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Q1.  What is stock photography?


A.   Stock photography is a form of commercial illustration.  The photographer makes photographs within the same standards of an assignment photograph independent of a client with the intent of leasing the usage of the finished photograph to a range of clients within a mutually agreed upon amount of time and degree of usage.  





Q2.  Is there any demand for black and white photography?


A.  The demand is very limited.  Here at Lightwave less than 5 % of the requests we have received over the past year have been for black and white prints.





Q3.  Should I have my transparencies mounted as slides or not? 


A.  You should have your transparencies mounted as slides.





Q4.  How do I gain access to industrial work places to take stock photographs?


A.   This is very complicated.  Access in a workplace especially an industrial workplace is generally only given to friends from the outside. As a photographer you can not help but be disruptive.  You will need to set up lights, workers will see you and you will slow down production.  To become a friend from the outside you should offer to be flexible in terms of when you show up, how long you stay and if you can afford to - give them some color 8x10 prints for non commercial use as a way of saying thanks.  Still this is often not enough.  Another option is to sell them some of what you shoot.  In other words use them as both a source of stock and as a stock buyer.  Be careful not to undersell the photographer or photographers they normally work with if you sell the company work.   It is important to let the company know exactly what you plan to do with the photographs and to assure them that you will not photograph any situation that will negatively affect their business.





Q5.  How many photographs are needed for making initial contact with a


stock photography agency?


A.  Most agencies require an initial submission of 200 photographs.





Q6.  What do stock agencies charge for a basic usage fee?


A.  What stock agencies get for a usage fee varies with the type of usage and the size of the print run.  In general most agencies do not get involved with projects where the minimum usage fee is less than $200 per photograph.





Q7.  Should one shoot negatives or transparencies?


A.  Only transparencies.  Most stock projects involve working with a printer.  Most printers are only set up to work from transparencies.





Q8.  What subject sells best?


A.  The subject that sells best is photography that clearly illustrates text. In more specific terms, photographs of female and/or non-white individuals, as well as, racially mixed groups in everyday indoor activities, such as, leisure, school and work.  Model releases also make photographs more salable.  





Q9.  How important is format.  Does medium format have a significant advantage over 35mm?


A.  Not for the kind of projects I've worked on.  I am of the opinion that working in stock using 120 or 4x5 increases your costs unnecessarily.





Q10.  How does the photographer get a feel for what is in demand in the market place?


A.  By studying what is being bought.  The magazine "Photo District News" frequently shows examples of what is being used by today's stock photo buyers.  I deal mostly with textbook publishers.  You can see current textbooks by browsing in any college education library or a school classroom.  If you have children look at their books.  Textbook publishers buy tens of thousands of stock photographs every year. 





Q11.  How do I find the best agency for a specialized area of photography?


A.  Ask the agency if  that type of work sells at their particular agency.  If they say it does, place it with them and see if they can deliver. 





Q12.  How should I have my work organized and indexed?  Is there an industry standard way of doing this?  Are there any good references on the subject?


A.   Caption each photograph.  Important captions would be as follows for people - their age (this is very important when showing children) for scenics- exact name of town, state, country for animals- exact name of species. All photographs should have the copyright symbol  followed by the current year followed by your name. All of this information should be printed.  





A good reference would be "How To Shoot Stock Photos That Sell - Michal Heron." 





Q13.  What can I do to enhance the desirability of my work for the stock agency?


A.  Listen to their advice.  It's generally hard to take and expensive to follow.  However, agents talk to buyers all day long and they know what buyers want.





Q14.  Where can I find a comprehensive listing of stock agencies?


A.  The book "Photographer's Market 1997".  This book is updated annually.





Q15.  Once I have decided on an agency how should they be approached?


A.  Send a self addressed stamped envelope or email requesting guidelines on submitting photographs.





Q16.  How do you know when a price is fair?


A.  Considering the fact that almost all agencies take a 50% commission I would say the minimum usage fee should be $200.  That's only $100 for you.  I set my prices by using the pricing guide Negotiating Stock Photo Prices (Seller's Guide) - Jim Pickerell (This may only be available from the author. His number is 301 251 0720) and Pricing Photography - Heron & MacTavish . 





Q17.  What types of contracts should be avoided?   


A.  Different agencies have different contracts to meet their individual marketing needs.  The only kind of contract I would advise avoiding would be one where the terms are non-negotiable.  The best way to figure out what is fair is to look at 3 or 4 contracts from 3 or 4 agencies that market work in a way that interests you.  





Q18.  What are important things to think about when shooting stock?


A.   Most stock requests are for upbeat imagery.  In other words there are more requests for beautiful fall foliage than trees damaged by acid rain and more requests for a suburban families on holiday outings than homeless families trying to figure out how to get by.  Also avoid brand names.  Do not have people look directly at the camera.  Make a point to include non-white people in your photographs.  Also include girls, women, older adults and people with disabilities.  





Q19.  Is it important to shoot several in camera dupes of each situation?


A.  Many stock photographers do shoot lots of in camera dupes.  An "in camera dupe" is taking the exact same picture a second time rather than having a duplicate slide made after the original film is processed.  I think this is a good practice if you can afford it.





