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PREFACE


My initial response was to decline the invitation to write a book on producing stock photography. How could I write a volume that would provide everything you always wanted to know but were afraid to ask without bringing forward my own biases and prejudices? I assumed the vast majority of readers would be looking for a how to get wealthy type of tome, while my understanding of the industry suggests the opposite is closer to reality.


Speaking with several of my peers, I was reminded that I have forged a comfortable living doing what I love. For 30 years I have produced stock photography as a sole source of income. Being a stock photographer was not an occupation or vocation; this was a passion that supported a very enviable lifestyle of traveling the planet doing what I love to do—making photographs and getting well paid to do so.


It was also necessary to look inward and do some serious soul-searching. I worked in an era many refer to as “the glory years,” a time when monthly income was measured in tens of thousands of dollars per month. Anyone that had a good library of images also had a few in that collection that earned significant accrued royalties—into the hundreds of thousands of dollars per image—over years of licensing history.
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Wildlife portrait
An image of the common loon goes beyond a family portrait. It suggests any number of taglines that convey family, success and nourishment, as examples.





Potential taglines: Strength in family; Getting the job done; A winning combination; Making the commitment; Success in teamwork.
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Exploring the industry
Stock photography has typically been for the intrepid and itinerant. Whether on the road for extended periods of time or in the confines of a warm studio, the stock photographer is very much left to their own devices to learn the nuances of the industry.








Put in context, the average license fee was in the neighborhood of $450 per usage. We could reliably develop an annual revenue budget by factoring $15 per month for each image on file. A monthly sales statement would typically show several sales worth more than $1,000, and it was always fun to see which image might have been licensed for more than $5,000. My record individual sale was a trade exclusive one-year license worth $32,000.


The so-called glory days came to a crashing halt during the 2008 global financial crisis.


The economic meltdown continued well into 2012, with the stock photo industry going through a massive reorganization by way of takeovers, restructuring, and mergers. What evolved was a changed industry with license fees and photographer royalties having been completely redesigned. Gone were the days of stock photographers enjoying income brackets comparable to the best lawyers and doctors in the free world.


Would this be where my bias would reveal its ugly self? Would I become one of those writing of the good old days? In short, was I more afraid of becoming one of the grumpy old men dining on stewed prunes and longing for the past than of sharing accumulated knowledge?


Upon reflection, I also recognized there were topics that have not changed with time. These would be the topics I could bring forward and share with the reader in this book. Image style has changed, but without question, basic concepts have remained constant over time. The dollar value of the individual license may have decreased since 2008, but advertising copywriters still use the same buzzwords as they always have. Consequently, I discerned, this book would concentrate its efforts on how to make “working” photos. I would leave the task of maximizing the income potential of those images with the reader—most likely a far younger and much more cyber-savvy practitioner than myself.


One of the most difficult challenges the novice stock photographer must face is learning how to make a working picture. Regardless of one’s specialty, in order to create bestselling images one must learn to transcend their efforts from snapshots to well-executed images that have clarity and a timeless simplicity. This is where I hope to bring the experience of working in those socalled heydays to my modern contemporaries.


I see this work as a passing of the torch, if you will. I may reminisce on occasion, but I hope I have earned that right. I believe that the taglines and buzzwords that worked in the past will also work in the future. The definition of the buzzword success is the same regardless of decade or language. The contemporary stock photographer’s task is to interpret these buzzwords with a fresh perspective. If just one reader grasps and understands this concept, then I will consider this book to be a success.


That being said, I wish you every level of success. It is not as important to work hard than it is to work smart, for the smarter you work, the luckier you will become.
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Contemporary success
The female role in business was at one time primarily restricted to a secretarial or clerical support role. Thankfully this has changed, and the workplace continues to become more equal in terms of gender. As visual communicators, we must be tuned-in to the future: success is success regardless of era, the only thing that will change is how we visually portray that message.
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Conceptual success
More often than not, success in stock photography is achieved by making images that are suggestive of a theme rather than a literal interpretation.
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THE NEW BUSINESS: INTRODUCTION


The question often debated among seasoned stock photographers is whether the stock photographer still has the capacity to earn a livelihood from his or her craft. In a nutshell, it would appear that if old business models are utilized—by old, think pre-2008—the chances of success are quite minimal, at best.


