

[image: ]




[image: ]




I dedicate this book to Tamara Anne Sanders—my partner until the end.
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FOREWORD MOMENTUM

As Peter Drucker1 used to say, people are either ear people or eye people. Ear people prefer to take in information through their ears: think radio, audiotapes, CDs, podcasts, webinars, classroom lectures. Eye people, he said, prefer to take in information through their eyes: think television, movies, graphics, video, DVDs, reading matter, books, magazines, articles. People who are teachers, he would add, need to know whether a particular learner is an ear person or an eye person and adapt the method of their teaching accordingly. And each of us needs to know whether we are, predominantly, an eye person or an ear person. It makes a difference in what kind of learning we should seek.

Societies as a whole, I suppose, can also be characterized by whether their populations are predominantly one or the other, as can various historical “Ages of Man.” In this twenty-first century of ours, for example, the eye people seem to be growing in numbers and strength, at least in the television, movies, graphics, video, and DVD departments—images, broadly speaking. Witness the explosion of YouTube, and the growing number of phones that can shoot video, in both everyday situations and extraordinary ones. People love images, and that love is growing exponentially.

An increasing number of eye people are opting for not being just the viewers of images, but the creators of them. They want to be photographers or videographers, whether for income or just for fun. They want to shoot, and then post—whether to some specific client’s account or for the general public’s pleasure.

And some are choosing not to be just amateur photographers, but professionals. The question for the latter is, how do you go about becoming a professional? The usual answer, both on the web and in printed materials, is framed in terms of technique and product: what equipment to buy, what camera and film to use, how to frame and shoot the photos, how to improve your technique, how to edit the photos, and how to market and sell one’s services. Put “how to be a photographer” into the search engine on Amazon.com, study the titles that get displayed, and you will see what I mean.

The flaw with relying solely on this approach, though it is good as far as it goes, is that it doesn’t look at the career choice of photographer in a large enough context. Every wise career counselor and coach knows that what you do in life should flow from who you are. So, in the first instance, you must work on identifying fully (to yourself) who you are before making your choice of a career. That is the essential and only context in which a thoughtful career choice makes any sense.

I say every wise career counselor knows this, but I was totally surprised that Dane Sanders, who is not a career counselor but “only” a photographer, knows this, too. His book is devoted in its entirety to his insistence on this context, and to his detailed step-by-step laying out of how to go about identifying who you are before you decide if you want to be a photographer, and then what kind of photographer you want to be. Talk about an unusual approach to choosing a career as a photographer! This is a book that is extraordinarily wise.

In fact, as I read the book and underlined ideas on virtually every page, I found myself hoping that this book will get picked up by a far broader audience than just photographers. It has much wider application, with but little translation, to all careers that are out there. All people trying to choose a career could profit from Dane’s elaborate working out of the idea that what you choose to do in life should flow first from who you are, and from the detailed way in which he shows you how to do this, employing text, examples, resources, personal history, websites (including his own, www.danesanders.com), and a helpful web instrument of his own devising (the pDNA).

So, eye people—who prize images, and want to create them, and want to make a vocation out of this task, and excel—here is a wonderful book to let your eyes fall and feast on.

—RICHARD N. BOLLES
Author of What Color is Your Parachute?




1 The renowned author and management consultant (1909-2005).





PREFACE: SETTING YOU UP TO WIN

If you’re looking for a technical book on how to take better photographs, this is not the book for you. This is not a “how-to” book, at least not in the traditional sense. This book has loftier goals. It is meant to tempt you into a fundamentally different way of approaching photography, one that begins not with the photograph but with something far more interesting: you.

The value in these pages has less to do with how to create better output and more to do with how to create a more valuable photographer behind the lens. Fast Track Photographer is about a new approach to becoming a professional photographer at this radically unique moment in the history of commerce.

So if you’re just starting out or if you’re beating your head against the wall wondering why all your hard work isn’t paying off, this is the book for you.

But this is more than a book. It’s a system of thinking that will, first, alter your take on who you are as a photographer and, second, expand what you thought was possible for you in the world of photography. With the right mind-set in place, you’ll be in the perfect position to build your photo empire. In fact, I’ve written a follow-up book, The Fast Track Photographer Business Plan, dedicated to helping you do just that. But you’re wise to start here first. Fast Track Photographer will give you everything you need to picture what you were made to do uniquely in the world of photography, along with the nuts and bolts tools you need to march to that vision. Getting clear on where you’re headed and getting callibrated on how to achieve your goals can save you years of wandering and will serve you well for the rest of your career.

Finally, this book will show you how to connect where you and your photography are today with the professional photographer you are meant to be tomorrow.

