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INTRODUCTION

BY SUSAN CARR

This new American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP) book is built on the belief that successful photography careers today are endlessly unique. Each image-maker needs to build a career that matches his or her talent to a market or multiple talents to varying markets. There is not just one way to do this or even ten ways. Our goal is to provide you with a pragmatic guide to understanding the new economy, a resource that teaches you how to find the business approach and compensation model that fit not only your needs but your desires as a creative person.

The book is organized in three parts: Part I titled Moving Out of an Era of Conflict, Part II, The Process of Building a Manageable Solution and Part III, Case Studies for the New Economy. The first five chapters that comprise Part I set the stage for understanding where the industry is today by discussing the disruptive changes of the last few decades. While this section deals largely with conflict such as the digital transition, the Internet economy’s impact on our traditional clients, and the continued evolution of technology and copyright, by understanding these complex and intertwined industry issues you will be prepared to move forward in a personally productive fashion.

Part II functions as your essential guide to building a unique career that fits your skills, talents, and the markets you want to pursue. Complete with strategic exercises and marketing and sales techniques, this second section of the book uses a very personal approach allowing you to find your career direction or redirection as the case may be.

Part III offers over thirty concise interviews with working professional photographers representing a broad range of specialties, years in the business, and business models. The interviews are categorized according to the main area of adaptation the particular professional has utilized.
Each case study represents both the commonality of characteristics to success and the uniqueness of each professional’s business.

We have assembled a talented group of industry experts to concisely yet comprehensively cover this wide range of issues: Blake Discher, Judy Herrmann, Richard Dale Kelly, Tom Kennedy, Peter Krogh, Barry Schwartz and Colleen Wainwright. Each contributor not only authored one or more chapters of this book, but he or she is also providing valuable supplemental materials related to their specific topic. Quick Response (QR) codes and URLs are available at the end of the chapters in part I and II leading you to this additional information. We have intentionally set up this online assistance knowing that changes in the form of challenges and opportunities are forever entering our field. Additionally, the book contains charts to graphically call out specifically relevant research.

ASMP has a long history of producing relevant information and advocacy for photographers and this book is no exception. It comes at a time in our industry and organization’s history that demands a reevaluation of the way we do business. As usual, the working independent photographer has a steep hill to climb for success, only this time the rules of the road have dramatically changed. Our goal for this book and its companion resources is sustainable success for you.




GLOSSARY OF TERMS

The new Internet economy and changes specific to the visual imaging industry both yield new terminology. While this list in no way attempts to be comprehensive, it does facilitate a better understanding to put the readers and contributors on the same page with the most commonly used language.

Collaboration

The act of working with others in the production of a creative product. By utilizing the expertise of a variety of creative professionals, a complex visual communications piece can usually have a higher level of quality than one developed by a single individual.

Convergence

In the broadest use, convergence is the blurring of roles in the visual communications industry. Various roles can be played by a variety of people. Who does what is no longer clearly defined. Examples include the process of still and motion photography being created by the same tools and creators, as well as the ability for individuals to distribute their own work via the Internet rather than solicit a publisher to do so.

Media

The act of publishing information via words and visual forms of communication.

Motion

Another way to describe working in the video medium.

New Economy

The economy in the Internet age. The Internet is the great economic leveler. Large branding and marketing budgets no longer rule in a world where the customer is in control. The Internet allows the buyer infinite choices of an infinite number of products and services.

New Media

The publishing of information via the Internet. New media is often specifically used to describe new forms of communication such as multimedia, video, and interactive commentary. These formats were previously unavailable in the traditional print or television publishing world.

Photography

The craft of producing imagery, still or moving, through the lens based capturing of light.

Producer

The person in charge of every facet of a video production, from the general concept of the project through the finances and scheduling of how things get done. For smaller projects, the producer and the director are effectively one person who has a vision for how the end product looks and what it’s going to say to the audience. The producer is usually the owner of the copyright to the finished piece of work.

Rich Media

The art of visual communications that utilizes multiple mediums to create a new product, such as a slide show of still imagery with audio included, creating a single video piece.

Social Media

The practice of engaging in online interactive communities such as blogs, Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter.

Video

The specific art of producing moving imagery. Also referred to as working in “motion” rather than “still” photography.


