New Paradigms in Stock Photography”  by Royce Blair, Inkjet Mall, 10/28/04


NEW PARADIGM SHIFT IN STOCK PHOTOGRAPHY 

NOTE: Quality Ink jet technology has allowed artists to self-publish with little start-up capital. Your editor has received many emails from photographers and other artists who are interested in expanding the market options for their images, and have asked questions about the stock photo industry. A high percentage of InkjetART's clients are photographers. The balance of our clients are made up largely of other artists and graphic designers. All of these artists are looking for additional sources of income that stock image agencies can provide (many agencies license illustrations as well as photos), and the designers are also consumers of stock. Many of our photography clients have recently left the stock photo industry (and entered the self-publishing market) because they have been disenfranchised by many of the changes in the stock photo industry. This article will review this evolution, and suggest options which have recently become available (so bear with us on the "history" lesson --you might still learn something new).
Before going any further, we should also note that there are two types of stock imagery: rights-managed (R-M) and royalty-free (R-F). Rights-managed products are high quality images with a licence and fee based on their specific use. The fee is calculated from several factors including size, placement, duration of use and geographic distribution. The image may not be used in any way that is not agreed to and invoiced for. That is, the rights are "managed" on a continuing basis. Because the use of the image is monitored and policed, you can be "protected" against having the photo used by a direct competitor for a competing usage.  This protection cannot be provided with royalty-free images. Until the mid-1990s, most stock image sales were R-M. In the royalty-free model, pricing is based solely on the size of the digital file and not its specific use. Clients do not have to pay any additional royalties on a use-by-use basis. For the most part, royalty-free, digital files may be used multiple times for multiple projects without paying any additional fees. 

Fifteen years ago, your editor wrote an article about stock photography for a well-known professional photography magazine. This was during a very good growth period for stock. Most established stock photographers were making good incomes in stock, and many newcomers were looking at stock as a great way to either supplement their income, or completely change their professional lifestyle. 

Unlike assignment work, stock allows one to set their own hours and shoot what they want --which is the ultimate dream of many artists. Realistically, stock requires quite a bit of self-discipline. To be successful, one must be in a continual state of production: researching and finding new stock subjects and submitting those images to the markets on a steady basis. Some areas of stock also require a constant research of lifestyles and trends in order to adapt one's creative style to appeal to the future market needs. Other stock images remain classics, no matter what the whims of change, and continue to sell for decades.

The editor of the magazine was so enamored with the growth of stock and its potential, that he changed the title of my article on stock to "A Golden Opportunity". Many did flock to the stock "gold rush" of the 1990's. Some were amazing successful, but many were not, because they didn't understand the effort and discipline needed for this field of photography. Of those that were successful, many began to see their incomes start to evaporate by the end of the 90's as royalty-free (R-F) began to erode the traditional rights-managed (R-M) stock market. Additionally, images that older, established photographers had once thought would give them a retirement income, had almost stopped selling within the R-M market by the turn of this century. 

In the mid-90's royalty-free stock began to be a major force in the stock photo market. PhotoDisc was one of the first, and most successful. They offered CD-ROMs with 100 high-resolution digital images for just under $300 --a price that was often considered an average rights-managed "starting" licensing fee just for ONE image, and ONLY for a one-time use, rather than unlimited use without any need to pay additional royalties on future uses! 

Most traditional stock photographers were outraged that other photographers would allow their images to be sold for such ridiculously low prices: $3 an image! Many photographers and professional photo associations quickly launched campaigns to educate photographers and clients on the "sins" of selling or buying R-F stock, which many felt would destroy the traditional R-M stock market as they knew it. This campaign still continues today through Stock Artists Alliance:
http://www.stockartistsalliance.org/ 

Their fears were not totally unfounded. Although, R-M is still alive and well for photographers who shoot high-end, cutting edge stock; the more common-place images are rarely licensed anymore via the R-M model. Photographers who shoot unique (i.e. specific natural history subjects, scientific, celebrities, current events,and professional sports) subjects still have a ready market for their images within the R-M model. But for many traditional stock shooters, they quickly saw their livelihood erode as R-F became more popular with buyers. 

