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	Preface








In some respects, transforming your passion as an amateur photographer into a lucrative career as a professional photographer has never been easier. High-end digital cameras are more powerful than ever, plus there are endless marketing and advertising possibilities available on the internet that make it easier to showcase your work and potentially attract paying customers or clients.


The moment you decide to take that leap from amateur or semiprofessional photographer to professional photographer, however, you’ll immediately be taking on a wide range of additional responsibilities that go well beyond tapping your creative talents so you can consistently take eye-catching and emotion-provoking photos.


For many, becoming a professional photographer means operating a legal business entity as an entrepreneur and small-business owner. This requires you to handle many business-related tasks, such as sales, bookkeeping/accounting, advertising, marketing, and customer relations.


For example, you’ll need to set up and maintain an office, gallery, and/or photo studio, and make sure you have the proper insurance based on the type of work you’re doing. As a photographer, you’ll also need to take, edit, print, organize, and sell your photographs, and manage that complete work flow, while maintaining your photography equipment and related gear.


Plus, in today’s world, it’s essential for photographers to create and maintain a professional-looking web presence with a website and online portfolio to showcase their work. You’ll likely find it necessary to become professionally active on social media (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, and LinkedIn, for example), to find and interact with potential clients, and for marketing and showcasing your work online.


It will also be necessary to ramp up your level of technical expertise. Today’s professionallevel digital cameras and accessories are complex, and you’ll need to become a pro when it comes to understanding and using your equipment. In addition, once images are shot, they need to be transferred to a computer to be managed, edited, organized, printed, shared, and archived, for example. Some of these tasks typically require the utilization of a secure cloud-based service. In other words, today’s professional photography world is one that operates and thrives online.


The goal of this book is to help you identify and successfully handle the many tasks you’ll be responsible for as a professional photographer. You’ll discover that it’s essential to establish your business with a strong foundation and with a well-defined set of goals. It’s then your responsibility to operate your business in a smooth, efficient, sensible, and ethical way.


From this book, you’ll discover there are many potential paths to follow once you choose to work as a professional photographer. In some cases, you’ll be working for someone else. However, in many cases, you’ll need to set up and maintain your own business, be your own boss, and establish your own work ethic. You’ll be the one deciding when and where you work, what types of photographs you’ll be taking, and who you’ll be taking on as customers or clients. You’ll also need to develop and fine tune your own photographic and artistic style to help your work stand out.


Moving forward, you’ll need to make a lot of decisions and juggle many responsibilities (often simultaneously). Making the right decisions will likely lead to success and profits. Making the wrong decisions can easily lead to financial losses, legal liabilities, and the need to spend a lot of time and money correcting problems that arise but that could have easily been avoided.


The more business-related experience you have, the better equipped you’ll be to make intelligent decisions when it comes to operating, growing, and legally protecting your new photography business. If you have zero business-related experience, you’re not yet tech-savvy, and you’re not comfortable using the internet, you’re at a disadvantage—even if you’re a highly skilled photographer.


The goal of this book is to help you understand what it will take to establish yourself as a professional photographer. You’ll discover what types of opportunities exist and learn ways to take full advantage of your creative and artistic skills as a photographer.


It’s important to understand that this book is for photographers, but it’s not about the technical aspects of photography. From this book, you will not learn how to take or edit pictures, for example. Instead, this book is all about how to set up and run a photography business (from your home, an office, or a studio) and pursue what will hopefully become a lucrative career as a professional photographer. This is an easy-to-understand, informationfilled, business-oriented, “how-to” book. It will provide you with the information you need to establish, maintain, and grow your photography business both online ad in the real world.
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	Welcome to the Wonderful World of Photography








Digital photography is both a skill and an art form. This can also be said about being a business operator or an entrepreneur. On the digital photography side, the “skill” aspect means knowing how to operate your digital camera and related photography equipment. The “art form” part of digital photography requires you to constantly tap your creativity when it comes to choosing your subjects, framing your shots, and using the best available lighting to consistently take eye-catching, professional-looking, well-lit, thought-provoking, and artistic shots.


Operating a photography business also requires skill and creativity—just a different kind. There are many business-oriented skills you’ll need to handle the day-to-day operation of your business. You’ll also need to use your creativity to discover unique and innovative ways to find and generate customers, promote your business, and successfully deal with your competition.