CONTRIBUTORS



SUSAN CARR

[image: Image]

Photograph © Shawn G. Henry

Susan Carr is a Chicago-based photographer. Her photographs are included in corporate and private collections, most notably the Pfizer Corporation and the Museum of Contemporary Photography.

A past president of the American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), Susan has long been dedicated to the advocacy and education of fellow photographers. Susan organizes and manages the highly successful ASMP Strictly Business conferences and currently serves as Education Director at ASMP. Susan is the editor of the latest ASMP Professional Business Practices in Photography (2008) and author of her own book, The Art and Business of Photography, released in February 2011, both published by Allworth Press, an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing.



BLAKE DISCHER

[image: Image]

Photograph © 2011 Mary DuPrie

Detroit photographer, SEO expert, and educator Blake J. Discher specializes in people photography used in brochures and annual reports for major companies throughout the world. His clients include General Motors, Chrysler, Ally Bank, and Oracle. Blake also consults for small businesses on search engine optimization. He shares his knowledge with students and other photographers through his involvement with the American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), most recently as an educator in ASMP’s successful Strictly Business series of conferences. Blake currently serves as secretary on the National Board of Directors of ASMP. A professional photographer for twenty-five years, he shares his home with his wife and eight-year-old son. When not working, he’s usually tinkering with one of his British-made, vintage Triumph automobiles.



JUDY HERRMANN

[image: Image]

Photograph © 2012 Herrmann + Starke

Judy Herrmann of Herrmann + Starke, www.HSstudio.com, creates distinctive imagery for advertising, editorial and corporate clients. Her work has won recognition from Graphis, Communication Arts, Lurzer’s Archive and numerous award annuals. A past ASMP national president, Olympus Visionary, and recipient of the United Nations’ IPC Leadership Award, she was recently named one of Rangefinder Magazine’s “11 Photographers You Should Know.”

Since 1995, her energetic and inspiring seminars on digital photography and smart business practices have helped thousands of photographers compete more effectively. Through one-on-one consultations and her blog, 2goodthings.com, she helps people grow creatively satisfying and financially rewarding businesses.



RICHARD KELLY

[image: Image]

Photograph © 2010 Shawn G. Henry

Richard Dale Kelly is a Pittsburgh-based photographer, producer and consultant at Indigo Factory Inc. Kelly received the 2011 United Nations’ International Photographic Council’s Leadership Award and in 2009 a fellowship from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts. Currently he is Associate Professor of Photography at the Pittsburgh Filmmakers and a Program Associate at the Silver Eye Center for Photography. From 2003–2007 Richard was the Director of Photography for WQED Multimedia. A past president of the American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), Kelly is currently serving as a director.

Beginning his career in New York City in 1988, he continues to focus his lens on documentary projects of creative and innovative subjects; his “Light + Words,” portraits of Pittsburgh Writers was exhibited at the Carnegie Library in 2008. Kelly and nine other photographers exhibited “Picturing the City—Documenting Downtown Pittsburgh, 2007–2010” at the Carnegie Museum of Art from October 2011–March 2012.



TOM KENNEDY

[image: Image]

Photograph © Stanley Leary

Tom Kennedy is an internationally known visual journalist with extensive print and online experience, including positions as Managing Editor for Multimedia at washingtonpost.com and Director of Photography at the National Geographic Society. He has created, directed, and edited visual journalism projects that have earned Pulitzer Prizes, as well as EMMY, Peabody, and Edward R. Murrow awards.

Kennedy is currently the Managing Editor/Digital News for the PBS NewsHour after a two-year teaching appointment as the Alexia Chair Professor of Documentary Photography in the S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications at Syracuse University.

Kennedy has been a featured speaker at some of the most prestigious journalism conferences and media workshops around the world, while also consulting to various academic institutions and media companies on topics ranging from media management to multimedia storytelling. In 2011, he was the keynote speaker at ASMP’s Strictly Business 3 conference.



PETER KROGH

[image: Image]

Photograph © 2010 Kelly Castro

Peter Krogh has been a photographer for nearly thirty years, working for publications, agencies, corporations and NGOs worldwide. He loves to tell stories with words, still photos and motion imagery. He served on ASMP’s national Board of Directors for six years, and founded its Digital Standards and Practices Committee.

A widely recognized industry thought leader, Peter is the Director of the dpBestflow.org project, and the author of The DAM Book, Digital Asset Management for Photographers (O’Reilly, 2009), the best-selling book on digital photo management. He has created instructional material for the Library of Congress, World Press Photo, Microsoft and Adobe, to name a few. He spends much of his time spreading the gospel of good image management and effective workflow worldwide.



