show the original sketch, drawing, concept, or requirements. 

3. Process 

Show important sketches, modeling decisions, assemblies, features, etc. 

4. Final result 



 

Show the completed design. 

5. Deliverables 

Include things such as: 

●​ 3D model 
●​ Assembly 
●​ Engineering drawing 
●​ Exploded view 
●​ BOM 
●​ Render 
●​ Simulation 

This turns your portfolio from: "Look at this cool model." 

into: 

"Here's a design problem and here's how I solved it." 

That's much stronger proof for a client. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

PART 3 — GET YOUR FIRST CLIENT 
Now you have something to sell and proof that you can do it. 

There are several ways you can start finding your first clients. I would organize them into the 
following channels. 

 

OUTBOUND 
Outbound means you actively identify potential clients and contact them instead of waiting 
for them to find you. 

You can do this in both your local market and the global market. 

●​ Local market 
●​ Global market 

Methods 
●​ Walk in — local 
●​ Email — local + global 
●​ LinkedIn — local + global 

 

Walk In — Local Market 
This is old-school, but for local businesses it can work precisely because almost nobody does it. 

Identify companies in your area that could potentially need CAD services and visit them directly. 

Bring: 

●​ Laptop or tablet 
●​ Portfolio 
●​ Business card/contact details 
●​ A simple explanation of what you do 

Don't walk in saying: 

"Hello, I'm looking for freelance work." 



 

Instead: 

"I do freelance CAD design and engineering drawings. I work with companies that 
occasionally need extra design capacity without hiring another full-time designer. I wanted 
to see whether that's something you ever need help with." 

Now you're presenting yourself as a resource, rather than asking them for a favor. 

IMPORTANT: If they don't need your services, ask whether they know another company or 
person who might. 

One conversation can lead to another opportunity. 

 

Email — Local + Global 
Cold email allows you to create opportunities instead of waiting for jobs to appear. 

Build a list of companies that fit your target market. 

For local outreach, you can manually research businesses in your area. 

For global outreach, prospecting databases such as Apollo can help you identify relevant 
companies and contacts. 

But targeting matters more than sending thousands of emails. 

Don't target something broad like: 

"Manufacturing companies." 

Instead, narrow it down: 

Small US sheet-metal manufacturers that use SOLIDWORKS. 

Now your offer, portfolio, and message can all be highly relevant. 

Research each company before contacting them. 

Your message should follow a simple structure: 

Who you are → Why you're contacting them → Problem you solve → Proof → Simple 
CTA 

The Wrong Message 



 

Hi, I'm a CAD designer with experience in SOLIDWORKS. I am looking for 
freelance opportunities. Please let me know if you have work. 

It's entirely about you. 

A Better Message 

Hi John, 

I saw that you manufacture custom sheet-metal equipment. 

I specialize in SOLIDWORKS modeling and manufacturing drawings and wanted to 
see if you ever outsource CAD work when your internal team gets overloaded. 

Here's an example of a similar project I've worked on: [Portfolio] 

Happy to take a look at a small project if you currently need additional design 
capacity. 

That's much closer to a business conversation. 

And don't send one email and conclude that cold outreach doesn't work. 

Follow up. 

 

LinkedIn — Local + Global 
LinkedIn allows you to find decision-makers both locally and internationally. 

Search for people such as: 

●​ Engineering Managers 
●​ Mechanical Engineers 
●​ Design Engineers 
●​ Product Development Managers 
●​ Manufacturing Managers 
●​ Hardware startup founders 
●​ Business owners 

Connect with relevant people. 

Engage with their content. 

Learn what their company does. 



 

Then start a conversation. 

Don't immediately send a giant sales pitch after they accept your connection request. 

The objective is to start a relevant business conversation, not spam hundreds of people. 

 

INBOUND 
Outbound means you find clients. 

Inbound means clients find you. 

You do this by building a personal CAD brand and publishing useful content that demonstrates 
your skills. 

