The Client
Acquisition Playbook

A systematic field manual for
commercial photographers to find,
pitch, and secure assignments.
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Clients are everywhere.

What's rare is a photographer who
pays attention. The moment you start
looking through a commercial lens,
your city becomes full of opportunity.

The First $1,000 Reality:

[t rarely comes from social
media, a portfolio website, or
waiting to be discovered. It
comes from one small business
that needed help and met the
right photographer at the right
time.
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You don’t need expensive
props, elaborate sets, or
dream brands. You need
images that look like they
belong in the marketplace.

Phase 1: The $500
Starter Portfolio

- Photograph things that
already exist in your life.

- Total budget cap: $500
(Most do it for $150-$300).

The Lighting Rule: One light. One reflector. Keep it clean, commercial,
and authentically your approach. Control first. Complexity later.
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The 10-Image Matrix

1 Grocery Advertising
(3 images | Cost: $40-$60)
Fresh bread, citrus, cheese. Hero dish

or ingredient still life. Attracts
restaurants & food brands.

3 Beverage
(2 images | Cost: $40-$80)
Craft beer, wine, coffee beans.

Bottle hero or poured drink.
Attracts breweries & wineries.

Everyday Product
(3 images | Cost: $50-$100)

Knives, coffee gear, skincare. Focus on
strong lighting and texture. Attracts
product & ecommerce brands.

Brand-Style Still Life
(2 images | Cost: $20-$60)
Conceptual storytelling (e.g., skincare

with natural elements). Shows you
understand brand narrative.

The Smart Trick: Ensure each image connects directly to a specific business category you plan to target.
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Phase 2: The 60-Minute
Client Hunt

A fast, practical exercise to prove
clients are everywhere.

Goal: Find at least 15 potential clients in
one hour and add them to your tracker.

Rule Set: No guessing. No theory.
e Just discovery.

Speed matters more
than perfection.




The Hunt Timeline

Minute 0-10

Minute 10-25

Minute 25-40

Minute 40-50

Minute 50-60

Google Maps Sweep
Search local
categories

(bakeries, boutique,
coffee roaster).

Add at least 5 leads.

Website Evaluation
Do they sell
something visual?
Are images average?
Add observations.

Instagram Sweep
Search local hashtags

(e.g., #phoenixmaker).

Look for poor
lighting/composition.
Add 5 more.

The Hidden Clients
Search “artisan” or
“small batch.” These
often have no strong
photography yet.
Add 3-5.

Pick the Top 3

Select the three
businesses you would
most like to
photograph to be your
first outreach targets.
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Phase 3: The Ugly Image Audit

A beautiful image rarely needs replacing. A bad image attached to a real
product is a potential assignment. Run the test:

Lighting Composition
o I[sitflat? e Random framing?
e Mixed color temperatures? e (luttered backgrounds?
e Harsh shadows? e Unbalanced?
Consistency Color
e Does every photo look different? e Color casts?
e Different styles every post? e Muted food?

e Metal that doesn't shine?

If you see two or more of these problems, you've found a photography opportunity.
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Forming the Outreach Hook

' Identify the Fix. Write the Resulting Hook
Observation.

Wh%t mould 0111e : _ Your pastries look
good photo solve? This b incredible, but the
Not a huge project. Dpéiiﬁg‘f;ﬂg S e = Dhotos online
Just one clear don’t quite show
improvement (e.g., how good they
Bakery -> hero shot actually are.
of signature pastry).

This is not criticism. It is professional observation.
You are offering help, not pitching photography.
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Phase 4: Curating the Dream 50

These must be logical photography users, not random businesses.
Target businesses that sell something visually.

/

[/
ChecKklist of Targets: The Golden Rule:

- Restaurants If better photos would obviously help

- Breweries ' them sell more, they go on the list.
- Product companies

- Small manufacturers
- Boutiques

- Coffee roasters

- Cosmetic brands

The Psychological Trick:

You aren't "trying to get clients.” You
are "working your Dream 50 list." It
removes the emotional drama.

(=) Hﬂ-telzrookLI"u"I



The Tracking System

Dream Business Gofitact Whatl Contact Portfolio  Next
50 Rank Name Noticed 1-3 Dates Gap Step
Needs
Desert Send
Photos Mar 3 / | metal
: gopﬁr Matk s are flat 10 /20 | product SAPIE
ookware L ¥ images

The Portiolio Gap Column.

Use this to ensure your personal portfolio shoots
align directly with what real local clients are missing.
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Phase 5: The Follow-Up Rhythm

Most photographers fail because they send one email, feel awkward, and
never follow up. Most replies happen on the 2nd, 3rd, or 8th contact.

1 [Introduction. Short email. Observation about their imagery.

‘ o= #;

2 Friendly follow-up.

3 The helpful suggestion. Offer to borrow a product and shoot a sample.

a - { -
' d | ; "-1. v [ I I -u- | f-.l. I_ |

4 Soft exit. Move them to a long-term quarterly follow-up list.
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The Outreach Scripts

Introduction:

[ was looking through the [Brand] site.
The products look fantastic — but I
noticed a lot of the photos don't really
show the texture. If you're looking to
refresh the visuals, I'd be happy to
show you a couple ideas.

Suggestion:

[ would love to add one of your
[products] to my portfolio. I would
borrow it, shoot it, and give you a shot
or two for your Instagram.

Follow-Up:

Just circling back. I had a couple ideas
for photographing your products that
might help them stand out online.

Soft Exit:

[ know you're busy — if photography
comes up later this year feel free to
reach out.

& NotebooklLM



The $1000 Starter Project

If they respond, do not pitch a huge job. Offer the starter assignment
in the S400-S800 range. Two small jobs = your first $1,000.

The Mistake ' The Strategy: The Starter Project

l

i

|

|
Pitching a massive, expensive full-scale Restaurant: 5 signature dishes for |
campaign. social media.

» Knife maker: 3 hero product images for
the website.

Bakery: A small set of seasonal pastry
images.

» Brewery: Bottle and pour images.

—
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Expanding the Relationship

The first job is rarely the big one. But once they see
the images, opportunities multiply (e.g., 5 signature
dishes turns into a full seasonal menu update; 3
product shots turns into a catalog). The first
assignment creates trust and proof.

==

The Speculative
Image Trick

Buy a local product (e.g., a hot
sauce bottle).

Shoot one great product photo.

Send the email: “I picked up one
of your bottles last week and did
a quick lighting test — thought
you might enjoy seeing it.”

[t almost always gets opened.
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The Golden Rule

4 Contacts a Day.

Not 30. Just four. In a month, you've contacted 80 businesses.
That’s how the first assignments appear.

Visit the business if it’s local. Not to sell. Just to observe, take
notes, buy something, and be human. When the email arrives
later, it's no longer a cold contact. Stick to the system.
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