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The Business of Photography— PART THREE

by Bobbi Lane

How to Market Yourself as a Photographer and
Know What to Charge

If you’ve followed the steps in my previous two articles (PT
May/June 2007 and September/October 2007 ), you now
have a Web site, cards, and a portfolio, and are ready to
work. But wait a minute, how are you going to get work?
Marketing and follow-up are the two most important tasks
that lead to getting hired. You won’t get work if nobody
knows who you are. So you need to go to them. The kind of
work you do should determine the kind of marketing plan
you create. If you’re looking to get commercial work, then
your potential clients consist of art directors from agencies or
design firms, photo editors frommagazines, or the marketing
and communications people from companies. If you are
shooting retail, portraits, and weddings, then your market is
the general public. Either way you need to target your mar-
ket, which requires research. You can to go the library’s refer-
ence section and research magazines, advertising agencies,
types of clients (such as health and beauty), or insurance.
There are several companies that sell qualified lists of art
directors, buyers, editors, etc., in categories of location, or

type of client. I can recommend Adbase and Fresh Lists. I
strongly suggest you do your research and develop a potential
client list of 150-200.
Qualify your client list and make sure you are reaching the
right people for your work. I used to shoot for Car Audio
magazine, where there were two art directors worked on all
the publisher’s magazines, which included a high end home
audio-video magazine and one on volleyball. They told me a
story about a photographer who continually called them to
show his portfolio. The art directors told him that they
already had a stable of photographers that they regularly
worked with and they weren’t looking for anyone else at that
time. He was persistent, which is a very good thing, and after
more than six months of calling, they finally gave him an
appointment. He showed up with a beautiful book… of food
images. They politely looked at his work and then asked him
if he knew what magazines they published. He hadn’t a clue.
He’d found the publisher’s name in The Photographer’s
Marketplace (a yearly book that includes contact informa-

Marketing materials, such as the above examples created by Bobbi Lane, often play a crucial role in a photographer's success.



tion for many potential buyers of photography) and saw that
they paid $1,500 to $2,000 for a shoot. He wanted to make
that kind ofmoney, but never bothered to do further research
to see if it was the right market for his work—so he wasted
everyone’s time.
For retail photography, networking is the key. Join every
charitable organization, such as the Rotary Club, Kiwanis,
or the Chamber of Commerce, and get involved with your
community. Shoot the charity functions for your costs and
you will make friends and contacts for the future. Make fly-
ers and leave them at stores that connect with possible
clients, such as tux-rental stores (think weddings and
proms), children’s boutiques for kid photography, pet stores
for animal portraits, etc. Join networking groups such as
Business Networking International www.bni.com.
The more active you are in your neighborhood, the more
likely you are to get work and referrals. After all, everyone
someday needs wedding photos, baby photos, or family por-
traits, and you want them to remember you.
My good friend, Harvey Branman, has a photo business
called Photography as an Art, in Burbank, CA. Harvey talks
to everyone he comes in contact with and gives them cards in
case they need photos someday. The key here is that Harvey
carries a variety of photo cards with him that have images of
weddings, family portraits, kids with bunnies, pets, cars,
food, restaurant interiors, acting headshots, etc. He pulls out
his cards and shuffles through them till he finds the appro-
priate one for a situation. The smart part of this is that,
although the person only gets one card, they see that Harvey
does a variety of work, and that has great lasting impact.

Direct mail
Yes, I am talking about the stuff you get in your mailbox
every day. The difference is that for photographers, direct
mail consists of beautifully designed and printed cards, fold-
ers, or brochures. Some terrific printers will produce a run of
500 to 1,000 postcards for several hundred dollars, such as
www.modernpostcard.com and others, that produce
brochures for a much larger sum. It depends on the quality of
client you want to reach. These days most photographers
own an inkjet printer that can produce excellent prints, if you
want to make your own mailings. Be careful to make man-
ageable-sized prints, no 11x14s or posters.
It’s a good idea to plan for regular mailings. For example:
you want to get editorial portrait work from national maga-
zines. I suggest you design a series of postcards (not too
small, so 5x9-inch cards or 8x10 prints) that you send out
once a month for six months to a year. Keep the design and
style the same so potential clients start to recognize your
logo and look. Don’t use elaborate designs; it’s the photos
you are selling, not the graphic artist. If they like your work,
they’ll keep it and call you when an appropriate assignment
comes up. Remember that simple is better, and that the point
is to guide them to your Web site or get them to request your
portfolio.
Follow-up is the key to getting work. Don’t send out more
promo cards in one week than you can make follow-up
phone calls for. More than likely you will get voice mail, and

