
Hiring a photographer?
See how they measure up!

THE 13 MOST REVEALING 

QUESTIONS TO ASK A 

PHOTOGRAPHER 



Hi.  I'm Jason.  I'm a portrait specialist working with professionals on the rise and you can 

find my work in some pretty nifty places.  

Communicates well 

Prepares you properly 

Puts you at ease and inspires trust  

Delivers quality work with great customer service. 

I wrote this guide because I see a lot of confusion and ambiguity in my own industry.  I want 

to remove some of the mystery surrounding photography and put more information in your 

hands; effectively leveling the playing field and empowering you to make confident, 

informed decisions.

With this guide I want you to be able to find a photographer who:



On one hand, it’s great that photography has become so accessible to everyone these 

days.  But there is no standard to judge a photog’s artistic ability and professional 

competence.  So when it's time to hire a real pro, it's best to be prepared with the right 

questions. 

Hiring a photographer is complicated.

The photographic industry itself is a tangled mess.   Most photographers are just stumbling 

around, over-complicating & under-communicating things; making it very hard to navigate 

when you're just trying to get stuff done.

There are basically 2 types of photographers. 

 

A. The ones who are masters at their craft and run a real business. 

The ones who know how they create consistent results because 

they put systems in place to run that business. 

 

B.  The ones who just rely on luck or magic to get an outcome.  The 

ones who cannot articulate how they do what they do and 

therefore, do not inspire trust or confidence.



A long time ago I would get nervous when potential clients would call and ask me questions about my work, my style, and my 

process.  I could feel the heat rising inside and I would start to get defensive.  You see, I didn’t really have the answers 

because I had never really considered the questions.   

 

When it's time to find a photographer, you’re going to ask all your friends and connections for recommendations, of course. 

And that's a great place to start.  But when it's time to reach out to photographers and discuss your needs, how do you 

separate the proverbial 'wheat from the chaff'? 

Problem:  Lots of photographers will hold up industry accreditation as some kind of proof of 

their ability or legitimacy.  But don’t be fooled… “accreditation” is just membership. 

Anybody with a couple hundred bucks can join and it literally means nothing.  So you really 

need some kind of tool to help you narrow the field and decide which photographer to work 

with. 

Problem:  Unfortunately, there is no price point that means anything either.  There 

are loads of really inexpensive photographers out there... and some of them are 

great at their craft.  They just may not be charging enough to run a smart, sustainable 

business.  And I know of some expensive photogs out there who are talentless hacks.

How can I find the right one for me?

How do you know if they understand you and your needs? 

How do you know they can make the kind of images you need/ want? 

How do you know it will be a good experience/ outcome, artistically and professionally?

And of course, how can you tell if a photographer is the right one for you? 

Problem:  Too many unknowns.



That’s why - after 10 years and many hundreds of clients - I’ve taken all the questions I have been asked (and the list of 

things I regularly tell people when they should have asked) and condensed them into a list for you to help decide if the 

photographer you’re considering is the right one for you. 

 

The result of these questions should be a very comfortable conversation that gives you the answers you need to make an 

informed decision 

These questions are most specifically written for interviewing portrait 

photographers for commercial/ business purposes since that is my 

specific area of expertise.  But a lot of the questions are entirely 

relevant for other photographic situations as well.  Just pick and 

choose the most useful ones to ask. 

 

Also, these questions are in no particular order.  Some of them will 

lead (quite naturally) to others on the list getting answered because 

many are related.  And because I want you to be entirely clear what 

you’re asking and why, I’ve gone into detail and explained a bit 

about each of them.  

 

I've also included a "red flag" in each to highlight less than ideal 

behaviour/ responses.

Get ahead of the curve with the right questions.



1 .  WHAT DO YOU ENJOY SHOOTING THE MOST?  AND WHY?   -OR- 

WHAT WOULD YOU SAY IS YOUR SPECIALTY? 