The savvy and intrepid freelance stock photographers working today need to have solid, cutting-edge business practices coupled with a creative vision to foresee and execute what will be in demand in 18 months’ time, not what is in vogue today.


When smartphone apps first became available, the fashion was to shoot mobile images with a “sepia” app or filter. It was dead-simple to make a current-day photo look as if it were old, and this became a really popular trend. Next came cross-processing, then the grunge look, and a plethora of other effects made available with the adjustment of an app slider bar. As each new trend came along, the photographer who already had their material on file was best positioned to make sales. Meanwhile, the trend-following photographers were catching up. By the time they got their material produced and positioned in the marketplace, two things had happened: a new look had come into vogue and the market was now oversaturated with tens of thousands of similar images that were all made yesterday. Consequently, and unfortunately for the trend-following photographer, the return on the investment was insufficient to maintain a positive cash flow. To be successful, the stock photographer must be the trendsetter, not the follower.
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Seeing the light
Understanding and managing your business cannot be a shot in the dark. Climbing that hill of success will require a large dose of business cunning, determination, and a very clear vision.





Monitoring stock photo production over the past few decades suggests image shelf life has shrunk considerably with the availability of digital production and delivery. When I started shooting stock, a picture had an average lifespan of at least five years due to the time agencies required to produce and distribute those big lavish print catalogs. Today, material can be made and begin selling online within weeks of production—if not hours with iPhone upload portals—which means images can potentially start earning income much sooner than in the past. However, this fast-changing market also means photographs have a much shorter shelf life based on the fact that most image libraries’ search engines work on a waterfall approach. This means the last image in is usually the first image seen and subsequently pushes all the other images down toward the bottom of the image pool at the base of the waterfall. There is such an oversupply of images that only the very best photographs survive atop the waterfall and continue to make sales after just one year.


With an understanding that image style and trends will tend to adjust in as little as 18 months and, by default, images have an equally short shelf life, the photographer then has to recognize their material must not only produce sufficient cash flow to make the shoot a success, the image has to produce returns on that investment (ROI) quickly before it, too, gets buried among the masses. Herein lays the challenge.
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Time management
Most freelance photographers will say the least enjoyable part of being in business is managing the business. At least 50 percent of your time will not be spent working behind a camera, and some photographers suggest that the management takes up 80 percent of their time.
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Setting up for success
The challenge when shooting microstock is to quickly produce quality images extremely efficiently.








THE COST OF BEING IN BUSINESS


One of the most difficult components of putting together your business will be calculating how much revenue will be required quarterly and annually in order to stay in business. Obviously it is necessary to maintain positive cash flow. Only with this knowledge will you be able to know with certainty how to adjust your operating and maintenance (O&M) costs in order to manage your cash flow and remain solvent.


When looking to reduce your operating costs, the easiest item to remove from the “cost calculator” is “expected salary”—don’t do it. If the business does not pay the owner first, then why be in business? It is easy to move the salary expectation up or down as conditions dictate, but always pay yourself first. Beyond the practical reasons of paying yourself, there is also the mental consideration: If your personal income is seen as unimportant by paying yourself last, then what does that say about your actual value? Once you stop respecting yourself, you have lost respect for your business—and you are your business. By paying yourself first, you force yourself to work smarter; not necessarily harder, but smarter.


These calculations will also provide direction, such as whether it is more advantageous to shoot microstock or rights-managed stock, or some combination of all licensing models. Only by knowing that your annual costs will be $112,000 per year (as an arbitrary number) does it become possible to forecast what your revenue has to be per annum to meet your expenses ($560,000 based on a 20 percent royalty return). Think about this for a moment: these are realistic numbers and your revenue from licensing stock has to exceed more than half a million dollars annually just to meet your costs of being in business.
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The art of business
Only when the true cost of conducting business is understood does it become possible to have a clear picture of what your annual revenue must be in order to succeed. The art of photography is about making pictures; unfortunately making stock photographs is not about creating art.
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Supporting your business
Success can be a heavy burden. It is essential to pay yourself first. Should you opt not to, then why are you in business?
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Budgeting for success
The photographer will have to develop annual operating budgets, long-term capital investment budgets, and shooting budgets for week-by-week shooting projects. As a start-up photographer, do you know what your time is worth? It should be the most expensive item in the budget overall; time is, after all, your most valuable commodity.








