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Introduction

Why This Book Exists

I didn’t start my senior photography business with a plan. I started it with a camera, a vague
sense of confidence, and the assumption that if I just worked hard enough, the money part
would eventually figure itself out.

What makes that assumption slightly embarrassing is that I came from a business background.

Before photography, I spent about twenty-five years as a CPA and eventually the CFO of a small
consulting firm. Spreadsheets were my native language. Financial statements didn’t scare me. I
understood budgets, forecasting, and how businesses were supposed to work.

But somewhere along the way, I realized I wanted to leave behind more than a stack of reports
in storage boxes. I wanted to build something creative. Something personal. Something that felt
like it mattered.

So I stumbled into photography.

With my background, I assumed the business side was the part I already had covered. I poured
my energy into learning lighting, posing, composition, and how to create images people would
actually want to buy. I figured the numbers would take care of themselves because, well... I was
“a business guy.”

They mostly did. But in some important ways, they really didn't.

Now, retired after nearly twenty years of running a senior photography studio, I can look back
with a much clearer view. Yes, I eventually learned how to create very sellable images. And yes,
my business background helped me keep things running and doing reasonably well.

But the truth is, I never really took the time to do the deep dive into my numbers that I should
have. Because of that, I never had the kind of handle on my business that I could have.

I relied too much on intuition. I priced based on what felt right instead of what the math
actually said. I worked harder than I needed to. And I waited far too long to step back and truly
understand how pricing, profit, and capacity work together.

That's the part I wish I had done differently.



This book exists because artistic talent isn't the problem for most photographers. The problem
is that the business side is often built on assumptions instead of intention. Pricing gets patched
together. Income goals stay fuzzy. Capacity gets ignored until burnout shows up.

Start Smart is the book I wish someone had handed me on day one, not because I didn't
understand business, but because I didn’t apply it clearly and deliberately to photography.

We're going to talk about real numbers. Not in a scary, spreadsheet-heavy way, but in a way that
connects directly to your life. How much you want to earn. How much you want to work. And

how to build pricing that supports both.

If you're brand new, this book will help you avoid years of trial and error. If you've been
shooting seniors for a while but still feel like you're winging it behind the scenes, this book will
help you finally take control of the business you've already built.

This isn’t about becoming the biggest studio in your market. It’s about becoming a sustainable

one. A business that pays you fairly, respects your time, and lets you enjoy the work again.

If I had followed this approach from the start, my business would have been clearer, calmer, and

far more intentional.
That’s why this book exists.

You don’t need to start over. You just need to start smart.



Who This Book is (and isn’t) For

This book is for senior photographers who care about their craft and want their business to

make sense.

It’s for photographers who love creating images but don’t love the uneasy feeling that comes
from not fully understanding their numbers. If you've ever wondered whether you're charging
enough, working too much, or making decisions based more on instinct than clarity, you're in
the right place.

It’s also for photographers who've sat in a workshop listening to an instructor talk about their
$5,000 session average, with little explanation of what actually goes into that number.

No breakdown. No context. Just the number.

And when someone questions how that approach would work in their own market, the answer
is usually some version of, “If it works in my little town, anyone can do it”

If you've ever left one of those sessions confused and slightly discouraged, this book is for you.

Because numbers without context don’t help you make better decisions. They just make you feel
like you're doing something wrong.

This book is for photographers at different stages of their journey.

If you're brand new;, it will help you build your business on purpose instead of by accident.
You'll learn how to think about pricing, income, and capacity before habits and bad
assumptions get locked in.

If you've been photographing seniors for a while, this book will help you evaluate what’s
actually working. You may discover that you don’t need to start over, you just need to make
more intentional decisions.

This book is not for everyone.

It’s not for photographers looking for shortcuts, hacks, or guarantees. There’s no promise of

overnight success or magic pricing formulas.

It’s not for photographers who want someone else to tell them exactly what to charge without
understanding why. And it’s not for anyone unwilling to look honestly at their numbers.

But if you want a senior photography business that feels sustainable, intentional, and aligned
with your life, one built on clarity instead of guesswork, you're exactly who this book was

written for.



How to Read This Book

This book isn’t meant to be read like a novel. You don’t need to curl up with it for a weekend
and power through from cover to cover.

But it is meant to be used.

Each chapter builds on the one before it, especially when it comes to pricing and planning.
You'll get the most out of this book if you read it in order, at least the first time through. That
sequence is intentional, even when it's tempting to jump ahead to the “what should I charge?”
part.

Resist that urge. There’s a reason we start with understanding your costs, your income goals,
and your capacity before we ever talk about specific numbers.

You'll notice that each chapter follows a consistent structure. That’s on purpose. It’s designed
to make the ideas easier to absorb, easier to revisit, and easier to apply when you're actually
working on your business instead of just reading about it.

