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-There is so much area to cover in running a 
wedding photography business.  

-I wanted to talk about setting yourself up to 
succeed and hopefully help people view some 
things a little differently.
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First and most importantly, I am a husband to my 
beautiful wife Leslie and father of three wonderful 
children.  

No perspective is better than through the eyes of a 
child.

I have been a business owner for 12 years.  My 
success has been in the last 3 years.  I am in the 
third year of my five year plan and just about right 
on schedule.

My growth as a business has been a slow process 
of trial and error, but things really changed for me 
about four years ago and I’ll talk about that as we 
go on.
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I divide the business of wedding photography into 
three parts.  Shooting, Workflow and Business, 
which includes marketing and selling.  

I’ll touch on the other two briefly as they relate to 
being profitable and happy, and will generally 
concentrate on the business aspect.
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When you are shooting, who are you shooting for?  Are you creating images 
you think will sell, or are you pushing yourself to improve and be different?  
About four years ago, I stopped trying to shoot what I thought the clients 
wanted to buy and started shooting in the way that I wanted to shoot.  My 
work improved, my clients satisfaction levels went through the roof and most 
importantly, I was much happier.

The second part of this is only showing the things you want to sell.  Don’t 
show what you think your clients want to see.  Show what you love to do and 
what you excel at.  That way, you will find clients that want what you want to 
shoot and they will be eager to buy what you want to shoot.

This goes for everything you show.  Use the albums that you love.  Show the 
wall samples like you want them to buy.  Print up postcards that show your 
favorite image, not the one you think will be the best seller.  Unlike with other 
businesses, if you captured one percent of the market, you would be 
overloaded, so what we as photographers are trying to do is find the RIGHT 
clients that will pay us larger fees for what we want to produce anyway.
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An idea that I believe to be true is the 80/20 principle.  That is that 80 per 
cent of the work produces 20 per cent of the revenues and 20 per cent of the 
work produces 80 per cent of the revenues. Shooting is when we get paid, 
but we spend most of our time doing other things.

Workflow takes a huge chunk of our time, but nets us the least amount of 
money.  When are we making money?  When we are shooting.  We don’t get 
paid extra if we take extra time on the files.  Therefore, we need to 
streamline our workflows so that it becomes quicker and easier so that we 
can a) have a life and be happier and b) get on with what does produces 
more money, which is marketing, reducing unnecessary expenses, and most 
importantly shooting.

However, making proper backups for digital shooters is protecting your 
business.  Hard drives will fail, memory cards will get corrupted and DVD’s 
will sooner or later become unreadable.  Therefore, take the time and 
minimal expense to make an extra copy.
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I’m going to go over some real quick business 
points. Goalmaking, understanding profit, viewing 
your expenses differently, and pricing to pay 
yourself.
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Before you ever enter into any financial discussion you need to know what 
you have.  And just to be clear, anytime you talk about your business and 
what you want to accomplish, you are having a financial discussion.  This 
may be an artistic business, but it is still a business.

The typical situation for someone starting out is that they have a lot of time to 
devote to their business, but not a lot of money.  Or it could be that you have 
a full time job that provides you with a good living, but doesn’t allow a lot of 
time for pursuing what you want to do with your life.  As your business grows 
and starts to become profitable, you won’t have enough time to get 
everything done, at least in the summer.

Basically, you need to understand where you are both financially and in 
terms of time you have available, then you can move on to evaluating your 
expenses, workflow and time management.  
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Once you have an idea of understanding what you have, you need to decide where 
you want to go.  This is where goals come in.  Where do you want to be a year from 
now?  Three?  Five?  What do you want to have and where do you want to be when 
you retire.  Until you know where you want to go, it’s hard to take the right road to 
get there.  Imagine yourself in Florida.  You want to go to New York.  You drive 
North.  If you don’t know where you’re going before you get in the car, you end up 
one of two places.  You either end up someplace you never intended to go.  For 
me, this would be Topeka Kansas.  I never anticipate going there.  Might be nice, 
but it’s not where I want to be.  The second and much more common place to end 
up is exactly where you started.  

I said I’d been in business for 12 years, right.  I did this for the first eight.  I drove the 
car in circles and ended up in only a slightly better place than when I started.  All 
because I didn’t really know what I wanted.

Now, I know.  I am in the third year of a five year plan.  I feel like I’m doing better 
than I would have ever dreamed and I am excited for the ride that’s coming up.

That being said, I don’t really do a formal business plan.  I just deal in generalities.  
Three years ago I said wanted to be one of the best and most respected, and even 
more importantly, most profitable wedding photographers in the state of 
Washington.  

Setting the goal is the easy part.  The harder part is figuring out how to get from 
point A to point B.  It is like driving from Florida to New York.  By the way, there is 
no road maps.  You may hit a few dead ends along the way, but you have to figure 
out how to get around them.



9

© Cory Parris Photography

�������"  ��

�#
$�%��


 -��		���������	����������)������
$���	���������)�	�	���������������
	��/�)�0


 +�����������	�����
����$������������
�������������"���	�	�8 ���	��	�����
��$
��������$�����	


 9������������������)����������	

Before you even get on the road, you have to be prepared.  That means 
being able to read a profit and loss statement.