BONUS QUESTION - If the answer to the above specialty question is 

“Headshots” then there’s one more layer you need to ask.  Do you 

specialise in actors & models -or- corporate & business headshots?  They 

are quite different and knowing how to get a great outcome with one 

crowd does not mean it works for the other.  I’ve seen too many headshot 

specialists put their very best actor/ model stuff forward as the gold 

standard when it’s not the reality for most people. So make sure you get to 

see a very thorough gallery of just the corporate/ business folks and ignore 

the rest.  The other stuff may be beautiful work but it effectively means 

nothing (unless you yourself are gorgeous and super comfortable in front 

of the camera). 

If a photog most enjoys shooting ‘products’ or ‘food’ or ‘interiors’ and you’re looking 

for professional portraits, it’s quite possibly a mismatch.

One of the biggest problems in 'the industry' is that many photographers will do portraits for 

professionals as an “also” thing…  For example, they “also” do headshots.  It’s often seen as an easy 

money maker that requires little effort. Finding a specialist is one of the most important steps 

in choosing your photographer and it’s often not very easy to do.  

You’ll see most photographers offering a wide range of photographic services… 

 from products to pets, interiors to industrial and everything in between. Very few 

have truly niched to the point where you look at their work and know exactly what 

they do best.  If they have niched, it will be immediately apparent in their online 

portfolio.  So if it’s not totally obvious, it’s really worth asking.



2. CAN YOU TELL ME ABOUT YOUR METHOD OR PROCESS? 

This is your chance to get a look behind the curtain.  Any 

professional - no matter who - should have distilled their work into 

some semblance of a system.  This is especially important of 

photographers.  They should be able to articulate how they do 

what they do.  How do they get consistent, high-quality results for 

their customers? 

 

There’s no concrete answer to listen for and there’s no ‘right’ 

answer.  You want to know whether or not their work stems from a 

carefully considered, reliable system that informs their decisions 

and moves the whole session along with clarity and ease. 

 

If they can’t point you to a precise system he or she has developed 

over time, then at the very least they should be willing to dive in 

and explore the concept with you to the best of their ability. 

If someone tells you to just trust them - to just show up and let 

them work their magic - you’ve found someone who doesn’t know 

how they do what they do... and that’s not a good sign



3. DO YOU HAVE A LIST OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS? 

This is just as much a protection for the clients as it is for the 

photographer. Sometimes things don’t go 100% perfectly, so the T’s 

and C’s should clearly outline some of the most common problems 

that pop up from time to time. 

 

Deposits and payment terms, cancellations, postponements or 

rescheduling, weather considerations, satisfaction guarantee, 

license and usage rights, delivery timelines, etc.  If there are no T’c 

and C’s in place then there is nothing to fall back on if something 

goes awry. 

No T’s and C’s.  Defensiveness.  If 

anything goes wrong you’re likely 

to get burned.



4. CAN YOU TELL ME A BIT ABOUT HOW YOU SHOOT FOR USAGE/ 

FLEXIBILITY OF THE IMAGES. 

Making you look good is critical.  But understanding how you are going to use the images 

and creating them with maximum flexibility in mind is just as important (if not more so). 

This is really something they should ask you about. 

 But if you bring it up and you get some wishy- 

washy answer, then chances are they don’t even 

know what you mean. 

 

If that’s the case, then they probably have no 

idea how to build images on purpose for use in 

the real world.

You need to know that you’re going to be able to use the images in as many 

ways as possible.  This is all determined by the choice of lighting, location, etc. 

  

 

How you want to be able to use these images is the very first thing I need to 

know before we can move forward planning a shoot.  And this question should 

launch them straight into their Method or Process because it’s so 

fundamentally critical.



5. WHAT ARE YOUR VALUES AS A PHOTOGRAPHER? 

There is nothing more important to me than Integrity.  And from 

Integrity flows Honesty, Authenticity, Trust.  This is how I see the 

world and it’s a big part of why people come to me.  Even if this is 

something that photographer has never considered, he/ she 

should at least be willing to explore the concept in conversation 

with you. 

 

If however, you’re hiring a photographer for Products or Events or 

Interiors (to name a few), this kind of alignment may not be as 

important. 

Someone who doesn’t know themselves isn’t going to 

be able to understand you.  So if it’s portraiture you’re 

after, then it’s a very bad sign.   