BARRY SCHWARTZ

[image: Image]

Photograph © 2012 Barry Schwartz

Barry Schwartz is a photographer, writer, and occasional designer in Los Angeles. His photography specialties are architecture, interiors, portraits, and documentary work. Making photos of people working is a particular interest, coming out of a background that includes construction and graphics and architectural design. His writing includes journalism, blogs, and copy.

He teaches workshops for photography students, emerging professionals, and advanced amateurs on Digital Workflow and Basic Business Practices. At one time, he had a three-octave range (tenor-baritone), but it’s all phrasing now. He freely gives into long-term obsessions with design, good writing, science, music, and trying to figure out what is going on in the mind of his Wheaten Terrier.

www.barryschwartzphotography.com



COLLEEN WAINWRIGHT

[image: Image]

Photograph © Josh Rosh Creative

Colleen Wainwright is a writer-speaker-layabout who started calling herself “the communicatrix” when she hit three hyphens. She spent ten years as a copywriter crafting TV commercials for brands like Wheaties,® Gatorade® and Jell-O,® and another ten acting in them for cash money. Since deciding she’d blow her brains out if she had to sit through one more meeting about which way the bears danced around the cereal box, Colleen has spent her time helping fellow creatives learn to talk about themselves in a way that wins them attention, work, and satisfaction. In 2011, Colleen used herself as a guinea pig for her theories on social media marketing, raising over $100,000 in fifty days for a nonprofit benefitting high-school girls. Eventually, she will learn to take a decent photograph.


PART
I

MOVING
OUT
OF
AN
ERA
OF
CONFLICT


[image: Image]

CHAPTER 1

WHERE
ARE
THE
CLIENTS?

BY SUSAN CARR

It is thrilling to create something and to have the passion to create as your driving force is even more amazing, but for those of us who want a career creating images, some kind of income is critical to the equation. The money and time to do the work has to come from somewhere. So, who are the clients in this new economy?

First, let’s put this conversation in perspective by looking at the recent history of the professional photography industry. For those of you who are new to this field, it is necessary to understand our not so distant past to appropriately navigate the current landscape. If you have worked in this industry for a while, a clearer understanding of the last two decades will hopefully help you accept and adapt to the changed business landscape. I hear many photographers say, “What happened here? Where did the clients go?” Well, a sort of perfect storm is what happened and things are still shaking out. The impact of the World Wide Web and technologies developed to use it cannot be emphasized enough. The ease and low cost of distributing information that the Internet provides has affected every industry, and photography is no exception.

The expansion of stock photography businesses, which license existing art for much less than the cost to produce custom work, hit every assignment photographer hard. Corbis Corporation was founded in 1989 and Getty Images in 1995. Both companies actively bought up many small stock agencies and image collections, consolidating the stock photography business and driving prices downward in the process. By 1996, I no longer produced any images for clients unless they were people, product, or place specific. From that time forward, if the client’s needs are generic, they purchase the much less expensive commodity option that stock photography offers. In addition to the explosion of cheap, available stock photographs, the era of corporate consolidations worldwide was having an effect. Fewer companies meant fewer marketing departments and fewer advertisers. Simultaneously with all this, the industry moved from film to digital imaging and photographers had to face a huge technology hurdle. The transition is now complete and the industry standard is digital image delivery, but the cost to our distinctiveness as professionals is high and the list of collateral damage is long; gone is the need to gel lights for color accuracy, in some cases gone is the need to even use a supplemental light at all, gone is the need to get the exposure perfect on set, gone is the need to avoid retouching by carefully orchestrating all elements of the photograph, gone is the business of making prints for clients, gone is the high financial bar to enter the field, and the list goes on. Many of the services we relied on to sell our clients on the cost of professional photography are no longer services they want or need. While cheap stock photography, business consolidation, and the digital revolution had many assignment photographers struggling to maintain good profit margins, the real game changer was rolling down the tracks and most of us had no idea it was coming.