Some chapters will feel comfortable. Others might feel a little uncomfortable, especially if
you've been running your business on instinct for a long time. That’s normal. If something
makes you pause, it’s usually worth sitting with a bit longer.

You'll also see sections labeled Smart Move and If You’re Brand-New: Read This First. These

are meant to meet you where you are.

The Smart Move sections highlight practical decisions that can make a meaningful difference
without overcomplicating things. They’re not mandatory steps, but they are strong suggestions
based on what I've seen work over and over again.

The If You're Brand-New sections are there so you don't feel lost or overwhelmed if this is your
first real dive into the business side of photography. If you're more established, you can skim
these sections and see if you recognize your past self.

This book works best when you slow down and actually do the thinking it asks of you. You
don’t need to implement everything at once. Read a chapter, take notes, and apply one or two
ideas before moving on.

There’s no finish line here.

The goal is clarity.



If this book helps you feel more confident in your pricing, more intentional with your time, and

more in control of your business decisions, it's doing exactly what it was designed to do.

Read it thoughtfully. Revisit it often. Use it as a reference when your business starts to feel a

little noisy again.

That’s how this book works best.

A Note on Worksheets & Exercises

At the end of the book, you'll find worksheets and simple exercises designed to help you apply
what you're reading to your own business.

These aren’t busywork. They’re meant to help you slow down, make decisions on paper, and

replace vague assumptions with actual numbers.

You don’t need to complete every worksheet in one sitting. In fact, many of them work best
when you revisit them over time as your business evolves.

Think of them as tools, not tests.



PART | - The Mindset of Profit

Before you ever touch a spreadsheet or build a pricing menu for your photography business,
you need the right mindset. Pricing isn’'t just math... it's identity. It's how you see your value,
how you communicate your worth, and how you show up in your business long before anyone

books a session.

Most photographers try to skip this part, but skipping mindset is like skipping the first chapter
of a novel and wondering why the plot feels confusing.

Part I is where we reset your thinking and help you build the confidence, clarity, and
expectations that support profitable decisions. We're going to talk about why pricing feels
uncomfortable, why it matters far more than most people realize, and how your beliefs shape
your ability to charge what you need and deserve. This is the foundation the rest of your

business stands on.

Once you understand the mindset of profit, everything else becomes easier. Pricing feels less
emotional. Decisions feel less chaotic. And you start running your business instead of letting it

run you.

This is where your transformation begins.



CHAPTER 1 - Why Pricing Matters More Than You Think

Key Points

«Pricing isn't something you tack on later... it quietly shapes your identity, your confidence,
and how clients experience you long before they see a single image.

«Most photographers are rockstars behind the camera but awkward when money enters the
chat, which is why pricing is as much mindset work as it is math.

«Your price speaks for you. Say it with clarity and you signal value; say it like an apology and
you invite people to undervalue you.

«Underpricing leads to resentment and burnout; intentional pricing creates sustainability,
attracts better clients, and builds a business you actually enjoy running.

Why Pricing Matters More Than You Think

When you first start your senior photography business, pricing feels like one of those things
you’ll “figure out later” Later usually turns into the moment someone asks for your rates
and you immediately Google what other photographers charge while pretending you're just
checking your calendar.

Don’t worry. Every photographer has lived this moment.

In the beginning, your head is full of creative ideas and big plans. You're dreaming about
golden-hour sessions, gorgeous edits, and seniors proudly announcing, “This is my new profile
picture for EVERYTHING!” You're not dreaming about spreadsheets, taxes, insurance, or the
surprisingly long list of business expenses that come with photographing teenagers.

But here’s the truth: pricing isn’t the last thing you need to figure out. It's one of the first. And
how you think about pricing influences everything that comes after.

Before we dig into the math, we need to talk about mindset... your beliefs, confidence,
expectations, and relationship with value. Pricing isn't just a number. It’s a reflection of how you
see your time, your work, and your business. That's where this chapter begins.



Why Pricing Feels So Uncomfortable at First

Most new photographers love the creative side... posing, shooting, editing, and watching
seniors transform into full “magazine-cover mode.” But when it comes to talking about money;,
that confidence disappears, replaced by a mild sense of dread.

It’s not your fault. Most photographers get into this field because they love art, not accounting.

Nobody hands you a camera and says, “Along with f-stops and shutter speeds, here are 47
new bills you just added to your life” So when someone asks your price, you're stuck between
wanting to sound professional, wanting the client to say yes, wanting to avoid awkward silence,

and not wanting to scare anyone away.

It’s a complicated emotional cocktail and most photographers try to navigate it without a
roadmap.

This book gives you clarity and structure so pricing stops being something you fear and
becomes something you control.

