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Remember that “silly little millimeter”? 

When you buy something for $1,999,

you say you’ve spent less than $2,000. Well,

you have, by $1. That little bit less than two

grand makes a big difference psychologically. 

When I consult on marketing with pho-

tographers, I like to start by determining if

their expenses are in line, including the

cost of sales, employee wages, administra-

tive expenses, and general overhead. If

those are in line, I like to evaluate their

pricing. Sometimes studio owners ask what

their pricing has to do with marketing.

Believe it or not, pricing is a key ingredient

of the marketing mix.

I’ve seen photographers struggle with

pricing and creating a rate card, and I’d

like to share some tips to make it easier. 

One of the largest problems with pho-

tographer rate cards is that they’re con-

fusing, often overwhelming. Simplify! If

you present too many choices, it’s going to

take way too long to explain it all to your

clients. You want to keep clients inter-

preting information through the emotional

side of their brain, not totting up the facts.

The more you have to explain, the more

they have to employ logic to make the

decision.

If you have more than one target market,

you can have more than one set of prod-

ucts, and certainly more than one rate

card. For example, you might offer albums

to high school seniors, but not to buyers 

of child and family photography. You need

separate, exclusive lists of your products

and prices. 

And you don’t have to offer every great

product you saw at Imaging USA, especially

in a boutique business. Just because a 

competitor offers a certain item, you don’t

have to if it doesn’t go with your brand or if

you simply don’t like it. 

Boutique items such as photo jewelry,

purses and personalized greeting cards

make fine add-ons and incentives, but

aren’t necessarily high-profit items. You

don’t want to undermine your more

profitable portrait sales, so it’s a good idea

to make a separate rate card for them, or

even require a minimum purchase before

clients can order them.

Use prices to make people do what you

want them to do. Take the session fee, for

example. If it’s better for you not to

photograph on location, set your location

session fees twice as high as studio

sessions. If the fee doesn’t discourage the

client, it will be worth your while to do it.

If you notice that your in-studio sessions

average three times more sales than

location sessions and take half the time to

do, you might lower the studio session fee.

If you want to limit your Saturday or

evening hours, it’s amazing how higher

session fees or minimum purchase

requirements will encourage people to find

time to come in during the week. 

I’m a big believer in using business

management software that helps you 
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I’m a big believer in using business
management software that helps you
identify your most profitable sessions. It
can help you decide if you you should
charge more for large groups, additional
clothing changes, all manner of extras. 

      



identify your most profitable sessions. It can

help you decide if you you should charge

more for large groups, additional clothing

changes, all manner of extras. You might

find that the large orders that result from

group portraits make it unnecessary to

charge higher session fees.

You also need to weigh the benefits of

packages against a la carte pricing. There

really isn’t a right or wrong answer. Looking

at your sales averages will help you choose a

method. If you do offer packages, make sure

they contain enough value for the price to

encourage people to invest in more than

they would otherwise.

Rate cards are not a marketing brochure

for your company, but a vehicle for stating

your prices. Still, they should be well designed,

simple and clearly worded. I don’t have a

problem with a rate card leaving the studio,

but only if it’s part of your sales plan. I don’t

believe in posting prices on the Web. I want

prospects to call the studio so we can chat. 

Rate cards can also help illustrate the value

of your photography. They must be

beautiful! One of my favorite guidebooks is

“The Non-Designer’s Design Book,” by

Robin Williams (Peachpit Press). It presents

the principles of using type and graphics

effectively. Use photography to illustrate the

products wherever possible. It is much

easier to sell a collection of six images if

people can see how they look together. The

look and colors of the design must also be

consistent with your brand identity. 

With the ease of digital printing, it’s cost

effective to produce full-color rate cards in

small quantities. We order ours from White

House Custom Colour in quantities of 25 or

50, so if we need to adjust our prices, it’s not

a huge expense. We like to print them on

small, elegant folded cards—it makes such a

difference in how people perceive your work.

Always include a very high-priced item on

your price cards. You may never sell the

item, but it will lend value to your other

products and will allow you to keep raising

the prices. Now we all dread presenting

price increases, but the increase is less

glaring when you use odd numbers: $1,999

is less than $2,000!  n

Sarah Petty Photography is in Springfield,
Ill. (www.sarahpetty.com).
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