While attending Photo Plus Expo 2004 in New York City, I had the good fortune of attending a lecture by marketing expert Seth Godin. His topic was his newly published book Free Prize Inside. Godin’s presentation illustrated the new explosion of consumer choice through images of his local grocery store; a view of the cheese counter graphically communicated how difficult it is for a product to stand out in our new world of many options. In Free Prize Inside, Godin describes clearly how traditional marketing and advertising no longer work. “There are plenty of products that used to be right there in the middle of our radar screen.” This is the world I grew up in, where decent products wrapped in nicely designed packaging were promoted to us in carefully crafted and clever advertising. Most of us can still sing jingles from this era (plop, plop, fizz, fizz…) and still use brand names to describe products (Kleenex when we mean tissue). There was nothing extraordinarily special about these products, we purchased these products because given minimal options we picked the one that had name recognition. The advertising these businesses engaged in built brand name identity and purchasing these products felt like the safe, even the best, choice. Godin continues, “Every time the brand marketers spent $100 on advertising and other forms of interruption, they made $200 in profit. …They were able to charge non-commodity prices because they’d created a brand. Today, twenty years later, it’s easy for a marketer to get nostalgic about this. One product after another is fading away, for a simple reason: The ads can’t pay for themselves anymore… In an era of too much noise and too much clutter and too many choices and too many channels and too much spam, you can’t make a good living by interrupting people over and over.”1

A lightbulb went off for me. The downward pressure on my pricing and requests for all rights to my images was not being primarily driven by stock photography or the shift to digital imaging over film as I frequently complained, but rather by the simple fact that the old ways of marketing that my clients relied on to increase their profits were no longer working. The investments they were making in photography, graphic design, advertising agencies, printing, and paid media space were now an expense that had no guaranteed return. The economic model I built my entire business on was falling apart.

When advertising campaigns could virtually promise a certain return on each dollar invested, photographers had the leverage to license per use. Run another ad, the client is going to make more money and the photographer, whose work is illustrating the ad, gets a piece of that pie. Advertising agencies could sell this practical approach to clients because everyone in the chain of production was making a profit. When the consistency of the returns on advertising investments started to waver, the old way of licensing photography was drawn into question.

I have a vague memory of Amazon’s decision to stop advertising and offer free shipping instead, but I had no idea that the result would impact my business beyond the obvious selfish benefit of buying books cheaper and getting free delivery. Godin describes what happened:

A year ago, Amazon.com announced that they were going to stop advertising altogether. No more TV. No more magazine ads. Instead, the company decided to put the money it was spending on ads into free shipping instead. Marketers were aghast. The idea of investing your ad dollars into actually making the product better was heresy. Pundits once again proclaimed the death of Amazon. After twelve months, the results were in. Sales for the year were up 37 percent. International growth was an astonishing 81 percent.2

Amazon took this move in 2003. They strategically stopped using the traditional system of advertising and decided to put those resources toward making their service better and other businesses soon followed. Think about your clients; while their reduction in marketing dollars may be more reactionary than strategic, they likely have and continue to steadily reduce their budgets on things like professional photography. The ripple effect on small and large businesses is huge. Think about this the next time you pass an unused billboard, look at the lack of extravagance in a current annual report, notice the shrinking size of your favorite magazine, or the demise of your local newspaper, printer, or ad agency. The evidence is everywhere telling us that we have to throw out all we thought to be true about how to make money as a creative producer because the users of our “product” have changed how they communicate to their customers. And, to further complicate things, the number of people using nonprofessional photography to sell something explodes, like eBay and Craigslist. The growth of personal choice made possible by the new ease of information distribution via the Internet is crashing down on both our traditional clients and us. Average products in slick packaging no longer works for anyone. There are simply too many readily available choices. If something isn’t exactly what you want, whether it is the music you listen to, the shampoo you buy, where you grocery shop, or the photographer you hire, there are many other options at your fingertips.

Chris Anderson, editor-in-chief of Wired magazine, published The Long Tail in 2006 and defined how technology was changing the way business gets done.

The theory of the Long Tail can be boiled down to this: Our culture and economy are increasingly shifting away from a focus on a relatively small number of hits (mainstream products and markets) at the head of the demand curve, and moving toward a huge number of niches in the tail. In an era without the constraints of physical shelf space and other bottlenecks of distribution, narrowly targeted goods and services can be as economically attractive as mainstream fare.3

The irony of the long tail Anderson defines is that this phenomenon both undercuts the traditional markets for professional photography and presents photographers with more affordable ways to reach new clients and markets. The New York Times on March 29, 2010, reported that ad pages in magazines declined by 41 percent from 2001 to 2009 and in 2009 alone, 428 magazines closed.4 This advertising demise hurt printed magazines, so they cut down on editorial content to save costs. That translates to lower budgets and fewer photographers being hired to cover stories. Classified ads are no longer a large profit center for newspapers and paid subscriptions are diminished by free online access and many other news options, so staff photojournalists are losing jobs in droves. Advertising agencies no longer generate high profits from commissions on securing paid media advertising space and are pressured to account for every penny spent on services like photography. The big budget campaigns of recent decades are gone.