Gross profit is what you charge minus the cost of performing the service.  
For a photographer charging $2000 with $500 of costs for that job, his gross 
profit is $1500.  

Net profit is what you are left with after everything you spend. After you 
include the insurance, rent, phone bills, advertising, and how much you 
spent on your work shoes, what is left is net profit.  Say that all those things 
in the example above is $500 per wedding on an annual basis, you are left 
with $1000 for the job.  

Gross profit really doesn’t make any difference.  What matters is what you 
get to take home and maximizing your net profit.
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Everyone knows that an expense is what you pay out.  Income is what you 
get paid.  I want to talk about viewing your expenses differently.  

I categorize expenses into things that can be avoided, things that can’t be 
avoided and investments into the future of your business.
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When you are looking at your monthly reports, you should look to see what is 
consistently costing more than you think it should.  There is a big assumption 
that I am making here.  That you are keeping track of your income and 
expenses and that you look at them every month.  If your not, you should be.

Are your lab bills really high, what about advertising, web hosting, telephone 
service, studio space, whatever.  To know if you are spending too much, you 
have to know your options.  I used to go to a great lab here in town for years.  
I was very loyal, but as people moved on, I lost my personal connection to 
them and then I looked around and found another lab that delivered to me for 
half the price. I just cut my lab bill in half and it cost me less time because 
the photographs came to my door.

A lot of photographers overspend on gear.  It is not necessary to buy 
everything Canon ever produces.  Upgrade what you NEED to upgrade, not 
to make yourself feel more professional.  What is the cost and what is the 
benefit?  Every time you spend money, you should think to yourself, what is 
the benefit of spending this money?  How will it help my bottom line?  Will it 
improve my photography or creative options in a way that will help me 
produce better, saleable work?

One of my pet peeves is how much online services cost.  18% of sales or 
$150 per month is way too much in my opinion, so I kept digging until I found 
someplace that charges me 7% of sales plus my lab fees and does all the 
work for me.  
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You make investments in your business by spending money, or time, on the 
things that will create future business.  

Vendor samples is a great example.  Spending a little bit on making an 
album, sending prints or what ever, pays dividends to your business.  
Advertising is another.  How are you getting new business?  

Maybe it is investing your time in networking, maybe it is taking the time to 
call a florist.  Maybe it is making an effort to talk to the parents, bridesmaids 
and groomsmen on the day of the wedding.

Buying the right gear is an investment in your future.  If it can improve your 
creative options or help you to work in a manner that enhances your style it 
might be the right decision.  You are investing money to improve the 
salability of your products.

Maybe it is time to outsource part of your workflow or bookkeeping.  If it 
saves you time so that you can do more with the 20% of your business that 
makes the money, it may be worth it.  Therefore you are investing money to 
save time. 
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There are really five parts to a marketing campaign for wedding 
photographers in my opinion

Your image – what your materials say about you

Advertising  that you pay for

Word of mouth from your clients

Referrals from other vendors

And finally, you have to be able to make a personal connection with people
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Before you start investing in your business, it helps to have an idea of what 
you want to say to your potential clients with your marketing materials.  Do 
you want to say cheap or high end?  Do you want flashy or subdued?  Do 
you want to say artistic or businesslike

AFTER you have figured out what you want your marketing materials to say, 
then you begin crafting your image materials.  These are your logo, your 
letterhead, your business cards, if you do brochures, or whatever.  

This also goes to how you dress, where the clients meet with you, and more.  
Do you meet at coffee shops?  Is that the best place or the most convenient?  
Would a hotel lobby work better?  Maybe you need a membership to the 
Harbor Club and meet clients there.  Also, consider what your clothing says.  
Does it say business casual or dramatic artist?  Do you pull you old laptop 
out of a battered balistic nylon case or do you have a top of the line 17” 
screen laptop in a sleek aluminum briefcase.  Some people evidently also 
notice your shoes, but I’m not one of those!

The most important thing you can do to create the right image is with your 
website.  I have not met with a single person in the last two years that has 
not viewed my website before they came to see me.  What does that tell 
me?  It tells me that the website is my big introduction to all of my clients.  It 
sets the stage for everything and needs to support everything you are trying 
to say about yourself.  Also, you need to support the website and continue 
with the same impressions so it doesn’t ring false.  What I mean by that is if 
you have a top of the line website, you should have nice shoes.
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Figuring out where to put your money in advertising is a long process of trial 
and error.  It changes with where you are with your business, your 
marketing, and the state of technology.  It also makes it very hard to give 
advice as to what will work for you.

Print advertising usually provides the least bang for the buck. However, it is 
a great way for your peers in the industry to hear about you.  It is also 
expected.  Avoid yellow pages and other general advertising.  If it is not 
targeted towards your target market, don’t bother with it.

The internet used to be one of the greatest ways to get the word out.  It was 
cheap, hardly anyone else was advertising online, there were a limited 
number of places to advertise, and a ton of brides in this area were using it.  
Now, prices have gone up, everyone is doing it, and there are new places 
sending me spam to advertise with them almost every week.