Virtually all R-F discs are sold by subject matter, with each CD offering a selection of images on a specific subject. Early R-F disc offerings were compiled from a wide selection of photographers. R-F agencies later began seeking out photographers that could provide enough images to fill a whole disc on one subject, providing also a continuity in style. These early discs were sold not only directly by the agency, but also through distribution outlets which also marketed type fonts and software to graphic designers. Because of this distribution model, the typical commission or royalty to the artist became about 20% --down significantly from the traditional R-M split of 50% for the photographer and 50% for the agency! Despite this low royalty, many of the R-M photographers choosing to enter this emerging R-F model were wildly successful, which prompted many others to jump from the traditional R-M ship, only to find that their shooting style, subject matter and work-flow were not suited for this new model. Some of the early discs (which were a compilation of several photographer's work) had many marginal photographers riding on the coat tails of the images of better photographers; and when these less-able photographers went to supply R-F stock on their own for a whole disc, they couldn't pass the editor's standards --a bar which was rapidly raising to meet a demand for higher R-F quality, some of which was starting to look more cutting-edge than many of the higher-priced R-M images! 

Added to these changes was the rapid decrease in traditional R-M agency outlets, as merger and acquisition mania erupted in the mid-90's and continued through the late-90's. Major stock photo agencies began to buy up smaller agencies, and then merge with other large agencies at a dizzying pace, until there were very few choices for the R-M stock photographer. Soon, these few "Goliath" agencies, instead of competing for photographers, were now demanding unfavorable terms and conditions if photographers wanted to stay with practically the only "game in town". While there are still other R-M stock agencies, the two main players are GettyImages and Corbis, both of which also have R-F divisions. (PhotoDisc, the main, original R-F agency is now a division of GettyImages.):
http://www.GettyImages.com/
http://www.Corbis.com/

INDIVIDUAL R-F SALES. In the late 90's PhotoDisc and other R-F agencies started offering individual, online image downloads in addition to their CDs. At first, their high-resolution downloads (about 30MB RGB, when uncompressed) were priced at $99 each, compared to a whole CD of 50 to 100 images, selling for $299. CD sales still brought in the bulk of the revenue because buyers felt they were getting more for their money. For about three times what an individual image sold for, they could get 100 images, and this looked good to upper management, even though in reality, most of the images were never used. Individual R-F images soon grew in popularity though because photo buyers could purchase and download instantly, just what they needed, instead of waiting for a CD to be shipped to them. Within a few years, the gap between individual image downloads and whole CDs began to narrow. Today, a typical CD price is about $399, and individual downloads can be as much as $299. 

By the middle of 2003, some of the R-F outlets had started to offer "virtual CDs" (VCDs) as a way to make more money on their sales. Although individual sales were beginning to be more popular than CD sales, CDs made more revenue. The agencies hit upon the idea of doing away with the production costs of making CDs, but offering the value of the CDs, with the efficiency of working online: Clients could buy any CD online and have download access to any image on that CD for as long as they wanted. VCDs continued the old marketing gimmick of "more is better", allowing the agencies to make more money on each transaction, but knowing that most clients will still only end up downloading a few images for each VCD they purchase.
http://www.Photodisc.com/ 

Today, there are dozens of R-F companies producing CDs. Very few act as agencies where photographers can submit images. Most are production companies which produce their own stock inhouse or contract established stock photographers to produce content for them (giving them advances against future royalties). This makes it hard for the beginning stock photographers to enter the field. Although most R-F publishers sell their images directly, they all distribute the images through various online portals (often selling each others discs or individual images). A good example of an online portal is Fotosearch (a list of the R-F publishers they carry is on their home page):
http://www.fotosearch.com/ 

SUBSCRIPTION R-F. About two years ago, a new player entered the R-F stock market: Photos.com. Photos.com re-introduced an old concept from the clip-art days: selling R-F by subscription or the banquet "all-you-can-eat" model. In this case, it became "all-you-can-download". They officially opened online with a database of about 10,000 digital images. You could purchase a one-month subscription and download as many images as you wanted during that period for under $70. Today, that price is just under $130. Early image content variety and quality was marginal, but the concept was so successful, that by mid-2003 the company was hiring top outside shooters to beef up the online files and paying them heavy advances against future royalties. Today, of Photo.com's 100,000 plus images, about one-third are contracted images that are exclusive to the company, and it is now even more difficult for new stock photographers to approach the company. It is not surprising that Comstock is also offering subscription R-F stock (but at more than twice the price: $299/month), since both Photos.com and Comstock are owned by JupiterImages Corporation, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Jupitermedia Corporation.
http://www.photos.com/
http://www.comstock1700k.com/
http://www.jupiterimages.com/

