
A  C o m p l e t e  C l i e n t  O n b o a r d i n g  G u i d e

How to Set 
Expectations
on Day One
A step-by-step resource for freelancers, coaches, 

consultants, and creative service providers who want to 

build client relationships rooted in clarity, confidence, and 

mutual respect.

For Freelancers   ★   Coaches   ★   Consultants   ★   Creative 

Service Providers

The first day of a client relationship is the most powerful moment you have. It's 

when tone is set, trust is established, and the invisible rules of engagement are 

written — whether you write them intentionally or not. This guide walks you through 

the five pillars of a strong Day One so that every engagement starts with clarity, 

confidence, and professionalism.

Section 01



WELCOME MESSAGING

Your welcome message is the handshake that begins the working relationship. A 

warm, professional welcome signals to your client that they made the right choice 

— that you are organized, approachable, and ready to deliver. Conversely, silence 

or a generic reply plants a seed of doubt before any work has even begun.

Why It Sets the Tone

Clients notice how they are received from the very first moment. A thoughtful 

welcome communicates:

● You take their project seriously

● You are proactive, not reactive

● They are working with a professional who has a process

● The relationship is a partnership, not a transaction

What to Include in a Day One Welcome Message

● A warm, personal greeting — use their name and acknowledge the start of 

the collaboration

● A brief re-confirmation of scope — remind them what you're working on 

together

● Immediate next steps — tell them exactly what happens in the next 24–72 

hours

● How to reach you — preferred channel and expected response time

● Any action required from them — keep it to one or two items maximum

★ Template Prompt

Your welcome message should answer three questions:

 "Who am I?"  →  "What happens next?"  →  "How do I reach you?"

 If your message answers all three clearly and warmly, it's ready to send.



★ Pro Tip

Send your welcome message within 24 hours of the contract being signed or the 

first payment being received. Speed signals professionalism. Every hour of silence 

creates uncertainty.

Section 02

COMMUNICATION RULES

Miscommunication is the number-one source of client frustration — and most of it is 

preventable. Establishing clear communication rules on Day One ensures that both 

you and your client know exactly how, when, and where to engage. This is not 

about being rigid; it's about being reliable.

Define Your Preferred Channels

● Email — best for project updates, feedback, deliverables, and formal 

requests

● Scheduled calls — best for strategy sessions, major decisions, and 

milestone reviews

● DMs / Messaging apps — only if you explicitly allow them, and only for 

quick, non-urgent questions

Set Response Time Expectations

Tell your client upfront — don't make them guess. A simple statement like the 

following removes anxiety and prevents follow-up messages:

"I respond to all emails and messages within 24–48 business hours, 

Monday through Friday. Messages received after 5:00 PM or on 



weekends will be addressed the next business day."

Urgent vs. Non-Urgent Requests

Urgent Non-Urgent

A deadline is at risk due to missing 
client assets

A general question about a future 
phase

A critical error discovered in a 
published deliverable

A minor revision request within the 
normal flow

A contract or payment issue requiring 
immediate resolution

Feedback or approval that isn't time-
sensitive

After-Hours Boundaries

● Clearly state your working hours in writing on Day One

● Do not respond to after-hours messages — it sets a precedent you cannot 

maintain

● Use scheduled send features to draft replies and deliver them during 

business hours

★ Remember This

Clarity now prevents frustration later. Every communication rule you set upfront is 

one conflict you won't have to navigate mid-project.

Section 03



TIMELINE EXPECTATIONS

Timelines are not just calendars — they are agreements. When both parties 

understand the project phases, their responsibilities within each phase, and the 

realistic timeframes involved, projects move forward with far less friction. Walk your 

client through the timeline on Day One so nothing comes as a surprise.

Timelines Are Collaborative

It's critical to communicate that you are not the only driver of the project schedule. 

Your client's responsiveness, approvals, and asset delivery directly affect the 

timeline. Frame it as a shared responsibility — not a one-sided promise:

"Our timeline works best when both of us show up. Your timely 

feedback and approvals keep the project on track — I'll always hold my 

end, and I ask the same of you."