Your main channels can include: 

●​ YouTube 
●​ LinkedIn 
●​ Facebook 
●​ Instagram 
●​ Blog 
●​ Online communities 

 

YouTube 
Create content around problems your target clients and engineers care about: 

●​ CAD tutorials 
●​ Modeling workflows 
●​ Design problems 
●​ Before/after redesigns 
●​ Project breakdowns 
●​ Manufacturing considerations 
●​ CAD mistakes 
●​ FEA examples 

At the end, include a simple CTA: 



 

"If you need help with a SOLIDWORKS project, you can contact me below." 

One useful video can continue bringing opportunities months or even years after you publish it. 

 

LinkedIn 
LinkedIn is particularly useful because engineers, engineering managers, manufacturers, 
recruiters, and business owners are already there. 

Don't simply post: 

"Here's something I modeled today." 

Instead, demonstrate how you think. 

For example: 

Model → Problem → Solution 

"This part initially failed when one dimension changed. Here's how I rebuilt the 
feature tree so the design remained stable." 

You're demonstrating engineering and CAD thinking, rather than simply showing a pretty render. 

That gives a potential client a reason to believe you can solve their problems. 

 

Facebook 
Look for: 

●​ Engineering groups 
●​ Manufacturing groups 
●​ CAD communities 
●​ Maker communities 
●​ Local business groups 
●​ 3D-printing communities 

Don't spam: 

"CAD DESIGNER AVAILABLE!!!" 

Instead, become useful. 



 

Answer questions. 

Give advice. 

Help someone solve a modeling problem. 

Share useful projects and examples. 

Then let people discover that you also offer CAD services. 

 

Instagram 
CAD is highly visual, which makes Instagram useful for showcasing your work. 

Create content such as: 

Sketch → Model 

2D → 3D 

Problem → Solution 

Concept → Finished Design 

Model → Render 

Beginner → Professional  

You don't necessarily need millions of views. 

You need the right potential client to see your work. 

 
 

Blog 
Create articles around specific problems people are searching for: 

●​ How to design X in SOLIDWORKS 
●​ Sheet-metal design mistakes 
●​ SOLIDWORKS modeling best practices 
●​ CAD file conversion 
●​ Manufacturing drawing tips 



 

●​ Common CAD problems 

Then include a simple CTA: 

Need help with a CAD project? Contact me. 

Over time, useful articles can generate inbound traffic from people actively searching for 
solutions. 

 

COMPETITIONS 
CAD and engineering competitions are an underrated way to build: 

Skills + Portfolio + Exposure + Credibility 

Look for: 

●​ CAD challenges 
●​ Design competitions 
●​ Engineering competitions 
●​ Student competitions 
●​ Manufacturer-sponsored challenges 

Even if you don't win, one competition can become: 

Competition Project → Portfolio Project → LinkedIn Post → YouTube Video → Case 
Study → Outreach Proof 

If you place or win, you gain an additional credibility signal: 

"Top 3 — XYZ Design Challenge" 

That's much stronger than simply telling potential clients you're good at CAD. 

FREELANCING PLATFORMS 
Freelancing platforms can help you find clients, but use them as one acquisition channel, not 
your entire freelancing strategy because most people use them and they are saturated.  

Main options include: 

●​ Upwork 



 

●​ Fiverr 
●​ Freelancer 

 

Upwork 
Create a specialized profile. 

Instead of: 

CAD Designer | SOLIDWORKS | AutoCAD | CATIA | Fusion | FEA | Rendering 

Position yourself around a specific service: 

SOLIDWORKS Product Design & Manufacturing Drawings 

Then build your profile around that service. 

When applying for projects: 

●​ Read the job carefully 
●​ Identify what the client actually needs 
●​ Show your most relevant portfolio project 
●​ Explain briefly how you would approach the project 
●​ Ask one intelligent question 

Avoid sending the same generic proposal to every job. 

 

Fiverr 
Think in terms of specific services, rather than advertising your entire skill set. 

Instead of: 

"I will do professional CAD design." 

Create offers such as: 

"I will convert your 2D drawing into a SOLIDWORKS 3D model." 