MAKING MONEY ON R-F SALES. The question is often asked, if any serious money can be made by producing R-F stock today, when a CD sells for an average of $399? After interviewing several professional R-F shooters, you might be surprised by the following example: A typical R-F shoot to produce a "lifestyle" type CD of 80-100 images can have a production cost of about $7,000 to $10,000 depending on the cost of your model fees, location rentals, assistants, stylists and a freelance art director. The average shoot took several days to plan, and about three days to shoot. A successful CD can garner 1,000 CD sales within a two year run, producing $399,000 in total revenue for the R-F publishing house. The photographer receives a 20% royalty on these sales, giving him or her $79,800, or a profit of at least $69,800 for about two weeks of work (planning, pre-production, production, and post production). Experienced R-F stock photographers might do several of these shoots each year, with some disc titles not making as much money, and other titles doing better. The problem with this model, is that most R-F publishing houses are working with either their own inhouse photographers or experienced stock shooters that have an well-established track record. In these high stakes, there are few openings for the beginner stock shooter, unless he has a unique idea that they like and think will sell quickly (that they don't already have images for), and the photographer already has shot the images (otherwise they'll steal the idea and shoot it themselves, or assign it to their experienced freelance stock shooter). 


SECOND PARADIGM SHIFT.
We have just discussed the first paradigm shift in stock imagery: the rapid appearance and evolution of R-F stock, and the rapid erosion of easily accessible outlets for the stock image producer. Prior to the mid 90s, there were hundreds of small to medium "mom and pop" R-M stock photo agencies across the globe. As R-F evolved, it rapidly became more "corporate", and closed to new talent --at least until that talent became very successful and well-known. At the turn of this century, a new stock photo agency model emerged which allowed almost instant access to the world-wide stock image market and a great deal of control for the stock image producer, whether he or she was just beginning or a star producer. That agency is Alamy. Alamy is located in Oxfordshire, England, but a large share of their image suppliers are U.S. photographers. 

Alamy offers stock images producers the opportunity to sell their images online via either the R-M or R-F model. Alamy takes only a 35% commission (giving the artist a 65% royalty on each sale). Image producers have considerable control on traditional R-M (they call it "L" for traditional "licensing") pricing. R-F pricing is based on download size, with the highest resolution downloads getting prices of $249 or more. 

New Alamy image providers must pass an initial image review by submitting a test CD of between 10 - 15 high-resolution images. Once accepted, the image provider continues to submit additional images by CD. The new images are reviewed and accepted images are uploaded to the online database, in varying resolutions and prices. Alamy claims that this submission review process typically takes less than 14 working days, but some providers have experienced waits of up to a month. Before the images go live to the public, the image provider must access his or her private area to caption and keyword each accepted image. Once a sale is made, Alamy waits at least 45 days before releasing royalties to the image provider. Image can be removed from the database, but this request to "opt out" also takes 45 days.
http://www.alamy.com/
http://www.alamy.com/default2.asp

(There are other agencies similar to Alamy, but we will only list and review those if our subscribers wish us to continue discussing this subject in another newsletter. Please give us your feedback at the end of this article.) 


THIRD PARADIGM SHIFT. 
This is the latest developing model in the stock photography industry. Although similar to Alamy, in their accessibility and user control, these new image agency outlets allow online uploads (with submission reviews often in 48 hours), and offer instant popularity (number of views) and sales feedback. These new online stock image outlets use a micro-payment model. The average transactions under this model are only $1.00 each! Buyers purchase a minimum number of "credits" (a $10 minimum purchase is the norm). The credits can then be used to purchase and download digital stock images. In most cases, one credit allows the purchase and download of a low-resolution image (usually about 800 x 600 pixels). Two credits allows the purchase and download of a medium-resolution image (usually about 1600 x 1200 pixels), and three credits allows the purchase and download of a high-resolution image (at least 2400 x 1800 pixels). Typically, image providers must upload at least a 2MP (about 1600 x 1200 pixel) images in order to be accepted into the image databases of these agencies. 