But before most professional photographers reach that point, they typically begin as enthusiastic amateurs who discover they have a real talent for capturing creative images. Once they are bitten by the shutterbug, these hobbyists immerse themselves in the world of photography, while investing potentially thousands of dollars in equipment and related gear.


To help defray the costs, amateurs sometimes sell their images to stock companies or occasionally use their artistic talents to photograph weddings and other events. Some use their skills to provide more targeted or niche forms of photography, such as product or real estate photography, to local businesses. This is when a hobbyist starts the crossover into the world of professional photography—to help monetize this expensive hobby into a great side gig or a full-blown business.


Starting a part- or full-time career in photography is an excellent way to blend a passion with a steady income. Photographers can turn a fun hobby into a lucrative business that can easily be operated from home or in a commercial location. Of course, there is a lot more to running a photography business (and working as a professional photographer) than just snapping pictures.




▶  Professional Photographers Have a Lot of Competition


Looking back just three to five years, professional photographers used high-end cameras and were experts at using them. Today, everyday people can capture professional-quality images using the cameras built into their smartphones. In fact, more than 1.3 trillion photos are taken using smartphones every year. As a result, there’s less of a need to rely on professional photographers for many types of consumer photography needs.


For professional photographers to earn a successful living, not only do they need to use highend camera equipment capable of shooting extremely high-resolution images, but it’s also necessary to demonstrate that their work is vastly superior (in terms of artistic appeal and creativity) to what amateurs are capable of creating themselves. Becoming an expert at image editing as well as sales, marketing, and advertising (to find and land clients) is as important as having top-notch photography skills and the right equipment.





A photography business can be a full-time operation with employees or a part-time weekend venture that you can expand as desired. Beyond investing thousands of dollars to acquire the right photography equipment and gear, you’ll need additional investment to acquire business-related equipment, tools, and resources, then properly brand and advertise, market, and promote your business both in the real world and online.


Learning Where You Fit


In this guide, you’ll discover useful tips for establishing your business and setting up a home office, traditional office, and/or studio, plus discover how to create and manage a professional-looking website and online-based portfolio to showcase and share your work.


You’ll also learn how to use social media and online advertising, for example, to find and land new customers and clients. Depending on what type of photography you choose to specialize in, it might also be necessary for you to work with galleries or find other places (in the real world and/or online) where you can showcase and potentially sell your work.


You’re about to discover that calling yourself a “professional photographer,” or running a “photography business,” can mean many things. There are many photography specialties you can focus on, which will appeal to specific types of customers or clients.


For example, you can specialize in:


▶  Commercial photography


▶  Corporate event photography


▶  Fashion photography


▶  Real estate photography


▶  Photojournalism (working for a newspaper, magazine, or news-oriented website)


▶  Product photography


▶  Portrait and headshot photography


▶  Travel photography


▶  Wedding photography and/or event photography (shooting parties, bar mitzvahs, and other occasions)


▶  Pet/animal photographer


▶  Fine art photographer (showcasing and selling your work through galleries and online to collectors and art connoisseurs)


Based on your skills, experience, interests, and camera equipment, this guide will help you determine which area(s) of photography you’ll be good at, then help you identify money-making opportunities in that area.


Learning to Monetize


Once you set yourself up running a photography business or working as a professional photographer, you’ll need to set prices for your work. What you charge needs to be competitive but still allow you to earn a profit based on the amount of time, effort, and resources you use fulfilling the requirements of each assignment or job. Tips for setting your pricing, based on the services you provide, are also included in this guide. However, when it comes to setting your prices, the geographic region you work in, how much competition you have, and what experience and unique skills you bring to each assignment or job will all help you determine what your clients/customers will be willing and able to pay.


In some situations, it makes sense to charge an hourly rate. Other types of jobs will require you to charge a pre-negotiated half-day, full-day, or per-project rate. When it comes to selling or licensing images to a stock photo agency, advertising agency, or other business entity, for example, your client may pay a licensing fee for the right to use specific images or pay a flat fee to acquire the ownership and copyright of specific images.