The only assumptions this book makes are that you are passionate about photography and that you’re determined to generate wealth from it. With those two commitments firmly in place, let’s take a ride that I hope will change much of what you previously believed about this craft and what you thought was possible for you to achieve.

Before you dig in, I want you to know that I’ve asked friends and colleagues who are leaders in our industry to give these ideas an honest shake. And to my great delight, the response has been tremendously encouraging, as you can see by the testimonials on the opening pages. I included these quotes not just to promote Fast Track Photographer, but also to give you some assurances that these ideas aren’t just a bunch of clever gimmicks I made up. Rather, these ideas have been generated in the context of community. My decision to record them here is my thank-you note to these incredible individuals who have given me so much. My intent is to take what they’ve shared with me, add what I’ve discovered for myself, and sift it all together in one place for you.

If you find ideas of worth here, I credit those in the industry who’ve helped me over and over again. I take full responsibility for anything faulty and invite your feedback on it so we can all continue to discover and grow together. (To get in on that conversation, please consider joining our Fast Track Photographer Forum at http://forums.fasttrackphotographer.com.)

Ready, then? Let’s get rolling.





GETTING STARTED: THE REAL YOU

Finding Your Edge

I bloom late. I always have. I remember in junior high school feeling like the lone hairless wonder in a sea of testosterone-charged, baritoned, and bearded classmates. But the funny thing was, I didn’t feel bad about the slow pace of my hormonal development. In fact, I kind of liked it.

Because I looked less developed, I was usually seen as the underdog, and being the low guy on the totem pole has its distinct advantages. I often found myself in a classic win/win situation. For instance, when the classroom bully challenged me to an after-school duel, I was in great shape regardless of the outcome. I might be destined to lose a few teeth, but I couldn’t really lose the fight.

You see, because I was the little guy, I was never expected to win. So even when I lost, I got the sympathy vote, which was in itself a sort of victory. And if I managed to survive or even take a round or two (not a common event), I was seen as David beating Goliath. Another win.

The bully, on the other hand, was supposed to win. If he knocked me out he was… well, the bully. No real victory there. If I got lucky and tripped him or confused him, then he was the one who lost to the little guy. He had nowhere to go but down. Literally and figuratively.

What I learned on the schoolyard battleground was that, as the undersized late bloomer, there was no way I could compete on the level of sheer might. There was no point in even trying. That freed me up to excel in those areas where I did have talents. I was quick with my feet, for instance, and could dodge a blow. I was even quicker with my mouth: I could hurl funny insults that would get the crowd on my side. And in the likely event of my thorough butt-kicking, I had the social skills to turn it into a moral victory.

Entering professional photography at the age of thirty-one, I felt as if I was up against some pretty daunting disadvantages. All of my budding photographer friends were about a decade younger than I. They were all single and had few obligations. They could take risks and make mistakes I couldn’t afford. As a new husband and father working full-time as a college professor, the cards were stacked against me. Or so I thought.

I forgot all about my late bloomer benefits.

I’ll share more about my personal story later in the book, but the point I want to make here is that in the face of what felt like major obstacles to becoming a professional photographer, I chose to fake it. Rather than embrace the realities of my situation, which I perceived as full of liabilities, I tried to spin who I was and what I had accomplished in order to convince people I was something I was not. To use the schoolyard analogy: Instead of owning my clever-scrapper nature, I pretended to have bulk.

The funny thing was, it was an “early bloomer” friend who helped me find my way. He convinced me that if I wanted to make it professionally I needed to embrace who I really was, not who I wished I could be or thought I should be. Leveraging my most valuable resources—my real personality and talent set—would turn out to be the smartest (and only viable) option I could choose. In time, “being me at any cost” became my mantra. To my great surprise, wonderful things started happening.

Not only did I start booking jobs and improving my photography and business abilities, but I also became something of a people magnet. Because I felt at ease with who I was, I made the people around me feel at ease as well. I began to get exposure to some of the greatest names in the business by just being me.

There were certainly star-struck moments when I was tempted to play up my fantasy image. But even if I did momentarily give in to that impulse, I never found the experience satisfying. The more I became myself, the more these “brand name” photographers appreciated my candor and honesty. In time, these wonderful people became my friends. As they did, they helped me discover what I needed to know to truly flourish as a professional photographer. In fact, as I mentioned in the preface, many of the insights you’re about to encounter are the gems these remarkable individuals have shared with me.

But here’s the main point I want you to get: My career success began the day I became clear on who I was as a photographer and started sharing it with the world.

Where’s the Real Value?

So let me state this unequivocally, right up front: The real value in any photography business is located in the person behind the camera. The tragedy is just how few shooters actually believe this.