On the flip side, photographers no longer need to pay for expensive source book ads to get their work in front of clients. Direct mail is expensive, but email promotions are not. Websites can be updated and tailored for specific markets with ease and little expense. Social media sites can be used to build a brand and find new contacts. It takes time, energy, and persistence, but it doesn’t take a large financial investment. The photographer who previously was held back by a lack of resources can now find marketing opportunities like never before. The ease and low cost of publishing online, however, democratizes the showcasing of images. These new tools are readily available to all, not just the professional.

The professional photographer has always battled the fact that their chosen vocation is an avocation for many others. In 1946, Chris Abel articulated this in his book Professional Photography For Profit:

Are you sold on photography? It would not be necessary to ask this question or to devote a full chapter to its discussion were it not for the mistaken impression held by many people that photography is a very easy method of making a living. This misapprehension is fostered by the simplicity with which almost anyone who owns a box camera can occasionally produce a good landscape or interior, or even an excellent portrait likeness… it is important for you to bear in mind that your competitors will not only be your brother photographers in your own and nearby communities, but the amateurs as well.5

The presence of the amateur in the professional marketplace is not new, but an increased amateur access to our clients is. In 2008, Getty Images (licensor of photography) and Flickr (photo sharing community) signed an exclusive partnership. This collaboration directly and deliberately connects the photo-enthusiasts with commercial buyers by establishing a Flickr branded collection in the online image licensing machine of Getty Images.6 A smart move for both businesses offering buyers more choice and offering a little “extra” cash to the hobbyist who originally created the images with no monetary objective. After a little over a year this stock photography offering contained 100,000 images. Based on the success of this vetted Flickr collection on Getty Images, the two companies expanded their business venture with “Request to License,” an option for all members of Flickr. Any Flickr participant can mark their images as available to license; if a potential customer clicks on the licensing link, they are connected with a Getty sales representative who in turn contacts the photographer with details on the potential sale. These new Flickr features mean this Yahoo-owned sharing service is now clearly participating in the commerce side of photography. The blurring of the line between the amateur and the professional continues, signaling the need to drop preconceived notions of what we do and who we do business with.

Chris Anderson’s controversial book, Free, created quite a buzz in the professional photographic community when it was released in 2009. The gut reaction by many photographers was negative, surmising that Anderson was pitting free against paid to the detriment of the professional in any field. Anderson actually does a masterful job of outlining a history of how businesses have used the “free economy” to build products and services people will pay for. Anderson writes,

The way to compete with Free is to move past the abundance to find the adjacent scarcity. If software is free, sell support. If phone calls are free, sell distant labor and talent that can be reached by those free calls (the Indian outsourcing model in a nutshell). If your skills are being turned into a commodity that can be done by software (hello, travel agents, stockbrokers and realtors), then move upstream to more complicated problems that still require the human touch. Not only can you compete with Free in that instance, but the people who need these custom solutions are often the ones most willing to pay highly for them.7

Like it or not, the photographs licensed every day and, in many cases, even the service of photography are now commodities. Generic photographic subject matter will no longer produce substantial financial rewards nor will it be possible to build a career taking corporate headshots. I return to Godin who always seems to concisely hit the nail on the head: “Your organization is based on exploiting scarcity. Create and sell something scarce and you can earn a profit. But when scarce things become common, and common things become scarce, you need to alter what you do all day.”8 Godin further offers that spare time, trust, and attention are things that used to be abundant and are now scarce. Remember these when formulating your business strategy; potential clients do not have extra time, do have trouble giving things attention, and are skeptical as a default. Turn those challenges into assets by saving clients time, being easy to do business with, and building trust through quality and professionalism. Photographs in general are definitely not scarce. We cannot compete on price when seemingly endless images are available for free or nearly free. We cannot compete with mediocre imagery when there are loads of one-click options for obtaining mediocre photographs. Photographers must define what they can bring to the table that is rare and that brings us back to creativity. A specific vision, style, or point of view directed toward a particular passion or interest is our one true unique offering. As a photographer, you need to develop a vision in your imagery, but that same creative thinking needs to be applied to how you run your business. Make it a package, so that all components speak to the same core message of genuine quality and value.