Wedding shows are a great place for contacts.  However, my experience 
tells me that they become less effective as your prices go up.  When you can 
be seen as a good deal versus all the other photographers there, then it is 
effective.  I feel that it is a much more photography as a commodity than as 
an artform at the shows I have done.

Be creative, and put photos in coffee shops, or whatever you can dream up.
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The form of advertising that has the highest return on your investment is Word of Mouth.  
People trust what other people tell them on a one on one conversation more than any type of 
advertising.  

The best way to create word of mouth advertising is by creating happy customers.  You do 
this by providing outstanding service, an outstanding product and deliver more than your 
clients expect and in a shorter time frame.  This is one of those points that I know works 
because I do it most of the time, but my consistency with being on top of all customer 
requests and emails is sometimes lacking.  It is one of my goals to provide better service to 
my clients this year.

You also reinforce the personal relationship you have with your clients.  Ask about how their 
lives are going.  There is no better way to create a rapport with a person than by asking 
them about themselves and genuinely be interested in the answer. If you are finding 
yourself impatient for your next turn to speak, stop, and just listen to what they are saying 
and ask them open-ended questions that require them to elaborate.  If you are interested in 
people, they will respond warmly to it.  It is a skill that can be learned.  I, as the center of the 
known universe, know that you can pay attention to others because I have learned how.

When do you start?  At every wedding, at every consultation, at every time you meet 
anyone.  Just have real conversations with other people.  This is especially important on the 
day of the wedding.  If someone wants to talk to you for a couple minutes at a non-critical 
time, let them and ask intelligent questions.  Make the effort to learn names of the people in 
the wedding party.  Don’t call people mom and dad, or “next bridesmaid” unless you have to.  
Everytime you can’t remember someone’s name, make a point to remember is next time.  
When people feel you care, you treat them well, and you produce good work, they will call 
you when they need your services.
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The people sitting in this room are some of your most important contacts.  
Why?  Because until we learn to clone ourselves, we can only take one job 
on any given day.  When you are booked, you have the choice of steering 
those people to others you respect and admire or you can let them go and 
get nothing out of your advertising dollar.  Give away a lead or twelve to 
someone and they will send some back to you.  Kinda like My Name is Earl 
and his obsession with Karma.

Giving away your work for the right to put your name on it is great 
advertising.  Hi, you want to send out 10,000 brochures with my photographs 
and my name on them.  It costs me nothing?  It may be a good deal for me.

Again, you want to create personal relationships with the people you work 
with.  If you genuinely like someone, you want the best for them.  That 
means referrals to those vendors you like and hopefully, they feel the same 
way about you and will return the favor.  Again, this has to be real feelings, 
not bs.  People can tell when you just want something from them, so you 
might as well be up front about it.
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This all points to likeability.  People need to be able to trust you.  You have to 
be professional.  You have to listen.  You need to present yourself well.  
These are all skills that come naturally to some and is more difficult for 
others to learn.  However, they are skills that anyone can make an effort to 
improve upon.  
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Selling well is a matter of shutting up and letting the clients convince 
themselves with a little guidance from you.  Listen to what they want and 
fulfill their needs.  The classic example of sales is that when people ask a 
price, what they are really asking is whether you are worth the price you are 
charging.  I won’t go that far because some people just have budgets and a 
limited amount of funds.  However, you do have make the clients feel 
comfortable.  Whether that is by telling them about how you have never 
missed a wedding, or by telling a funny story about how you found out 
(again) about the need for backup equipment.  You listen then fulfill the 
needs.
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Until you get over the idea about what you would pay for a wedding 
photographer, or what it is worth to you, you will have a hard time selling 
your price increases.  You are NOT your target market.  What is your target 
market willing to pay for your work?  That is what matters.  It doesn’t even 
matter if you are at the high end, it matters what OTHER PEOPLE are willing 
to pay for your work.  Your prices also should not reflect your self-worth.  
Your prices should be based on what you can get, not what your opinion it is 
worth.

Some people say to figure out what you need for salary and all your 
expenses and then set your price.  That is a great way to find out what you 
need to make.  It should not be your final determining factor for what you 
charge.  If you need to make $3000 per wedding to quit your day job, it 
doesn’t make any difference if the prospective clients are only willing to pay 
$2000 for your work.  Conversely, if you need $2200 per wedding to make 
ends meet, should you only charge $2200 if you could be charging $3500?  I 
suppose it’s up to you, but $1300 per wedding over the course of only 20 
weddings is $26,000.  

However, you have to believe that you are worth the price you are charging.  
Present your price and see the reaction.  Do not, ever, EVER, apologize for 
your prices.  By apologizing, you are agreeing that they are too much, which 
guarantees they will not make a purchase from you.
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There is no real secrets to success.  Have a plan.  Understand your financial 
situation.  Constantly strive to improve your work.  Be passionate about your 
job.  Do Something every single day.  If you ask yourself at the end of the 
day, “What have I done today to make myself more successful,” and you 
don’t have an answer.  You have failed that day.  However, if you can 
answer yourself in a positive day, that day was a success.
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If you have any feedback or just want to call me feel free!  Thanks for 
listening, I hope it helped someone!