As an analogy, think about a company like Starbucks. Does the true value of that business lie in its coffee bean inventory? In its bricks-and-mortar buildings? No, because if all the buildings and all of their contents were destroyed, the company would still exist and would soon be back in business again. That’s because its real value lies in its ideas, its people, its signature style, its organization, its reputation, its vocabulary, its way of doing business.

To believe that either your inventory (i.e., your images) or the price you charge for it is where the real value of your company rests is superficial thinking. The real value is the engine that creates those images. The real value is not in the photography; it is entirely in the photographer who takes the pictures. The photography itself is the result of the photographer doing her or his job. Nothing more.

Let me state this as simply as I can: The goal of any business, if it intends to thrive in the long term, is to increase its real value. And the best way to increase that value is to invest in its core value engine. In the case of photography, that core engine is you.

Learning to Fish

It is often said that it’s better to teach a person to fish than to give a person a fish. Why would we intuitively buy that idea? Well, because simply receiving a fish gives you only short-term value. It cannot be reproduced. A handout is a one-time event. Conversely, learning how to fish gives you the ability to catch as much flounder as you’d like, for life. An investment in the person returns far more than simply meeting an immediate need.

In the same way, it would be a disservice to create a resource for you, the aspiring photographer, that simply talks about photography. That’s like writing a “how to become a fisherman” book and only talking about the fish. Yet, as I look at the photography shelves in bookstores, all I see are “fish” books. The idea that your inherent worth can come from what you create is a lie—and it is ruining people’s lives. I’ve written this book to help set you on the right track as you start—or restart—your photo career.

So as this book unfolds, we will tease out, in detail, how you can define yourself as a photographer, and then we’ll empower you to leverage that identity to become incredibly successful. Sound good?

You Can Do This

Your dream of becoming a successful professional photographer is closer than you think. Consider these facts:



	The barriers to entry into the photography industry are lower than ever before.

	Technology has taken much of the risk and guesswork out of photography.

	Online forums and other Internet resources offer you more photography and business “how to” advice than you could ever employ in a lifetime.

	Certain segments of photography are largely recession-proof because, rain or shine, people keep wanting to have their pictures taken and products need to be promoted.

	Photography is a business that cannot be outsourced easily to other countries (though parts of it perhaps can and should be, as we’ll discuss later).





Becoming a professional photographer is also perhaps more alluring than ever before. Consider these facts:



	Professional photography offers a creative career when the majority of the world’s working population is drowning in a sea of mundane jobs.

	It allows you to control your own destiny.

	It is a business you can grow as large or keep as small as you want, especially given what I’m about to share with you in the pages that follow.

	Photography is one of the last truly creative professions you can join without being a child prodigy or spending many years in training.





This last point might seem particularly appealing. Like “rock star,” professional athlete, or movie actor, the title of professional photographer brings with it a magical “sexy factor” unavailable in most other professions. For some reason, people just seem to hold working artists in high esteem. Becoming one of the “lucky few” can raise your social stock considerably.

But the reality does not always measure up to the promise. Why? The truth is that the photography industry is littered with exhausted shooters barely making ends meet. Further, many millions of new digital single-lens-reflex (DSLR) cameras have been purchased over the last couple of years, each one representing another aspiring enthusiast who might become a professional at some point down the road. Visit any online photo forum these days and you’ll find thread after thread lamenting all the “newbies” coming in and “stealing everyone’s business.”

But how can this be? With so much potential on the table, why would veterans in the photography business be upset when new, largely untrained enthusiasts join the ranks?

It’s because many of these veterans made a critical mistake in how they built their businesses in the first place. They chose to compete in the photography industry rather than the photographer industry. In so doing, they’ve come to believe that their core competency is in creating pictures. The challenge for these folks is that it’s getting easier and easier to do that part of the job. Anyone with a DSLR can now be seen as potential competition.

If, on the other hand, the “enthusiast wanting to go pro” (say, you) makes the fundamental decision to make his business not about what he creates but about the photographer he’s seeking to become, guess what will happen? The competition will never materialize. It can’t. Why? Because “you” is a scarce resource that cannot be easily copied. As Seth Godin, author of brilliant marketing books such as Tribes and Permission Marketing, so astutely observes, if you increase scarcity, you increase value. As I’ll explain in the pages that follow, in the monopoly of “you,” there is only one player in the game. In the category of “photography,” there are literally thousands of new players every day.