 

After all, they are going to expect you to show yourself 

and be vulnerable and trusting to stand in front of their 

camera.

I understand that my thoughts, opinions, prejudices and overall worldview naturally tints every 

portrait I make.  I realised that I needed to be totally clear on my own values to make sure I’m always 

making the right image for the right person.



6. HOW DO YOU MAKE PEOPLE FEEL COMFORTABLE 

IN FRONT OF THE CAMERA? 

This should also be forefront in their Process or Method, but it’s a subset so important that 

it’s worth its own mention.  Personally, I rely on a handful of elements in every single 

session that help put the client at ease and move us forward smoothly, with confidence. 

 It’s a combination of the language I use, gear placement, expectation layering, instant 

feedback, and quick wins.  And I can go into as much detail of these elements as a client 

needs/ wants. 

When a photographer tells you that it’s all in your own preparation… 

that’s a huge red flag.  Ultimately, the photographer needs to take 

complete control and ownership in putting you at ease.  This starts here 

in the interview phase, being able to answer these questions - or at 

least being willing to dive in and explore them with you. 

 

“I do this all the time.” is also a huge red flag.  That has nothing to do 

with what they are going to do to make you feel safe.  

 

Another red flag is outlining their (supposedly impressive) client list, 

years in the biz, positive testimonials or anything else unrelated to you 

and your concerns.  Either they have a system to put you at ease or they 

rely on luck.  Bottom line.  And if it’s luck, then you’re going to struggle if 

you’re not already at ease in front of the camera.



7. HOW DO YOU DIRECT CLIENTS DURING THE SHOOT? 

Asking about their directing style is related to the question above, but I’ve 

seen a lot of photographers work (I used to assist loads of different 

photographers before my career really kicked off) and everyone has very 

different styles.  None of them are right or wrong.  It’s often just personal 

preference.  Some have a much gentler, quiet way about them… Others 

are high energy, keeping it playful and active…  Some are quite specific 

while others are less so. 

 

Again, this is more about figuring out if this photog has a system… a 

process.  Do they know how they create high-quality results consistently? 

Is there a process or are they winging it?  The answer to this question is 

also a very good indication if what you’re asking them to do is a true 

specialty for them or not. 

Vagueness or defensiveness.  Again, this isn’t about getting the right 

answer since everyone has different styles.  For example, many of the 

pros I assisted “back in the day” created hugely iconic campaigns.  They 

were top notch in the industry but really specialise in directing models or 

“talent” (as anyone who is hired for an ad campaign is called).  So their 

direction was spot on for folks accustomed to the job.  But I saw them 

struggle with “regular folks”.  So you might be looking at one of the most 

impressive websites you’ve ever seen, but if they don’t know how to direct 

you…



8. WHAT WOULD YOU SAY IS YOUR PHOTOGRAPHIC STYLE? 

This is a tricky question that can normally yield a vague response from most because it’s 

really hard for any photographer who has only been shooting a few years to nail down. 

 I’ve been at this game for over 10 and I’ve really only just figured out my own in the last 2 

years.  This is something that evolves over time and it seems like as soon as you figure it 

out, it changes or shifts again.  So don’t expect a concrete answer here. 

 

This is really about seeing how a person responds to a challenging question/ situation.  It’s 

a pressure thing.  You’re turning the thumb screws a little because you want to find out 

how they operate under pressure.  Because in photoshoots (as in life) things don’t always 

go according to plan… it’s almost never easy.  But knowing you’ve found a photog that 

works well under pressure is a very good sign. 

Telling you to go look at their website and see for yourself. 

 Getting offended or defensive.  Dismissing it or being 

unwilling to unpack and explore with you in conversation.



9. WHAT IS YOUR LIGHTING STYLE? 

There are really 2 main branches in the world of photographic lighting.  You’ll find many photographers who declare they are 

“Natural Light” photographers.  And then there are photographers who use their own lighting gear - “active lighting” shooters. 

Technically, one is not better than the other.  One way is not ‘right’ and the other ‘wrong’...  BUT. 

 

Yes, it’s a big BUT. 