"I will create manufacturing drawings from your SOLIDWORKS model." 

"I will design your sheet-metal part in SOLIDWORKS." 



 

The principle is: 

Specific Problem → Specific Service → Specific Deliverable 

 

Freelancer 
Use the same principle. 

Don't bid on everything. 

Look for projects where your skills and portfolio provide an obvious match. 

A smaller number of highly relevant proposals can be much more effective than applying for 
everything.  

IMPORTANT: Specificity is your friend.  

 

NETWORK & CONFERENCES 
Your first client doesn't have to be a stranger. 

Tell people you already know exactly what you do. 

Don't simply say: 

"I'm freelancing now." 

Instead: 

"I'm taking on freelance SOLIDWORKS projects—mainly 3D modeling and 
manufacturing drawings. If you know a company that needs occasional CAD 
support, I'd appreciate an introduction." 

Contact: 

●​ Former colleagues 
●​ Classmates 
●​ Professors 
●​ Engineers you know 
●​ Suppliers 
●​ Manufacturing contacts 



 

●​ Friends working in relevant industries 

Also attend: 

●​ Engineering conferences 
●​ Manufacturing expos 
●​ Trade shows 
●​ CAD events 
●​ Maker events 
●​ Industry meetups 
●​ Local business events 

Don't approach everyone trying to sell them something immediately. 

Meet people, learn what they do, explain what you do, exchange contact information, and follow 
up afterward. 

A single relevant relationship can lead to your first project, repeat work, or referrals to other 
companies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART 4 — THE FIRST CLIENT STRATEGY 



 

Step 1 — Find a Small Real Problem 
Don't offer: 

"I'll work for you for free." 

Instead, find something small and contained that you can solve. 

For example: 

"I'll convert this drawing into a 3D model for you." 

The scope should be very clear. 

 

Step 2 — Reduce Their Risk 
For your first 1–2 projects, you can use: 

●​ Free small sample 
●​ Discounted first project 
●​ Fixed-price trial 
●​ Small paid test project 

The objective isn't to become the cheapest CAD designer. 

The objective is to overcome: 

"Why should I trust someone with no client history?" 

 

Step 3 — Overdeliver 
Be excellent at the boring things: 

Communication. 

Deadlines. 

File organization. 



 

Accuracy. 

Revisions. 

Professionalism. 

The CAD model is only part of what the client is buying. 

Step 4 — Get the Testimonial 
After successful delivery: 

"I'm building my freelance CAD portfolio. Would you mind giving me a short testimonial 
about your experience working with me?" 

Now your next prospect sees: 

Portfolio + Certification + Real Client Testimonial 

 

Step 5 — Turn One Project Into More Work 
Don't disappear after delivering. 

Ask: 

"Is there anything else in the project you need help with?" 

Then later: 

"How did the design work out in manufacturing?" 

A $100 project can be far more valuable if it turns into a client who sends you work every month. 

 
 
 
 
 

THE COMPLETE ROADMAP 



 

I would finish the guide with your process, but make it more powerful: 

Stage 1 — Become Capable 

Learn tools → Design intent → Troubleshooting → Advanced techniques → Complete 
projects 

↓ 

Stage 2 — Build Credibility 

Certification → 3–5 portfolio projects → Specialized service 

↓ 

Stage 3 — Find Opportunities 

Outbound  → Inbound → Network → Freelancing platforms → Competitions 

↓ 

Stage 4 — Get Proof 

Small first project → Deliver exceptionally → Testimonial → Case study 

↓ 

Stage 5 — Get Paid 

First paid client → Repeat projects → Referrals → Raise prices → Better clients 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 



 

Don't sell CAD. Sell the result of CAD. 

Clients aren't looking for someone who knows the Extrude command. 

They need a finished manufacturing drawing. 

A concept turned into a 3D model. 

A sheet-metal enclosure designed. 

An existing product modified. 

A prototype prepared for manufacturing. 

That's what they're paying you for. 
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