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I recently spent a day with a longtime mentor of mine, and something he said was a huge aha for me. I 

can't wait to share it with you so it can help your photography business too. 

 So the real question is, how are portrait photographers like us able to run a profitable business 

and still put our families first without selling digital files for cheap and working all the time? I'm Sarah 

Petty, your host of the Worth Every Penny Joycast, and I went from a stressed out overworked mama 

with three babies to being named one of America's most profitable photographers without working my 

kids' lives away. Each week I'll show you how to find and serve boutique portrait photography clients in 

a world where we compete with free, thanks to everyone having a digital camera in their pocket. Take 

the first step to adding more joy and profit to your life by downloading your free photography business 

tools at joyofmarketing.com/podcast. 

 Recently, I was able to spend a day with Dan Kennedy. If you don't know who Dan Kennedy is, 

he is amazing. He is a marketing thought leader. He's highly respected. He's written many, many books, 

and I got the opportunity to go to an event early, a day early, and there were about 800 of us out of 

thousands who got to spend the day with him. And it was super special to me because he was one of the 

very first marketers I had ever studied from when I started my business. He really is truly a grandfather 

of marketing. 

 He's an older man now, and this may be one of the last chances to hear him in person because 

he doesn't do this very often. It's interesting because, gosh, over 10 years ago, I had the opportunity to 

invest a day with him, and it was $18,000, literally $18,000 that I didn't have at the time. But I just knew 

that I needed the information that he had in his brain, in his marketing brain, on my business. 

 Looking back, it's one of the best investments that we have ever made at my company. Even 

though I truly believe that it is my personal responsibility and mission to make sure that I get a return on 

every investment I make when it comes to education, and that is on me, and so I really feel like all of the 

education I've invested in, even if I feel like it wasn't the right mentor for me, I got something out of it. It 

got me to where I am, and I'm super grateful for that. But definitely that $18,000 that I didn't have was 

really, really well spent because it changed everything with the trajectory of my business, and I'm just so 

grateful for him. 

 What's kind of funny is that he's this amazing marketer, but doesn't use the internet or phones. I 

don't even think he has a cell phone. So for us to get ahold of him, granted the internet was still kind of 

a baby, it might have been 2010 or '11, and we had to fax him. We had to get an introduction through 
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someone else, and then we had to communicate via fax. And he had an assistant in a different state who 

would print out his faxes, and then every day or once a week would overnight him, FedEx him a box of 

all of his faxes. 

 He would write on them. He would overnight it back to her, and she would fax it all out. And I 

think he still works this way even to this day, which I find so interesting. Because as a marketer, I would 

think, oh my gosh, he really wants to know what's happening on the internet and watching internet 

marketing and all of these fun things. In fact, my mentor, who is an internet marketer, the best internet 

marketer I think there is, and he has a company that runs backend software that all of us use. 

 And it's funny because he bought Dan Kennedy's company, so he's sitting on stage with his 

mentor who doesn't use the internet. We all had a good chuckle about that. We don't know why he 

doesn't really want to get on the internet and dig into everything, but he knows it's a distraction. And 

that's what I want to talk to you about today because this is what he talked about. And it was so 

fascinating because he talked about the systems that we set ourselves up with. 

 He said, "We either have a success system or a failure system." And I think what most people 

have set up for themselves is a failure system, which means no matter what you do and how hard you 

work and how much you want it, the way you have your life or your business, or whatever it is you're 

trying to accomplish, set up is for failure. 

 For example, say you want to write a book, but you go to Starbucks to do it, the loud, busy 

Starbucks where it's loud and there are little kids crying and people shuffling and hustling and bustling. 

It's so easy to be constantly distracted. And I'm sure someone somewhere has done it, but I know for me 

that if I am trying to do some heavy thinking in an area where there's lots of noise, it's not going to 

happen. Let's say you want to lose weight, but you keep all of those really tempting foods in your pantry 

that are easy to grab when your willpower runs low and you've got the 3:00 munchies. That's a failure 

system. 

 I was sharing this today with the leaders in my coaching program, and I was sharing about how 

when they come here, which my students come here twice a year and we have all these snacks and 

goodies, I make sure my team knows the snacks and goodies don't come out until right before the 

people get here. And then literally the last person to leave, I'm like, "Hey, you want some cookies?" Or I 

send them home with someone on the team for their kids or their husband to take to work, or whatever 

it is, because I know if I spend the week after coming down from such an amazing experience with our 
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Immersion and all I do is eat cookies and candy and snacks, I'm not going to have a productive week. It is 

not setting me up to succeed. 

 And Dan Kennedy called that a failure system, and I love it because we've got to think about 

setting ourselves up for success or failure. It's not about, is this the exact right thing, or is that the exact 

right thing? It's about, have I set myself up for success so that I have what I need to succeed? Whether 

it's the quiet to write my book or the healthy food to live a healthy life, to lose weight, or just to be 

focused all day, and let's bring that to our photography business. 