 

There are pros and cons to both approaches.  Let me lay them out for you as best I can without being too terribly biased on this 

one since I feel very strongly about it. 

 

“Natural Light” photographers often believe this is a positive selling point.  They tend to hold it up as a point of pride and badge 

of honour.  And it truly can be… at times... for very good reasons.  There are loads of shooters out there who understand the 

intricacies and complexities of natural light and can bend it to their will in magical ways.  I’ve seen truly amazing work that you 

just couldn’t make any other way.  However, there is also a large portion of photogs that have been too lazy or cheap to invest in 

the right gear and learn how to use it well.  So they have no choice but to be ‘natural light’ shooters.  And that is extremely 

limiting.  So if the light isn’t right, you’re stuck with whatever it is... and that’s that. 

Then there are the folks who bring their own lighting gear… The “active lighting” people. 

The benefits here are overwhelming.  No matter where you are or what you find, you can 

have beautifully lit images that have significantly more visual impact… more ‘pop’.  The 

sky's the limit.  The range and diversity of styles and setups is almost limitless.  The 

problem is that understanding how to use this gear is hard.  And if done poorly it can be 

far worse than what you’d get from some crappy natural light situations.  



9. LIGHTING STYLE? (CONTINUED) 

So.  If you see many beautiful examples of exactly what you want in a photographer’s 

portfolio who declares his/ herself to be a ‘natural light only’ photographer, you may 

have found one of the good ones.  But I would want rock solid T’s and C’s laying out the 

contingency plans if the weather is crap or conditions are otherwise not up to scratch. 

 

To complicate matters more, there are styles within styles.  So for example, I rely heavily 

on my own lighting.  And my style is bold, bright and punchy.  You might hear lots of 

different adjectives and they are all valid.  As long as their description matches what 

you see in their portfolio, trust it. 

 

At the end of the day, if you are inspired by their work and have had an overwhelmingly 

positive experience with the rest of this conversation, then you can probably move 

forward quite confidently with your choice of photographer. 

 

***This lighting distinction really does not apply to apply to choosing kids/ family or 

engagement/ wedding photographers.  Those are some of the examples where natural 

is usually the best (and often the only) way to work.*** 

A photographer who can only use one system of light and 

defends that against all others.  Incongruency in their 

description vs. what you find in their portfolio.

Here comes the strongly opinionated, biased part.  I use both.  In my mind, this is the only way to be successful in the craft when 

working commercially.  I use whatever light is most appropriate for the situation - any light I have or find.  And if the power goes 

out… or the sun goes behind the clouds, it's all good.  Relying on one or the other exclusively is short-sighted and terribly limiting.  



10. CAN YOU SHOW ME EXAMPLES OF YOUR 'NATURAL LIGHT' WORK 

VS. YOUR 'STUDIO LIGHT' WORK? 

This, of course, relates directly to the previous question.  But you 

may not yet know what style you prefer.  So it really helps to see a 

very clear side by side comparison of the two.  There will be a 

distinct difference in the vibe of the 2 approaches to lighting.   

 

Asking to see general examples of their work is silly (and a little bit 

insulting) since almost everyone has an online portfolio and you 

should have seen their work before calling.  Otherwise, why would 

you even pick up the phone, right? 

 

However, asking to see very specific examples is entirely relevant 

and valuable. I regularly offer to send examples of my own work that 

relates to the project at hand, since my work tends to span many 

industries and demographics.   

If the photographer gets defensive it usually comes down to 2 

things.  Either they don’t have the example (and therefore the 

experience).  Or they believe themselves to be above having to 

prove themselves and their work.  



1 1 .  CAN YOU SHOW ME A FEW EXAMPLES OF PEOPLE LIKE ME? 

MY BODY TYPE/ AGE/ INDUSTRY/ ETC. 

A good business person will understand that they are in 

the customer service industry, no matter the product they 

sell.  Showing a prospective 60-something lady with 

twenty extra kilos another 60-something lady with extra 

weight is just good service. 

 

I know the client is already stressed enough with the whole 

notion of being photographed…  Seeing someone just like 

yourself is going to help inspire confidence and trust. 

Same as #10.