Once you clarify your uniqueness, you need to define your target audience, but consider the changes discussed here and think differently. If you are interested in editorial work, consider becoming your own publisher. Figure out how to leverage new technologies to affordably tell the stories you want told. If your goal is helping businesses refine their communications, consider targeting a specific industry, preferably one you believe in. Educate yourself on their business idiosyncrasies and offer solutions specific to their needs. If wedding photography is your passion, pick a target demographic and focus your business strategy on the unique desires of this group. If your business focus is working in your local community, get involved in that community. Find out what the economic concerns are and build a business that directly addresses those issues.

Photographer, educator, and business consultant Judy Herrmann posted the following on the ASMP Strictly Business Blog:

How many clients do you need? No, really— 1,000? 500? 50? 10? If you’re like me, the number’s a lot closer to the right than the left. In fact, what I really need, what I really want is a core group of repeat clients who I like and respect and who like and respect my work.

If you’re dying to be EVERYBODY’s photographer, read no further. But if you, like me, are looking to build relationships with like-minded people with whom you can produce creatively satisfying work then I’ve got a crazy idea for you. What if we stop scattering seeds to the wind in the hopes they’ll land on fertile ground? What if we stop the mass mailings and emailers and broadcast marketing blasts that go to faceless, anonymous people who are already receiving thousands of these things from a multitude of faceless, anonymous photographers?

What if we take the time to find those individuals whose aesthetics and visual communications needs really resonate with what we love to do. What if we took that common ground, mixed it with a little creativity, ingenuity and goodold fashioned chutzpah and used it to build relationships with those individuals instead of marketing to them?

Maybe, just maybe, we’d actually get what we want.9

The reality is that most independent working photographers only need a handful of customers to make a good living. What we need are loyal clients who value our unique product and compensate us fairly for it. Everyone does not have to think you or your work is extraordinary (and everyone won’t). The goal is to find the good matches and nurture them with good work and exemplary service. This is the beauty of the Long Tail; we now all have access to inexpensive distribution channels for our images and our message and it is simply up to each of us to exploit these new opportunities to find our specific niche market.

This chapter excerpted from The Art and Business of Photography, by Susan Carr, Allworth Press, 2011.
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For supplemental information and resources on this chapter go to www.asmp.org /carr1 or scan this QR code with your smartphone.
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CHAPTER 2

VISUAL
COMMUNICATIONS
IN
THE NEW
ECONOMY

BY TOM KENNEDY



WHERE ARE WE AND HOW DID WE GET HERE?

In 1988, both the National Geographic Society and Eastman-Kodak celebrated significant anniversaries. As director of photography at National Geographic, I had the opportunity to join in these milestone celebrations in both companies. The National Geographic Society was at its absolute height with 11.5 million members, celebrating its centennial year with a traveling photo exhibition entitled “Odyssey: The Art of Photography at National Geographic.” At the same time, Kodak was celebrating the 100th anniversary of its introduction of the snapshot camera that made photography accessible to the masses. Throughout the twentieth century, both organizations had shared a strong relationship and successes in promoting photography as an art form and means of understanding the world. Both were riding high in terms of company performance, profits, and the support of a loyal audience for their products. The future seemed assured and there would be no need to do anything more than continue business as usual.

In that same year, I traveled to the MIT Media Lab on a research trip. While there, host Walter Bender showed their work on high-definition television among other things. I was dazzled by the image quality and understood quickly that the image capture might soon be sufficient to enable still photographs to be pulled from their cameras. It was clear that powerful developments were unfolding in the labs that might impact the future of image technology.

It is hard to describe my feelings upon returning to Washington, DC, from that trip. I felt that I had glimpsed a future that might be very different from the current reality and yet it was very hard to know how we could transform ourselves to take advantage of what was coming. I returned to the world of Kodachrome and film editing and the impressions of the trip faded into the background of business as usual.