Q20.   What film is best for stock?


A.  Stick to the big name film manufacturers who manufacture professional film and amateur film.  Use the lowest speed film you can get away with relative to the situation.  Don't use film speeds over 100 anymore than necessary.  Also, avoid amateur processing.  Pro labs charge more and deliver higher quality.





Q21.  Should you submit prints of your work or dupes of the slide(s)?


A.  Dupes of the slides.





Q22.   Does the photographer retain FULL copyright of his/her work?


A.  Yes





Q23.  What do stock agencies look for in a photograph?


A.  Subject matter the clients frequently request.  Most stock agencies can provide you with a detailed list.





Q24.  Does the photographer have to submit a copy of the model/property release of his/her work?


A.   Some agencies require this and some don't.  Your potential market is bigger with model and property releases. 





Q25.  Should a photographer contemplate putting his inventory on photo CD?


A.   I don't think this will necessarily help the stock agency in most circumstances although in some situations this would help the client.





Q26.  What kind of photos do stock houses look for most often?  How do I find a stock agency that would be interested in my "niche"?


A.  I get the impression that most of what is bought worldwide is people in everyday activities.  You may have to modify what you shoot to actually sell work.  This is a competitive and complex market that is not terribly receptive to just shooting whatever interests you. 





Q27.   Are model releases required from all visible people?


A.   Yes.  Model releases are requested on the basis of usage not how many people appear in the photograph.  This becomes problematic when photographing a large group of people in a candid manner.  This type of photograph cannot be used for all types of stock usage without a release. Fortunately not all stock usage requires model releases.





Q28.  What does it takes to succeed in stock photography?


A.   In 1970 ,when I began photography, I came into the field with the mistaken notion that to be a photographer one needed to (1) be able to expose film correctly, (2) have a unique point of view and (3) not yell at clients no matter how ridiculous their demands became.  Although these aspects of the field are certainly helpful in getting ahead as a photographer, I found out quickly  they are secondary to two other aspects of photography.





At present I am convinced the most important aspects of advancing as a photographer are raising enough capital to (1) put together enough equipment to handle a wide variety of shooting situations and (2) produce a body of work strong enough to generate a steady number of  stock usage sales.  I now think this has always been what separates the amateurs from the professionals.  I have seen some very outstanding work that I rejected with great hesitancy because it was clear the photographer did not have the capital to continue to update equipment and produce a large enough quantity of salable work for me to able to break even through representation of the said photographer.  





Stock photography was once a very low cost, low risk investment pursuit.  Those days are gone.   Stock buyers require such a highly stylized photograph at present that the costs of production have gone up much faster than the usage fees. There are a number of photographers now doing $2000-5000 shoots with no guarantees from stock agents or clients.  For obvious reasons this is not a possibility for many photographers.  There are some very clear cut alternatives  to spending this kind of money.  





One alternative is to shoot in 2 or 3 areas where there is a clear-cut need for stock usage.   In general terms, interactions between people in school, at work, and in social activities is what you should be going after.  





If you are shooting stock for 40 hours a week or producing 1000 file suitable photographs per year you can realistically shoot people in school, at work, and in social activities with some degree of success.  However if you are shooting 10 hours a week or producing 250 file suitable photographs per year, you are much better off choosing people at work or people at school.  People in social activities is a much more difficult area to photograph.  This area can be divided into friends and families.  Since this is such a popular type of photography the type of work that is needed is highly stylized.  Few photographers realize how much of what they are thinking about photographing in this particular area is already out on the market in surplus.  Whereas people at school or at work are for the most part limited to commercial photography, making them quite a bit less competitive than shooting social interactions.  In all of these areas since most of what¹s requested is limited to indoor activities you are somewhat restricted by what you have for lighting equipment.





With contemporary color materials and the preference of most buyers for low speed film it¹s really pretty difficult to shoot indoors with a camera mounted flash.  This type of flash unit is really best for ISO 400 film.  If you are shooting indoors you need a minimum of 800 watt/seconds of electronic flash.   Outdoor photographs are not as salable.  If you must shoot outdoors good subjects are amateur soccer and track , people working outdoors, family picnics, couples in recreational activities and bicycling.  If you are shooting stock less than 10 hours a week or producing 250 file suitable photographs per year you cannot realistically count on stock sales from a stock agency becoming a significant part of your income.





Q29.  How do you define school photography?


A.   School photography that is appropriate for stock should consist primarily of classroom activities but also other activities such as sports activities and club meeting that occur in a school environment on a day to day basis.  It is most important that the photographs be well lit and that the students appear to be finding the activity that they are engaged in to be a rewarding experience.  It is important to remember that a textbook publishers clients are schools, and that no school would want to buy a textbook where school was not shown as a positive activity.  Which activities are best to photograph is a matter of supply and demand.  There are lots of photographs of groups of white students in various school activities, especially white males.  Since most schools are racially diverse and have both males and females, there is a high demand for photographs that look like a real school - racially diverse and equal numbers of males and females.  There is also a higher demand for classroom photographs  than other activities, especially for those difficult to photograph situations, such as, students taking SATs  or students shown learning science through experimentation rather than a lecture.  There is some demand for recreational types of school photographs that show something other than just white males, so you should not limit your shooting only to classrooms.  The best age groups to photograph are middle school and high school.  Elementary schools and colleges should not be ignored, but it should be understood that there is a greater shortage of good photographs of teenagers in schools than of younger or older students.