Where Most Photographers Go Wrong

I was speaking not too long ago with Jason Kiefer, founder of Pictage, the world’s largest professional lab for wedding photographers, and he estimated that somewhere between one hundred fifty thousand and two hundred fifty thousand photographers in the United States shoot weddings. And with the influx of so many new DSLR owners, that number is increasing at a breakneck pace. Yet there are only about twenty to thirty thousand photographers who shoot more than ten gigs per year. Of those, most are putting themselves in competition with all the new shooters because they choose to compete over the commodity of photography. Only a tiny fraction of those “full-timers” make their business about the one thing that is competition proof: the unique photographer himself or herself.

Michael E. Gerber, author of The E-Myth Revisited and Awakening the Entrepreneur Within, does a great job of explaining what is required to succeed as an entrepreneur. According to Gerber, of the million or so new businesses started each year, some 80 percent fail in the first five years. Another 80 percent fail in the next five years. That means that after a decade, only 4 percent of all new businesses are still standing.

He then goes on to explain how most of these “entrepreneurial” efforts begin. The story usually goes something like this: A business owner hires employees to help move the business along. In the process, these employees gain expertise in the skills required of them. Over time, they notice that their income is smaller than the owner’s, yet they seem to work harder on the “core task” at hand. They decide to strike out on their own.

In the photography industry, this often happens with associate shooters. The associate starts to become very good at taking pictures (the perceived core competency). Then he thinks, “Why am I using my talents to promote another person’s business? I can do this on my own!” And off he goes to start his new venture.

But the reason so many upstarts fail is because starting and running a successful business requires far more than the ability to take good pictures. There’s marketing, customer relations, bookkeeping, contracting, job management, equipment maintenance, and countless other jobs many aspiring entrepreneurs simply don’t plan on.

These challenges are very real. But in my estimation, the biggest reason most new service-based businesses in our current age fail is this: Their founders make their business about the wrong thing.

They get the core all wrong. And in today’s business world, that mistake can be deadly.

Two Main Paths

I’ve made the point—and will make it many more times in this book—that your core value as a photographer does not come solely from the photography you create. It comes from the photographer you are. That said, there are two main career paths we will be discussing in this book. The sooner you decide which of these paths you want to pursue, the sooner you will be on the road to flourishing success. The great news is that you can change your mind later and/or find intriguing ways to combine the two.

In building a photographer-centric business, you can create either a Freelance Photographer business or a Signature Brand Photographer business. In both cases, your value comes from you, the photographer. But what you’re selling and the way you sell it will vary.

The difference between the Freelance Photographer and the Signature Brand Photographer is simple. The Freelance Photographer does fee-based assignments for employers, while the Signature Brand Photographer functions independently and builds a commercial brand around himself or herself. Both paths involve knowing who you are as a photographer—your strengths, your loves, your tastes, your circumstances, your weaknesses, and your skills. Both paths involve selling yourself as a photographer, but each requires doing it in a different way.

Said differently, the Freelance Photographer is a kind of wholesaler, and the Signature Brand Photographer is more of a retailer. As a wholesaler, you are responsible for selling yourself as a photographer to retailers. As a retailer, your job is to sell yourself as a photographer directly to the public. Different skill sets are required for each. In both cases, though, knowledge of who you are as a photographer is primary. In neither case will you win if you make selling your photography your core value.

Opting to become a Freelance Photographer takes many roles and responsibilities off your shoulders. Typically, jobs such as selling the company’s services, meeting with prospective customers, booking jobs, etc., are done by the employer. Your job is mainly to shoot the job and do whatever follow-up tasks may be required.

Knowing yourself is the key to deciding if this path is right for you. If you are the type of person who honestly does not enjoy marketing, building a customer base, interacting with prospective customers, assuming business risks, and so on, then a Freelance Photographer approach may suit you best. Of course, the ultimate rewards are more limited than they are for the Signature Brand Photographer.

But if you just like the “taking pictures” part of the job, then becoming a Freelance Photographer allows you a way to make a good income doing something you love.

As a Freelance Photographer, your tasks tend more toward the photography than the photographer. But you still must develop yourself as a photographer in ways that distinguish and enrich you personally. You may discover, for example, that you excel at outdoor photography in natural light. Or you may find that you have a gift for loosening people up and a knack for capturing poignant, unrehearsed moments. Because you recognize and play to these strengths, when jobs come up that require your particular personality and skill set, you become the “go to” person whom everyone calls.

The Signature Brand Photographer is different. You have a more complex set of requirements because you are selling a less intuitive product to the end user: yourself. Your brand is the person behind the photography. When someone hires a Signature Brand Photographer, it’s the person holding the camera they are hiring. To become a successful Signature Brand Photographer, you need to have a good objective sense of who you are, how to brand yourself, and the value you represent in the marketplace. Ideally, you are someone who is comfortable doing marketing work or at least working closely with marketing professionals. You should be someone who enjoys being in the foreground, who brings a
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