 You say you want to build a photography business, and I get it. I believe that you do. I really 

believe that you do. But are you setting aside time to work on your photography business, not just in 

your business, but work on it, to work on marketing, to work on relationship building? I see people who 

aren't setting up childcare. Now, if you don't have any time without your children to work on your 

business, it's a hobby. And that's okay, because if you're truly trying to go for a successful, profitable 

business that brings you steady income, it's a failure system. If you don't have any dedicated time to 

spend working on that business, you just take whatever comes to you. 

 Another failure system I see is people jumping into a studio before they have the revenue or 

steady client flow to support it. That's really dangerous to jump into that mortgage, that monthly 

commitment. A lot of people require a three-year commitment. Do the math on what that's going to 

cost you in not knowing how to make that money, and you're just draining it. You're just draining that 

money. I do this with my mentor. I'm in a 12-month coaching program, and this is what we offer to our 

students, a 12-month coaching program, because we know that things are going to happen in a year. 

You might need a small surgery, or you might have a parent who needs you to go take care of them. 

 And so what happens is people look away from their business, and a day turns into a week, and 

a week turns into a month and a month into a quarter and into a year, and then you're like, ah, I didn't 

have such a good year. Whereas if you set yourself up with a success system, like being in a program 

that's 12 months, when something in life happens that you have a plan and you have all of the things 

you need to get back into your business. It's a success system. 

 You'd never believe how many people go along in their business year after year, just guessing 

and telling themselves if they work hard enough, they're going to have success. That's not a success 

system, if they're not putting the people and the systems in their path that ensure that they're going to 

succeed. That's a success system. So one of the reasons I never worry about the air quote 
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“competition,” most of them have failure systems. They're giving digital files. They don't understand 

marketing because I see them doing cheap mini-sessions, giving it all away. That's how I've been in 

business 25 years, because it's not about what your competitors do. It's about what you do, because 

most of them have failure systems when we're building success systems. 

 Truly, I want you to ask yourself, is my business something I really want in my life, and is there 

something else that I need to maybe give up so that I can accomplish my goals? Or maybe I get a part-

time job to fund my education and my success system so I can put my energy where I want to put it, into 

a business that builds a life that I can do what I want when I want. I have freedom and flexibility and so 

many great things that can come into my life because of my business. But I have to make hard decisions 

so that I can invest in a success system and making sure that I am putting myself in a place to succeed. 

 Is this going to be easy? Because that sounds cool. Oh, I want a success system. Remember 

Buddy the Elf when he said, "Oh, I want a Christmas Gram." It's exciting, isn't it? I want a success system. 

But the thing is, you've got to prioritize it. Is it going to be easy? No. Might you have to make sacrifices in 

other areas of your life? Absolutely. But we all have the same 24 hours in the day. And when you're at 

the end of your life looking back on everything, I highly doubt you're going to say, "Gosh, I wish I would 

have worked so much harder for my whole life." You're going to say, "I'm so glad I had success systems 

that helped me get there faster so that I could live the most part of my life in such an amazing way." 

That's what you're going to say. 

 And listen, it's not, truly it is not whether you were born with some natural ability to be thin and 

happy and wealthy and whatever it is, fill in the blank. It's about prioritizing what that goal is in your life, 

so you put your resources there. Your two most valuable resources, your time and your money, I think 

your time is by far your most valuable because you can't replenish it. Money you can replenish, but 

putting time and money to prioritize having a success system. 

 So my message to you today is literally spend some time with yourself looking at, what are the 

goals that I've been telling myself I want to accomplish, and how can I put a success system in place 

instead of a failure system? Because likely what you have right now is a lot of guessing going on, and 

that is a failure system. I want you to have a success system. Keep going, my friend. I'm telling you, it is 

worth doing the work. It is worth having hard conversations with your spouse or partner about why this 

is important to you. It's worth doing the hard work so that your children and the people around you get 
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to see you doing hard things and prioritizing yourself and your life. And by you putting success systems 

into place, isn't that going to motivate everyone in your life to do the same? Yeah. 

 And then on the other side of that is extra money and time for vacations, walks in the park, self-

care like massages, and just time with your brain alone. What a gift that would be. It's all there for you, 

my friend. It's all in you prioritizing whatever success system you can find and investing in it. It's literally 

that simple. 

 Hey, photographer, it's Sarah again with a quick question for you. Do you ever wonder why 

some photographers make $300 a session and others make 3,000? I know I did. So I dug deep into 

what's going on, and I wrote a book for you called Worth Every Penny. You can get a free copy at 

joyofmarketing.com/freebook. Inside this book, you'll learn four ways to price your photography and 

why there's just one pricing strategy that attracts the best clients. What to do when you need clients 

and why paying for ads doesn't work and what to do instead that's way cheaper. The dos and don'ts of 

social media, what most photographers are doing wrong that lowers their profits, and what to do 

instead. I'm not sure there's a book on the planet that more photographers have read. 23,124 

photographers have it already, so I want you to have it too. Grab your copy of the hardcover book free 

here. Just pay a little for shipping and handling at joyofmarketing.com/freebook. 

 