Q30.  How much equipment is needed to get started as a stock photographer?


A.  You should have a 35mm SLR camera that has the capability to change lenses.  In addition to the lens that came with the camera, you should also have a 24mm lens.  Since much stock photography is done indoors, you should also have a flash unit that has at least the capabilities and power of a Vivitar 285 flash unit.  You will need more equipment to pursue this as a long term endeavor, but this will at least get you started.





Q31.  How much work must be placed with a stock agency to make stock photography a full time income?


A.  Lots.  I don't think there are a whole lot of people worldwide selling stock full time.  It sounds like a great idea.  I do think there are many photographers who would like to able to do this.  To the best of my knowledge no one has ever laid down a clear-cut plan as to how to do this.  For now I'd say for all practical purposes making a full time income as a stock photographer is impossible for most people and not a very realistic objective.





Q32.  What is the most effective way for someone who is new to stock photography to market their work, to place it with a stock agency or go directly to clients or some kind of combination?


A.  Some kind of combination.  A very small group of agencies will only represent your work if you give them exclusive rights to do so.  This is worth it if the agency can provide a clear cut plan as to how they will sell your work.  In this kind of situation it is very important that you talk with other photographers who have been with the agency and gone through this process.  In some cases, agencies that request exclusive representation have a very large and very diverse client base making the request for exclusive representation a reasonable one.  Generally I think it is best to have some clients you deal with directly and to be represented by two or more agencies.  If you produce a lot of work you may wish to be represented by 10 or more stock agencies.  Most agencies will drop your work if your sales do not reflect the same level of growth as the other photographers within the agency, so multiple representation should be handled very carefully.  





Initially a lot of money will flow out of your business and very little will come back in.  It is important that you protect this large investment with a large, diversified client base.  Agencies are best for dealing with large companies who cannot really afford to deal with individual photographers unless they show exceptional talent.  There are also many smaller companies that would prefer to deal with individuals rather than stock agencies due to limited budgets.  A trip to the reference section of your library and a couple of weeks on the phone will give you a good list of who buys stock photographs.  Start with textbook publishers and ad agencies.  They are both very sound stock photography markets and it is easy to get a huge list of them with very little effort.





When getting started it is a good idea to get 5-10 reproduction grade dupes of 20-200 original slides and place them directly with some stock buyers and some stock agencies.  Don't submit anything other than your very best work.  If you make a bad first impression, it is often impossible to get a second chance.  As each market shows more promise get more exclusive.  Exclusivity makes your clients and agents feel more trust in you, but it must be developed slowly to protect your investment.





Q33.  How close up should you get when photographing people?


A.   Close enough that you can clearly see their face and the activity they are involved in.  I see a lot more photographs that are shot too far away than close.  Good examples of photography that most photographers shoot at too great a distance to be salable are sailing, surfing, sky diving and wind surfing.  All of these often require a 300mm or longer lens.  Many photographers do not own lenses longer than 200mm putting them at a tremendous disadvantage when shooting these subjects.





Q.34   How do you explain to stock subjects that the photographs may not be used?


A.   I have not found it to be a problem.  I explain to them how stock photography works and tell them that I will let them know if the photograph is used.  I also try to work as quickly as possible since they are volunteers and I may never see a profit from any given stock shoot.





Q.35   Is this a declining market?


A.   Maybe.  It seems that much of the market has matured putting new stock photographers in an awkward position.  Gaining access to mature buyers and emerging buyers requires a greater investment in both time and money than it ever has.   I think it is just getting harder to make money as any type of photographer.  This doesn't mean that choosing to be a photographer is a waste of time, but that every hour and every dollar requires more careful planning than it once did. 





Q. 36   How important is a Web page to selling stock photographs?


A.   It is too early to tell.  I know of many stock buyers who are watching the World Wide Web very carefully. It seems likely that Web sites could replace print catalogs.   Although this has not happened yet, if it does happen, people with Web sites being put in place now will probably get a sizable share of this new potential market.





Q. 37   What is clip art photography and is this an important area for people to pursue who are new to stock photography?


A. Clip art photography is photography that is purchased as a body of work consisting of 2 or more photographs (in many cases hundreds or thousands of photographs) that once the initial fee for the body of work is paid no further payment is required for most usages of any of the individual photographs within the body. Many photographers, including myself, find that selling stock photographs exclusively as clip art is a certain formula for financial failure for almost any photographer regardless of how experienced they are as photographers.  There have been many lively discussion about this topic in the Listserv discussion group 
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I am the owner of the stock photography agency - Lightwave.  The answers to the above questions reflect my own views and may or may not be shared by other stock agents and photographers.  Thank you for your questions.  I will continue to post expanded versions of this FAQ as I receive questions.   This FAQ was updated on October 27, 1997
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lightwav@tiac.net (Paul Light)