Study the data you input into the calculator very closely. Is it possible to rent a condominium suite on a shoot-by-shoot basis instead of a monthly studio in the heart of downtown? Can you find a competent freelance hair and makeup artist as opposed to hiring both a hair stylist and a makeup artist? Perhaps you have a friend that understands wardrobe styling and how not to date an image with trendy clothing.


Should you have an array of equipment that is to be incorporated into your business, you will have to find out from an accountant what the depreciated value might be. This will be required for filing your year-end profit/loss statement, so it is best to have these numbers fresh from the start. The older your equipment is, the more money you should place in capital reserve from the onset. When your equipment becomes depreciated to zero value, you should have sufficient funds in capital reserve to replace it without requiring financing.


Many photographers today no longer own camera equipment. They recognize it is extremely expensive to purchase and maintain, and rarely is that equipment used more than 50 percent of the calendar year. Renting the necessary equipment for each shoot frees their overhead costs, and the rental fee is 100 percent deductible against revenue as a cost of doing business in that calendar year. You owe it to yourself to consider renting as it can save you money from a variety of angles.


All the little items that can be addressed before starting your business will assist you in making informed decisions with respect to how you manage your business toward a financially successful future. If the stock agency unilaterally controls the selling price of your licensed image, the only control the stock photographer has, as a business owner, is to find ways to produce images more efficiently. It is hard work to work smarter, but smarter you must—to not will be your demise.







CALCULATING THE COST OF BEING IN BUSINESS


ANNUAL COSTS






	Insurance

	$






	Office Expenses

	$






	Business Taxes

	$






	Business Licenses

	$






	Meals & Entertainment

	$






	Bank Interest Costs

	$






	Delivery/Postage

	$






	Legal Fees

	$






	Accounting Fees

	$






	Administration Fees

	$






	Equipment Costs

	$






	Rental Fees

	$






	Maintenance/Repairs

	$






	Capital Reserve

	$






	Vehicle Costs

	$






	Telephone/Internet

	$






	Support Staff

	$






	Other

	$






	Subtotal

	$






	Your Minimum Salary

	$






	Annual Expenses

	$







Simply divide the annual expenses by 12 to arrive at the net monthly revenue you must attain in order to maintain a positive cash flow. Add entries that are deemed necessary, delete those that are not.








WHICH AGENCY IS THE RIGHT AGENCY?


Following the 2008 economic crisis, takeovers, mergers, and acquisitions within the stock photo industry seemed to be a weekly occurrence. Keeping up with who owned what agency became incredibly challenging.





“It is vital for the photographer to really research each of the agencies and study the conditions of the contracts.”


More than a decade later, the realignment of agencies continues. In 2016, Corbis Images, one of the largest agencies in the world was sold to VCG of China. As part of the deal, Getty Images would distribute its once bitter rival’s collection outside of China. Veer, the successful Corbis microstock imprint, saw its collection embedded into the Getty-owned microstock agency iStock. There were other smaller moves within the industry, but without question the Corbis sale was the real blockbuster.


In April 2018, Blend Images announced it was closing shop. If they couldn’t find homes for their content, the files would be returned to the photographers by October 2018. This was a significant announcement on two fronts: Blend had one of the strongest “lifestyle” libraries available in the largest market of North America, and, it would appear, the shareholders weren’t even trying to sell the agency. Would this be an indication of the value of agencies going forward?


This recent history brings us back to the question: Which agency is the right agency?


If deciding to seek representation as opposed to acting as an independent stock photographer, you will also need to decide whether to seek exclusive or non-exclusive representation. In order to make those decisions, it is vital for the photographer to really research each of the agencies and study the conditions of the contracts. Beyond that, it’s critical to understand how payments are made and what the royalty return is in each situation. What is the photographer remuneration on subscription sales, and individual licenses? Very small differences in percentages can add up significantly over the course of time.
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Choosing licensing models
There are many, many dozens of agencies to seriously consider before signing a contract. Which of the microstock, royalty-free, or rights-managed licensing models is best suited for you and your content?
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Choosing representation
Even prior to signing with an agency you will have expended considerable resources in purchasing equipment and acquiring the skills to use those tools of the trade. Where and how will you receive the maximum return for your investment? Is it with a large agency where you will quite literally be a number and not a name, is it with a chic agency that represents leading-edge creatives and demands exclusive artist representation, or are you better off marketing your work independently in your home geographical region, thereby retaining the full reward for your efforts?