Speaking of copyrights, permissions, and ownership of photography, as a professional photographer, you need to understand basic legal principles when taking photographs, including how to protect yourself from and prevent copyright infringement. You also need to know when it’s necessary to obtain a signed release from your subject(s) and understand when and where you’re legally able to take photos, especially at events or when on private property. Thus, basic legal, copyright, and business knowledge is required for most photography-related careers.


Building Your Skill Set


Ultimately, you’ll need to effectively combine your creative camera skills, photography equipment, and business know-how. Once you discover how to do this, you’ll have the skill set to evolve from being a hobbyist into a professional photographer and business owner. One thing that makes photography such an attractive career choice is the ability to ease into it as quickly or as leisurely as you desire. This type of progression is one that few other occupations allow. With that being said, however, it’s essential that you possess professional-level photography skills and training and have professional-quality equipment at your disposal before you’re able to call yourself a “professional.”


There are all sorts of ways to acquire photography training and learn how to take and edit photographs. You can go to school and study photography or gain real-world and hands-on experience apprenticing at an established photography studio. However, even with the best education under your belt, you’ll still need at least some natural, artistic, and creative ability (that can’t be taught). This is what can set your work apart from your competition. Sure, having the best camera and equipment on the market will help you, but being able to use that equipment to consistently capture visually appealing, professional-quality, unique, and creative images is what will make you marketable as a photographer.


Photographers are far more likely to work for themselves than people in most other occupations, according to the Occupational Outlook Handbook, published by the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics. Overall, the bureau counted some 147,300 people in the country who held jobs as photographers in 2017. Of these, more than half were self-employed, working in such specialty areas as portrait or wedding photography, advertising and product photography, and photojournalism. Photo studios doing portrait or commercial work, newspapers, magazines, advertising agencies, and online-based businesses/services made up most of the salaried positions.




▶  The World Has Gone Digital—So Should You!


If you’ve been interested in photography for a long time, you’re probably accustomed to working with traditional, film-based cameras. In today’s high-tech world, most professional photographers now rely on professional-level, digital SLR cameras and, most recently, on high-resolution, full-frame, mirrorless digital cameras (from companies like Nikon, Canon, Leica, Hasselblad, Sony, Olympus, Panasonic, or Fujifilm).


While there’s still a small specialty market for photographers who shoot with film, especially in the fine art world, for most other types of photography, it’s expected that you’ll be using the latest in digital camera equipment.


Choosing the best digital camera gear based on your chosen specialty is one of the topics covered in Chapter 4, “The Digital Revolution.” Since most professional photography work in the 21st century requires the use of a high-end digital camera, this is what’s primarily covered within this guide.


Keep in mind, however, that even if you’re using what was up until recently a cutting-edge digital SLR camera, thanks to recent technological advancements, it’s likely time for you to upgrade to one of the latest full-frame, mirrorless digital cameras (with compatible lenses). This equipment upgrade will likely require you to make an additional equipment investment of $5,000 to $10,000 (although prices are likely to drop within a year or two, once this technology becomes more established).





Recent career-related research shows that the job market for professional photographers is facing challenges. In part, this is due to the introduction of more powerful, consumer-oriented cameras (and cameras built into smartphones) that have the ability to take professional-quality pictures with less technical know-how. That being said, what will allow you to achieve success as a pro photographer will ultimately be your creativity and your ability to differentiate your work from others by developing a unique style.
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tip


Beyond knowing how to work your photography equipment, according to the Occupational Outlook Handbook, important skills and qualities needed to be a professional photographer include artistic ability, and business, customer service, and interpersonal skills. You also need to be detail-and deadline-oriented, and able to properly manage your time and problem-solve quickly.





Learn from the Pros


Many people learn by doing to acquire the knowledge they need, when they need it. In many aspects of your life, that’s fine. However, when it comes to becoming a business operator, there’s little room to make mistakes. You’re better off starting the business already possessing the skills, experience, and knowledge you’ll need. This will help you overcome obstacles and challenges, and avoid costly and time-consuming mistakes.


As you read this book, one of your goals should be to avoid mistakes others have made and discover what works and what doesn’t work in the real world when it comes to creating, managing, and growing your photography business. That’s why this guide is chock full of exclusive and in-depth interviews with well-established and experienced photographers, as well as with representatives from companies that offer products or services to professional photographers.