leave a message along the lines of, “Hi, this is Joe Smith Pho-
tography. I’m just following up to make sure that your
received my promo card of the father and son fishing on the
dock. I’d love the opportunity to show you some more of my
photography, and hopefully work with you in the future.My
number is 555-5555.” The potential client probably won’t
call back—remember they are working and can’t possibly
respond to the hundreds of promos they get—but they are
always on the lookout for more talent. The most important
thing here is that you are acting as a responsible and consci-
entious professional, which means a lot to someone who
might hire you.
The other way to do this is to buy lists of 1000-plus names
and send out mass mailings. The general expectation in any
kind of direct mail is a 1% –2% return, in other words, out
of 1,000 people, maybe 10 or 20 will respond. I’ve never
found this to be very effective, and it’s costly. In my opinion,
it’s better to fine-tune your list of who you want to work for.

Online advertising
There are many companies that are search engines for
photographers such as the ones associated with the source
books www.blackbook.com and www.workbook.com, or
the independent companies www.photoserve.com,
www.photofolio.com, and www.portfolios.com. These pro-
vide online portfolios of various sizes to suit each photogra-
pher’s needs, hot links back to a photographer’s Web site,
and are easy for photographers to update. I use www.photo-
folio.com, keeping 12 images there that I can change very
quickly to show an interested client images that are more
directed towards their job. One day it may be environmental
portraits, another day I can showcase children or locations.
The charges are very reasonable, and they show up high on
Google searches for photographers.

Estimates and invoices
You’ve probably heard the saying “A verbal contract is worth
the paper it’s written on.” It’s very important, for any kind of
job, to have a clear and concise contract that states exactly
what the photographer is going to create, how it’s going to be
used, how long it will be licensed and how much it’s going to
cost. Even if you are photographing your next door neigh-
bor’s dog as a favor, you should still have a contract. When I
do my Successful Emerging Photographer program to the
schools, I make the students stand up, raise their right hands,
and take the following pledge, “From this day forward I will
have a signed contract before I begin any project.” Some pho-
tographer’s are hesitant to use contracts, but let me ask you
this: would you have a mechanic work on your car without
an estimate? Would have a contractor give you a verbal bid
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on remodeling your house? It’s business, not a hobby, and not
a favor. Be a good business person and get it all in writing.

For commercial work, you normally create an estimate
based upon the information gathered from the client. That
information consists of the following:
1) What is the photo?
2) How is it going to be used? (Annual report, brochure,
Web site, ad, point-of-purchase display, corporate wall
art, packaging?)

3) What size will the photo be? (Full page, half, or quarter;
Web banner, 20x24 print for the wall, front cover or
back cover of the package?)

4) What’s the press run? (Ad in national magazine with 1
million circulation, 10,000 brochures, 5,000 packages?)

5) How long will they use it? (Every month for a year in the
magazine, one year for an annual report, one time use
for magazine use, five years for packaging?)

6) How difficult is it to create, and is this your specialty?