Example Project Phases

Phase Description Who Acts

Discovery Intake forms, kickoff call, 
goal-setting

Both parties

Strategy Research, planning, and 
direction development

Provider

Delivery First draft or initial 
deliverables sent to 
client

Provider → Client

Feedback Client reviews and 
submits consolidated 
notes

Client

Final Revisions applied, final 
files delivered, project 
closed

Provider → Client



★ Important Note

Buffer time is built into every timeline intentionally. Rushing creates mistakes. If a 

client requests a tighter turnaround, that is a rush fee conversation — not a free 

accommodation.

Section 04

DELIVERABLE CLARITY

One of the most common causes of client dissatisfaction is a mismatch between 

what they thought they were getting and what was actually included. Deliverable 

clarity eliminates that gap before it becomes a problem. Be specific, be written, and 

be consistent.

What Is (and Isn't) Included

● State the exact deliverables by name, format, and quantity

● List any explicit exclusions — what is out of scope

● Note any add-ons that are available but require a separate agreement

● Confirm file formats: PDF, editable files, Google Docs, Canva links, etc.

The Revision Process

● Number of revision rounds: State clearly (e.g., "Two rounds of revisions 

are included in your package")

● How to submit feedback: One consolidated document or email — not a 

series of rolling messages

● Revision timeline: Client has a defined window to respond (e.g., 5 business 

days)

● Beyond included rounds: Additional revisions are billed at your hourly rate



Deliverable Formats

Deliverable Type Standard Format

Written content / copy Google Doc or Word (.docx) with edit 
access

Design files PDF (final) + source file (Canva, Figma, 
or AI)

Strategy documents PDF via email or shared drive link

Session recordings Unlisted video link, available for 30 
days

★ Scope Creep Antidote

Scope creep is prevented by clarity, not confrontation. The more precisely you 

define deliverables upfront, the less often you'll need to have uncomfortable "that's 

not included" conversations later.

Section 05

BOUNDARIES

Professional boundaries are not a barrier to good client relationships — they are the 

foundation of them. Clients who understand and respect your boundaries become 

long-term collaborators. Boundaries communicated with confidence are received as 

professionalism, not rigidity.

Types of Boundaries to Communicate on Day One

● Time boundaries — your working hours, response windows, and 

holiday/leave schedule

● Scope boundaries — what is included, what requires an additional 

investment, and how change requests are handled



● Communication boundaries — your preferred channels, what warrants an 

urgent contact, and what does not

● Emotional boundaries — you are a professional service provider, not an on-

call emotional support resource; feedback must remain constructive and 

respectful

How to Hold Boundaries Kindly but Firmly

● Name the boundary clearly in your onboarding materials — don't rely on 

assumed understanding

● When a boundary is crossed, address it calmly and immediately — don't let it 

accumulate

● Use "I" language: "I respond to messages during business hours" rather than 

"You can't message me after hours"

● Offer an alternative where possible: redirect, reschedule, or reframe

● Remember: enforcing a boundary you set is not rude — it's integrity

★ A Note on Mindset

Boundaries are an act of respect — for your time, your energy, and your client's 

own understanding of the engagement. They protect the quality of your work just as  

much as they protect you personally.

"When you lead with clarity, you attract clients who respect your 

process — and you build the kind of working relationships that feel  

good to both sides of the table."



QUICK-REFERENCE SUMMARY

Pillar Your Day One Action

★ Welcome Messaging Send a warm, structured welcome 
within 24 hours — answer Who, What's 
Next, and How to reach you

★ Communication Rules Define your channels, response 
window, and after-hours policy in 
writing

★ Timeline Expectations Walk through project phases and frame 
the timeline as a shared responsibility

★ Deliverable Clarity Name every deliverable, format, 
revision round, and out-of-scope item 
explicitly

★ Boundaries State your time, scope, 
communication, and emotional 
boundaries with confidence

A resource by [Your Brand]  ★  Setting the foundation for great 

client relationships.

Share this guide  →  Save it  →  Come back to it every time you onboard 

a new client.