12.  CAN I SEE ANY LIVE EXAMPLES OF YOUR WORK ONLINE? 

This is a great follow up to the previous 2 questions.  

There is no better way to display work than sending 

links to live examples of it being used on websites, 

book covers, media kits, etc. 

 

Getting to see the end product in situ (especially in 

relevant industries, etc.) is pure gold.  But a lot of 

young or less-experienced photographers may not 

have this yet… and that’s ok.   

 

A genuine and honest “No, I don’t have that yet.” is a 

tough thing to admit when you’re just starting out. 

But true candour is a good sign of integrity.  So it’s 

not a deal breaker, but it sure is a bonus. 



13. CAN YOU EXPLAIN THE USUAL TIMELINE FOR YOUR SESSIONS? 

Pre-shoot is one of the most confusing and nerve-wracking parts of 

the process.  Is he/ she giving you the info you need to prepare? 

 

Then afterwards, the session might have been great and you made 

pure magic together…  But when the delivery side slips (which is 

common with solo operators - most photogs are) then it leads to an 

overall negative impression. 

 

Anyone who is truly running a business understands that deliverables 

are the key to a positive experience.  And after it goes wrong a few 

times a good photographer puts their ‘business person’ hat on and 

creates systems to avoid this unfortunate circumstance. 

 

A real pro understands the flow of work since it usually follows a very 

predictable pattern.  They will have prepared themselves for it and 

should be able to articulate a general timeline to you. 

Uncertainty or defensiveness. 

BONUS - You can download my timeline here. 

Download Timeline

Use it to compare what other photographers are telling you.

https://www.portraitstore.com.au/timeline
https://www.portraitstore.com.au/timeline
https://www.portraitstore.com.au/timeline


WHAT HAS THE PHOTOGRAPHER ASKED YOU? 

Chances are, if they didn’t ask you these questions, they won’t understand 

you and your specific needs enough to deliver a product that’s spot on. 

You could even get a batch of beautiful images… but if they aren’t right 

they’re no good to anyone.

What was it about Portrait Store or me and my work that has caught your eye? 

What are you excited about in your work/ biz right now? 

How will this make that better? 

Where do you need to use these images right now?  Website?  LinkedIn?  Media kit? 

Book cover? Industry magazine submission? 

Where do you hope to use them in the near future? 

Who are we communicating with?   

Who is your audience? 

What do they need to understand? 

Are you upholding long-standing traditions within your industry?  Or are you 

breaking down the walls? 

What would you most like to portray? 

If it’s a truly professional photographer, he/ she should have some questions for you too.  These are some of the 

questions I ask everyone that enquires with us.  Because just like you need to make sure it’s a good fit for you, I need 

to make sure it’s an equal fit from my end. 



CONCLUSION 

At the end of the day, a portrait session is two things. 

 

First, a portrait session itself is a Conversation between you and the photographer.  Think of the most captivating interviews 

you’ve ever seen or heard.  Portraiture is exactly that - in visual form.  And any photographer worth their salt should be more 

than happy to engage in an in-depth conversation about their craft and the various perspectives, concepts, and processes 

surrounding it.  If you’re interviewing a photographer and you’re having a positive, comfortable, open conversation then 

that’s a good sign. 

 

Second, it’s Communication.  The whole reason we make a portrait and put it out in the world is Communication.  I’m talking 

Micro and Macro here.   

 

‘Micro’ here means the communication related to generating an exceptional product/ experience/ outcome - pre-shoot, 

the session itself, and post-shoot.   

Then there’s the Marco communication with the wider world…  your audience.  A great 

photographer understands that this is not just about making a great picture.  It’s about 

creating a powerful, relevant and authentic communication tool that is just as valuable as 

every other piece of collateral or copy you spend so much time and money crafting.  It’s just 

that the message, in this case, is you.  And a photographer that realises and values the 

profound impact that’s possible is the one you probably want to go with. 

 

Unfortunately, there are also no ‘right’ answers to these questions.  At the end of the day, it’s 

going to be up to you to decipher whether or not your prospective photographer is the right 

fit.   

 

But this list should set you up for the best possible outcome.



www.portraitstore.com.au