Pricing Isn’t About Numbers — It's About Identity

This is the part that surprises some people. When you confidently state your price, you're
not just sharing a number, youre communicating what it feels like to work with you. Pricing
expresses your value, your boundaries, your experience, and your professionalism long before

anyone sees an image or orders a print.

The opposite is also true. When you mumble your price, apologize for it, or discount before
anyone asks, the client hears something you never intended: I'm not sure I'm worth it.

Even if you don’t mean it, that message slips through.

Pricing is identity. Pricing is confidence. Pricing is communication. Your numbers reflect your

beliefs about your work long before they reflect your costs.

Pricing Is Emotional Before It's Mathematical

Before we dive into numbers, it's important to acknowledge the emotional side of pricing.
When your pricing is too low, you often end up working more than you planned, resenting
your schedule, and questioning your talent.
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It’s not that the work isn’t good. It’s that the math underneath it isn’t supporting you.

When your pricing is intentional, everything feels different. You attract clients who value your
work. Your schedule becomes more sustainable. Your income starts to match your effort. And
you feel confident talking about your rates because they’re grounded in math, not fear.

The math matters. But mindset determines how well you use the math.

A Quick Reality Check

Here’s the part most people don’t want to say out loud: you cannot build a sustainable business

if you consistently underprice yourself... even in the beginning.
Most photographers don't fail because of bad photos. They fail because they never learn:
« what their business actually costs
« how much income they need
« how many sessions they can realistically shoot
« how to create pricing that supports their life

This book exists to make sure you don’t become one of those photographers. You're already
ahead of the curve simply by taking pricing seriously.

What This Book Will Help You Do

By the end of this book, you'll understand:
« what your business costs
« how much income you need
« how to build a profitable product mix
« how to analyze your market without spiraling
o how to present your pricing with confidence
« how to test and revise your pricing annually

In other words, you're going to leave with a system, not a guess.
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What This Book Won't Help You Do

Let’s set expectations up front, not to limit you, but to keep us aligned.

This book won't tell you the “right” average sale. There’s no magic number like “your average
MUST be $3,500.” Every photographer’s life, market, and goals are different. This book helps
you find your number, the one that fits your life and your capacity.

It also won’t teach you how to take better photos. There are wonderful educators out there
for posing, lighting, and editing. This book focuses on the part most photography education
glosses over: building a business that supports your life.

And no, this book won't turn you into an accountant. Full disclosure: I was a CPA for 30 years,
and we get a bad rap. We're not all boring. That said, youre not about to become one.

What you will become is clearer, more confident, and far more capable of making smart
business decisions, with the help of your accountant and lawyer when needed. The goal isn’t
spreadsheets for spreadsheets’ sake. It’s clarity, control, and a pricing system that stops feeling
like guesswork.

What’s Next?

Pricing is the part most photographers dread. But once you understand where your numbers
come from and how to structure them, everything becomes clearer. Your goals make more
sense. Your offers feel aligned. Your confidence grows.

And your business becomes something you can sustain, not something you scramble to keep
afloat.

Chapter 2 will help you understand the cost side. Chapter 3 will help you understand the
income side. From there, everything flows.

You’re doing this. You’re building something real. Let’s keep going.
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Smart Move

« Most photographers “trust their gut” on pricing and skip the part where the math tells
the truth. But instincts don’t pay your bills, numbers do.

« When you know your actual cost per session, you stop undercharging by accident and
start making decisions that support your business instead of draining it.

« Your Smart Move today is simple: commit to understanding your numbers. Build
your pricing on real math, and you instantly remove the fear, the guessing, and the
apologizing.

- Clarity isn't just good business, it's confidence you can feel.

If You’re Brand-New: Read This First

If you're new to senior photography, pricing may already feel like a test you didn’t study for.
Maybe you've only done a couple of free sessions, or you just bought your first camera and
suddenly realized you need a number... preferably one higher than $25 and a Starbucks gift
card.

Here’s the good news: you don’t need perfect pricing in year one. You need responsible pricing,
something that doesn’t box you into a corner later or create expectations you can’t sustain.

Beginner pricing shouldn’t be “cheap.” It should be intentional. There’s a difference between
charging less because you're practicing and charging so little that future-you has to redo
everything from scratch.

A simple rule of thumb: price for the business you want, not the one you have today. If your
long-term goal is to charge $900 per session, don't start at $75. Start in the direction you want
to go so growth feels like refinement, not reinvention.

And yes, you can shoot a few free or heavily discounted sessions to build your portfolio. Ignore
anyone who preaches “never discount ever” as if its a universal law. When you're new, your
primary job is to learn about your craft, your workflow, and the business itself.

This is your permission slip to start imperfectly. Pricing will evolve as you gain experience,
clarity, and data. For now, take a breath... you're moving in the right direction.
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