You’ll discover from these interviews that each photographer got into this career in a unique way, acquired their training differently, then used their core skill set and entrepreneurial spirit to transform their passion for photography into a lucrative career.


For example, you’ll read about Michael Weschler, a bicoastal lifestyle, celebrity, and commercial photographer who was known as “the kid with the camera” when he was just seven years old. Weschler loved taking pictures, but it never occurred to him that he might be an artist. “When I was young, I always equated being an artist with going mad, like Van Gogh,” he explains.
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tip


Chapter 14 features in-depth, exclusive interviews with a handful of experienced and successful professional photographers who focus on a variety of different specialties. In these interviews, the featured photographers share their wisdom and advice, plus offer tips for avoiding common mistakes made by newcomers in the photography field.





It wasn’t until his junior year in college, while taking a photography class, that this architecture student discovered the magic that happens in a darkroom. “After breezing through the class, I started doing street photography and fine artwork on the side,” explains Weschler.


“Then I switched my major to fine art and started taking classes for drawing, sculpture, painting, and all related disciplines.” This was when he decided to pursue photography as a career. “Initially I thought I was going to be a gallery guy and do fine art photography,” he says. “But I was really torn with the whole art-in-commerce dilemma and trying to find a balance.”
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fun fact


Today, women make up about half of all photographers, according to Professional Women Photographers (www.pwponline.org), an organization that formed in 1975 when some female photographers decided there was a need for women to band together to “support each other in the male-dominated photography arena.” While women have corrected the imbalance, the group continues to offer networking, advocacy, and other resources.





Weschler explained that it wasn’t until he started working with other photographers that he realized there was a place for him in commercial photography. He adds, “This was an area where I could create work for other people—as opposed to doing it for myself—and still feel like an artist.” Today, Weschler is a renowned lifestyle and celebrity photographer whose works have been featured in GQ, The New York Times, Allure, Food & Wine, In Style, and many other publications. He works in both Los Angeles and New York City.


You’ll also get to know Jerry Clement, who started his photography career before he could even drive. When he was just 12 years old, Clement shot his first wedding. “It wasn’t anything elaborate, and all I had was an old Ansco box camera. But it was a great experience,” he recalled. A few years later, he became the photographer for his high school yearbook. Upon graduation, he kept up his interest in the photography field as a hobby. However, it wasn’t until 30 years later when Clement retired as an insurance auditor that he decided to pursue his vision of becoming a professional photographer specializing in fine art.




▶  Part Time vs. Full Time


Many photographers—particularly homebased ones—start their business on a part-time basis, then gradually move into a full-time operation. This process allows for more flexibility, especially if you want to keep a steady cash flow coming while you establish your photography business. Also, if your current job offers a benefits package that includes insurance and retirement, that’s another incentive to keep your homebased business as a part-time operation.


Starting part time gives you the opportunity to gain professional experience and build a solid reputation and portfolio as a photographer, while reducing some of the risk.





Before joining the digital generation, he mastered the rare technique of processing Ilfochrome prints (formally known as Cibachrome), which is still preferred by some art galleries and collectors because of its archival properties, not to mention its stunning color clarity. Today, Clement’s fine art images are displayed in local galleries and grace the walls of residences and commercial offices of discerning art collectors.


Sometimes, success in the photography business happens later in life. Ray Strawbridge of Bunn, North Carolina, graduated from college in 1976 with a degree in broadcasting, journalism, and speech. He worked a few months as an audiovisual director before moving to his wife’s hometown to help with the family grocery business. Shortly thereafter, he opened a small photography studio in a nearby college town to do portraitures and framing—with minimal success. “My wife reminded me after a couple of years that I wasn’t getting rich,” he chuckles. “So, I started doing contract photography work with the local community college system.”


Strawbridge closed his studio and worked on-site at campus laboratories, which eventually segued into more lucrative assignments. It wasn’t until he started working for a log cabin company that he found his niche. “That’s when I really got into architectural photography,” he recalls. “I traveled up and down the East Coast taking pictures of log cabin homes to be used in advertisements, planning guides, and magazine publications.”