Five years later in 1993, a unique opportunity beckoned when my National Geographic colleague Bob Madden and I were invited to come to New York and participate in a grand experiment playing out in the basement of the Time-Life Building in Manhattan. Under the auspices of Time-Warner, we were going to work with colleagues from across the magazine industry to create the first print magazine and CD-ROM to be executed entirely with digital tools. It was an intense, exhausting week, filled with challenges. But in the end, we succeeded in creating a print version of the magazine dubbed Open, and a CD-ROM entitled “Open Wider.”

That same year, the National Center for Supercomputing Applications (NCSA) at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign released the first web browser that could display graphical elements, thus opening up the ability to show images as part of what was being presented on the World Wide Web. The Internet was emerging as a content distribution platform and few in mainstream media understood fully its fast paced and direct implications.

As I looked at these developments, I saw in a whole new light the impact of the digital tools we had just worked with in New York. It became immediately clear this new technology could create a communications landscape that would level the playing field between the individual professional and corporate media giants. An audience could be gathered and connected via electronic means, and the time frame within which media could be created and distributed could be vastly sped up. I stood on the cusp of leaping from a secure position in the known landscape of print media into something brand new that was being birthed all around me. That creative challenge was a siren song, too tempting not to heed. So in 1998, I joyfully made the leap into the world of digital publishing.

Fast-forward to 2012, and the full blessings and challenges of working in a digital age are with us. While at first blush this may seem a scary time to be a professional visual communicator, technology is also blessing us with great gifts that allow us to publish and distribute content with ease unimaginable just twenty-five years ago. We have the chance literally to reinvent ourselves and our businesses at a time when visual communication is a language needed by all companies, organizations, and even governments to reach target audiences. Rather than bemoan a lost golden age, as professional visual communicators we need to find a way forward that takes advantage of the opportunities at our doorstep.

Today, our new media landscape is moving us powerfully away from print and into a world of screen-based content delivery platforms. Mass media forms in print and broadcast have been augmented, if not replaced, by forms of rich media (mixes of still photography, audio, video, information graphics, and text) published either as websites or as new forms of content on portable screen displays, leveling the playing field between huge publishing conglomerates and individuals. At the same time, our world is awash in a ceaseless tidal flow of images circulating daily, with most made by nonprofessionals for highly personal reasons and shared publicly through various social media networks like Facebook and Twitter. Their presence is adding to the visual and aural/oral languages being spoken around the globe. In thinking about all this, I am struck by how eerily similar it all is to 1888 when Kodak first saw the possibility of making photography into an art form available to all and National Geographic made a conscious decision to use photography as its main publishing tool to “increase and diffuse geographic knowledge” to a mass audience.10

Those two separate decisions intertwined throughout most of the first half of the twentieth century, pointing the way to the use of photography in magazines as a means of supporting advertising messages as well as communicating about news, celebrities, culture, politics, and sports. The flourishing of weekly picture magazines around the world created the first opportunities for photographers to become “professional” visual communicators.

In looking back on this era, it seems obvious that professionals benefited from the economics of “scarcity” as the engine behind the business model. Access to remote places, key personalities, and epic events required the logistical support of large publications. In addition, the photographic technology itself required a craft mastery that could only be achieved through years of practice and the availability of specialized equipment, well beyond the reach of most amateurs.

Uniqueness of image aesthetics often overlapped with uniqueness of the situations being documented so that both came together to set publications apart from rivals. Photographers could trade on the scarcities to bid up the value of their work. At the same time, publications could sell uniqueness to a mass audience, which in turn made their publications satisfying to commercial enterprises trying to sell a product or service.

Think of it as the perfect equilateral triangle, with publishers, advertisers, and audience as the sides. The symmetry yielded positive results on every side. Publishers harnessed the attention of audiences and sold it to advertisers. Advertisers paid happily to reach the audiences with their messages. And consumers (the audience) were happy to be receiving a stimulating view of the world each week that informed as it also entertained. And photographers were rewarded for their efforts by using scarcity as a lever to drive value. In fact it wasn’t uncommon for newsweeklies to engage in bidding wars for the most unique images each week from far-flung quarters of the globe.

By the 1960s, print weekly magazines had a new rival in television for the production and distribution of the same news, sports, and celebrity content and that changed the game completely. Moving images changed how people viewed the world and the advent of new technology such as communications satellites meant the capacity to move images across the world easily in something close to real-time. That power was new and became formidable within a decade, to the point that picture weekly magazines such as Life and Look folded in the early 1970s under the pressure of declining advertising revenue and circulation as well as rising distribution costs.
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