When are payments made, and is there a minimum payment schedule? This might not sound significant at first, but most agencies have a minimum payment threshold before they will remit royalties due to the photographer. Should a photographer be contributing to ten agencies that each pay annually only when a minimum of $100 is reached, and each agency owes the photographer $99, the photographer will have to wait another year to receive the $990 that is owed. Of course this is completely unacceptable to the photographer attempting to wisely manage their cashflow, so be completely aware of the agency payment schedule in advance of signing the contract.


Most importantly, what are the strengths of each agency in terms of its imagery and is that agency best positioned to place images in the optimum market? Currently there is one platform that is uniquely positioned above and beyond its competitors, and that is Adobe Stock. Since its introduction of Photoshop to the graphics and communication industries in 1990, Adobe Systems has advanced its now de facto software through numerous revisions, including the Creative Suite and Creative Cloud versions. It should only stand to reason that if the majority of the world’s visual communicators are using Adobe software, making quality image content readily accessible to import into a document with the click of a mouse would soon follow.
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Seek legal advice
Most photographers do not understand contracts and legal counsel should be sought to sift through the pile. More specifically, the counsellor should be familiar with photography contracts as you are seeking advice on what is not included in the contract more so than what is. Think of this exercise as risk mitigation and bear in mind that an ounce worth of prevention is worth more than a pound of cure.










TEN MICRO AGENCIES TO CONSIDER






	Adobe Stock

	 






	Alamy

	 






	Shutterstock

	 






	123RF

	 






	Can Stock Photo

	 






	Crestock

	 






	Dreamstime

	 






	iStock

	 






	Stocksy United

	 






	Pond5

	 










That occurred with Adobe’s acquisition of Fotolia Stock Images in 2014, and its subsequent introduction into Adobe’s Creative Suite in 2015. As a result, no other stock image provider has such direct access to Adobe’s massive client list of image users—the vast majority of whom are also the buyers of images—or direct entry into Adobe’s design software platforms.


It will be interesting to monitor how Adobe harnesses this strategic position, and how it will benefit the content provider.
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The reward of research
With due diligence and a lot of hard work, there is a sense of satisfaction in knowing you have made an informed decision. Stock photography is a business and should not be considered an exercise in personal vanity. You will want to sign with the right agency, not any agency.








TRADITIONAL STOCK


Traditional stock has historically been defined by the ability of the photographer to make a photo and resell it many times over, all the while controlling the usage rights being licensed. As a consequence of this hands-on control, the model became known as the rights-managed stock photo.


The business model of rights-managed stock evolved through the Hutton Group, Black Star, and Bettman Archive in the pre-WWII time period. Magnum, Associated Press, and a host of upstarts post-WWII continued to lay the foundation for the booming 1980s and 1990s.


As stock photography matured, advertising agencies realized it was often more economical to license a stock photo than it was to hire a photographer to shoot the desired image on an assignment basis. As a result, more and more photographers began shooting stock on a speculative basis and making images to meet the advertising agencies’ increasingly higher demands. Gone were the days of stock images being outtakes from commercial assignments or quick grab shots. By the 1980s, stock photography was a genre all to itself, with photographers often managing large-scale studios and production staff. Consequently, the technical quality of images increased to the point where the stock photo rivalled the best assignment photography. It was not long until advertising agencies demanded image exclusivity and this generated the incredible license fees stock photographers enjoyed, often far exceeding what could be realized by the assignment photographer. There are many, many cases of photographs being licensed for many tens of thousands of dollars. Some sales even reached into the five-zero category.
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Dramatic shifts
The sharp photographer must be familiar with trends. For several years dark images with dramatic contrast were in vogue. By the time I had finally made this image, designers were looking for high-key, light, and airy images. If the muse strikes, make the image without delay.





“Advertising agencies realized it was more economical to license a stock photo than it was to hire a photographer.”


The contributor/agency relationship, for most partnerships, was equal, with each receiving 50 percent of the gross license fee. Agencies required either an exclusivity contract with the photographer or, at minimum, an image exclusivity agreement. This was solely based on the understanding the agent had to have complete control in how that image was licensed and where it was being used.
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