Since then, Strawbridge has produced thousands of images for magazine covers, feature stories, annual reports, and advertisements, specializing in architectural, product, industrial, and food photography, as well as executive portraiture.


Sometimes, success in the photography business happens when you least expect it. Alexi Killmer is a children’s and family portrait photographer working on location in and around the Chicago area. She stumbled on her niche shortly after giving birth to her twin boys in 2004. “I immediately started photographing my boys and was told I should seriously consider doing this for others,” recalls Killmer. It was a result of encouragement from family and friends that she decided to pursue a professional photography career.


In 2005, Killmer began taking on clients, and her business has been steady ever since. Today, she is a widely recognized child portrait photographer whose specialties include family lifestyle photography; in-home, on-location portrait sessions; and studio portrait sittings. Her favorite subjects are newborns, babies, children, maternity, and high school seniors.


These are just some of the photographers you’ll be hearing from throughout this guide, each of whom shares their unique knowledge and advice, based on their own experiences and philosophies. Keep in mind, much of the advice you’ll receive by reading these interviews applies to becoming a pro photographer, regardless of your chosen specialty. Thus, even if a photographer specializes in wedding, corporate, or fine art photography, and the specialty you plan to pursue is child or pet portrait photography, there’s still a lot of useful information you can learn.


Looking Ahead


Eugene Mopsik, executive director of the American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), says, “There are two facets to photography: the creative side and the business side.” Mopsik recommends that serious photographers learn everything they can about the day-to-day procedures and cost of doing business, including budgeting and insurance.


He explains, “You can be a great photographer, but if you have poor business acumen, you might be in business for a while, but you’ll be losing money.”


To help you find your balance, it’s important to obtain an overview of the market, look at the specific services you’ll want to consider offering, and then go through the step-by-step process of properly setting up your new venture.


In this book, you’ll learn more about the basic requirements and startup costs, day-to-day operational expenses and considerations, and what to do when things don’t go according to plan. Just as important, later chapters will focus on the sales, advertising, and marketing process, as well as how to track and manage the financial side of your business.


What you won’t learn is how to get rich quick or become an overnight success. Being a professional photographer requires hard work, dedication, skill, an entrepreneurial spirit, creativity, and commitment. That’s what running a business is about. You’re going to love parts of the process, but you’re responsible for all aspects of running your own business, so you can’t skip steps or cut corners.
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	Make Things Click by Finding Your Niche








There are many paths you can take that lead to a successful career working in photography. Once you’ve made the decision and commitment to enter this vast field, and before you can start the business planning process, you must first decide—at least tentatively—what type of photography you’re interested in pursuing.


As you consider the niche you want to get into, think about your own likes and dislikes, skills, and resources. Take into account the time and financial commitment you’re able to make, your personality, and the photography equipment you already own or have access to. For example, a photojournalist’s job is to capture spontaneous moments in a wide range of settings with minimal equipment. On the other hand, a portrait photographer needs patience, must be willing to invest time to stage their shots, and must direct their subjects to achieve the perfect pose and facial expression.


This chapter focuses on just some of the popular photography specialties that professional photographers can pursue. And while the options are vast, it’s important to keep in mind that thanks to evolving technologies and the changing media consumption habits of consumers, the demand for some specialties is diminishing.


After all, the prices for consumer-oriented point-and-shoot as well as digital SLR cameras have dropped, while their capabilities have increased. In addition, powerful cameras are now being built into the latest smartphones. As a result, even without a formal photography education or training, many amateur photographers are able to capture their own high-quality images and are no longer as inclined to hire a professional photographer.


Meanwhile, companies that once paid top dollar for original images now often turn to stock photo agencies to meet their photography needs for a small fraction of what it would cost to hire a pro.


Plus, with the readership of printed newspapers and magazines on the decline, there are fewer job opportunities for photojournalists (although digital news outlets saw a solid bump in online subscriptions after the 2016 election). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, there is an 8 percent projected decline in photography-related jobs through 2026, but there are still viable career opportunities for professional photographers in areas such as portrait, commercial, and event photography.


As you’re choosing a photography specialty to pursue, make sure there’s a demand for it where you plan to live or work. For example, if you live in a rural area, the demand for a commercial or real estate photographer may be limited, but there may be plenty of opportunity for portrait, wedding, and/or event photographers, assuming the region doesn’t have too much competition from fellow photographers.