As you can see, many factors are involved with pricing.
Nobody can have all this information in their head. Pro-
grams are available to help with pricing including www.foto-
quote.com, which has more than a thousand categories and
tutorials to help you figure out low to high prices. There are
also photography consultants you can hire to help you pre-
pare a complicated estimate. As you gain experience, you will
start to discover the worth of specific projects. There are no
set prices in commercial photography, because it depends
upon the photographer’s experience, talent, specialty, diffi-
culty, and so on. And everything is negotiable. Remember
that you have invested time and money acquiring your artis-
tic skills, that your equipment costs money, and that you are
a visual communicator. That has great value. As I’ve men-
tioned before, if it were easy to make good photographs, any-
one could do it. They can’t, and that’s why they need us.
Remember that right now we are just talking about your cre-
ative fee, which includes both your fee for the shoot as well as
the licensing rights. The production costs are listed separately
and are added into the creative fee.
It’s important, therefore, that you have a good estimating
system set up. I use and love Blinkbid (www.blinkbid.com),
an estimating and invoicing program that keeps your client
contact information and notes. It includes an estimate builder
that lists all the categories that need to be filled in, both
above and below the line costs. The program is easy to use
and includes room for an overview of the job, the estimate
builder, and the terms and conditions, including cancellation
fees. Production costs are the hard cost of putting together
the shoot and can include: assistants, location fees, rental
equipment, supplies, makeup stylists, etc. Don’t forget to
charge a “Digital Imaging Processing Fee.” After a shoot,
you probably need to spend hours on the computer process-
ing the digital files, sizing them, and preparing them for
reproduction, all which is quite time consuming. Blinkbid
automatically adds the sales tax, too. You can revise esti-
mates quickly and then convert them to the invoice. Most
photo organizations like APA and ASMP have sample esti-

mating and invoicing forms for their members. You can
always modify them to your particular needs.
If you are shooting editorial, magazines normally have a
standard contract that they use. Make sure to read it care-
fully—sometimes they slip in a clause that says they want all
rights. And as I mentioned in the first article in this series,
photographers don’t want to do that.
If you are shooting retail, I suggest that you join a photo
organization such as Professional Photographer of America,
www.ppa.com, which caters to portrait and wedding pho-
tographers. They have sample contracts available to their
members, and you can find contracts online at a lot of pho-
tographers’ Web sites. Pricing is a bit different since you are
working directly for the client and the only use is personal.
Many photographers charge a sitting fee and then sell prints,
which is where they make their money. If you add in the
framing, then the tangible property sales are profitable.
Obviously, the bigger the print, the higher the price, so it’s a
good idea to show beautifully printed and framed photos of
various sizes in your studio.

Creativity, vision, and inspiration
There’s nothing better that creating. It fills us with joy and
excitement, and when you are in the zone, it’s a thing of great
beauty. However, after time goes by, it’s possible to fall into
the rut of producing the same thing over and over. Then you’re
stuck, and it’s not so much fun anymore. It’s important in this
business to stay fresh and reinvent yourself on a continual
basis. I have a couple of suggestions. The first is a terrific book
byTony Luna, a photographer’s rep, educator, and consultant.
It’s titled, How to Grow As a Photographer: Reinventing
Your Career, and published by St. Martin’s Press. It’s a guide
to show photographers and other creative types how to rede-
fine their passion, how to create a plan for career transition,
and how to sustain enthusiasm for their new adventure. Tony
interviews some of the top creative photographers of our
time, who explain how they stay on top. My other suggestion
is to get the free newsletter from Ian Summers, a creative con-
sultant, called Heartstorming (www.heartstorming.com). Ian
has helped countless individuals in the creative industries
from photographers to writers to art directors to painters. Ian
has 1001 quotes for inspiration, idea stimulators and much
more creative “kick you in the butt” information.
In this series I’ve covered everything from overhead, taxes,
and bookkeeping (part one), to copyright, licensing, and
business plans (part two), and, finally, marketing and inspi-
ration. I hope you’re now more prepared to decide whether
or not to become a professional photographer, to succeed if
you decide to go for it, or to become a better pro if you’re
already one.

Bobbi Lane is a commercial photographer with 30 years’
experience. She photographs people and travel for assignment
and stock. Bobbi teaches workshops for the Santa Fe Work-
shops, the MaineWorkshops, and the International Center of
Photography in New York City. Bobbi’s book Creative Tech-
niques for Color Photography, published by Amherst Media,
is available nationwide. Her Web site is www.bobbilane.com.