Despite what seems to be an uphill battle trying to find success as a professional photographer, especially with the competition you’ll face from other photographers and the shrinking demand for many photography specialties, a lot comes down to being able to develop your own niche, identifying a market in your geographic area, and creating a unique photography style that your potential customers and clients will be willing to pay for and perceive to have a premium value. Being able to market yourself successfully (in the real world and online) to your target audience has also become a must-have skill that you’ll need to develop.


Photographer Specialty Areas


The field of photography is probably more diverse than you think. For photographers with a defined interest and talent, and who use a bit of creativity, there are many viable specialties worth exploring. Some of the more popular specialties are described in this chapter, but by tapping your imagination and doing some research to determine demand in your geographic area, you’re likely to discover other viable opportunities.


For example, there are people who earn an excellent part- or full-time salary working as a pet photographer, while others have chosen a niche focusing on drone photography catering to the real estate market. Instead of traditional event or wedding photography, you might focus on shooting bar mitzvahs; school plays or concerts; local school-related sporting events; or events held by local dance, karate, or acting schools.


Let’s look at some of the more popular photography specialties that have traditionally allowed professional photographers to earn a respectable income.


Fine Art Photography


Fine art photography is for the creative individual who enjoys taking pictures for their aesthetic value—landscapes, nature, wildlife, nudes, or portraits. These high-quality images are often categorized as works of art that are sometimes displayed and sold in galleries, with prints reproduced in limited editions for collectors, dealers, and curators. Many fine art photos also appear in books for the general public.


Collectors also have a special interest in fine art photography books because they are usually limited editions with a short print run and no reprints. Fine art images are sometimes printed on note cards, calendars, and posters (all potential revenue generators), although some collectors would consider those to be “inferior” products.


Fine art photography is truly in the eye of the beholder—or camera. Some people think anything that is worthy of framing and hanging on a wall should be classified as fine art. But many artists would cringe at that interpretation. The question of whether photography is art has been disputed for decades, and it really comes down to:


1.  Its visual appeal


2.  The photographer’s perception


3.  The public’s opinion


4.  The presentation of the images


In today’s modern world, a successful fine art photographer must build a demand for their work and attract a loyal customer base. In addition to having an abundance of creative talent as a fine art photographer, strong marketing and branding skills are essential. You’ll also need to develop long-term relationships with galleries, auction houses, and other places that will showcase and potentially sell your work. Having a well-designed and professional looking online presence that appeals to the target audience for your work is also essential.
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stat fact


The most expensive photograph ever sold was made by German visual artist Andreas Gursky in 1999. In 2011, his print of Rhein II was auctioned by Christie’s of New York for $4.3 million.





Discover places to showcase your work at local and regional art fairs and events, as well as in galleries, restaurants, contemporary art museums, and other venues that are willing to display the work of up-and-coming fine art photographers. Based on where you live, this will require some research and creativity on your part.


Photojournalism


Photojournalism is the ability to tell a story through images of a particular subject, at a specific location, or of an occasion. The photographer shoots the scenario happening around them, without interfering in any way—in other words, no staged or formal shots. A photojournalist might be called on to shoot a crime scene, a newsworthy event, or images that’ll go along with an article being published in a newspaper, magazine, or on a website, for example.


A photojournalist needs to hustle and be extremely observant. It’s essential to be in the right location, at the right moment, and be able to capture what’s happening in the most attention-getting and visually descriptive way possible. Photojournalism is not just about taking the best picture. It’s about successfully being able to tell visually compelling stories in shooting situations where you have zero control over your subject(s), location, timing, or lighting. There are no do-overs and no way to direct your subjects. Being in the right place at the right time and capturing important moments is what photojournalism is all about.


Editorial photojournalism is used to present news material and events, which means photographers are constantly on the move and need to make instantaneous decisions. This can sometimes be a risky business if the photographer finds themselves in the middle of a police standoff, a natural disaster, or in the heart of a war zone, for example. This type of work can also be heart-wrenching, especially when photographing scenes immediately following a tragedy, and your job is to impartially capture the impact of a disaster and its victims.
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