My research uncovered three online image agencies using this new micro-payment model. These three providers have typically attracted serious amateur and semi-professional photographers, but there are some professional shooters within each agency. I'll explain the reason and the appeal to these pros in a moment. Each agency has it's own message board and forum where the providers share their experiences and solutions to problems, as well as questions and frustrations with the administration. Image providers and buyers are allowed to comment and rate the quality of the images, so there is not only a sense of community, but a high amount of feedback. And because prices are so low, the number of downloads (and feedback) can sometimes come in a matter of hours or days, instead of months. 

Because an image producer can instantly delete the images at anytime from the agency's database, it is possible for a professional R-F shooter or illustrator to gather statistics and feedback after a few months and then move their best images to an R-F agency which has the highest fees in combinations with the most traffic.. 

Even with the low payments per image, some stock producers are finding the volume of sales from these micro-payment agencies can sometimes equal or exceed the income they were getting years ago from traditional R-M agencies. 

Let me explain. Ten years ago it was not uncommon for photographers to make only $1 to $3 net per image per year, unless some of those images were featured in the agency's printed catalogs. (Images chosen to appear in catalogs could sometimes earn a net income of several thousand dollars per image for the first year or two the catalog was in circulation --but we're talking about regular agency sales, without the help of catalog sales.) Surveys of several stock photographers with Alamy and similar agencies show a range of about $7 - $20 net per image per year. Surveys of several stock image producers (photographers and illustrators) on some of the new micro-payment agencies showed a range of about $5 - $20 net per image per year. 

Because all of these micro-payment agencies have non-exclusive agreements, there is no reason not to upload the same images with all three agencies (using the same keywords and descriptions), and possibly triple your income. All of these micro-payment agencies pay out royalties as soon as your earnings reach $100 or more. 


HERE ARE THE THREE ONLINE MICRO-PAYMENT AGENCIES MY STAFF FOUND: 

· Can Stock Photo: out of Halifax, Nova Scotia, CANADA 

· PROS: Best image interface, with a protective "Zoom" feature; fairest and best treatment to image providers (53% average royalty), with the least percentage of image submission rejections. Note: CanStock's medium and high-resolution downloads are priced at $3.00 and $4.50 respectively. For this reason, some contributing photographers flag their images as "Exclusive to CanStock". 

· CONS: The newest player (started June 2004), with the fewest images in their database: just under 10,000 (this can also turn into a plus, since images uploaded in the early stages show more views and downloads, giving potential buyers greater confidence to download the images). The only agency of the three, that does not accept stock illustrations. 

http://www.canstockphoto.com?r=673 

· Dreamstime: out of Centerville, MA U.S.A. (but actually administrated out of Bucharest, ROMANIA). 

· PROS: Pays a 50% royalty on sales 

· CONS: A distracting watermark protects their large, online thumbnail images, but is so large, it often interferes with being able to make an informed decision. This agency is also fairly new, and is approaching about 25,000 images. 

http://www.dreamstime.com/ 

· iStockPhoto: out of Calgary, Alberta, CANADA 

· PROS: The oldest of the three, with over 150,000 images, and the highest Web traffic. 

· CONS: Pays only a 20% royalty on sales (20% royalty was designed for a distribution model, and is not fair in this direct sales model). Strict submission standards, resulting in a higher percentage of submission rejections. Provides download stats, but does not show the number of image "views". 

http://www.istockphoto.com/ 


NEW R-F "SUBSCRIPTION" MODEL AGENCY. ShutterStock offers a R-F subscription (all-you-can-download) model similar to Photos.com. The difference is that ShutterStock is aggressively seeking photographers to increase their image content (which is approaching 20,000 images), whereas Photos.com is not, and ShutterStock is willing to pay photographers 20 cents for each time a client downloads an image. That may not seem like a lot, but remember that ShutterStock is offering unlimited downloads, so this model encourages the client to download everything they like, without worrying about the fees adding up! Add to this, the uploading convenience and instant feedback statistics that are similar to the three micro-payment agencies we just reviewed. 

ShutterStock is based in New York, NY and like the three micro-payment agencies, it does NOT require that your uploaded image be exclusive to their agency --meaning that if you wanted, you could put the same images with all four. 

Quoting one of ShutterStock's administrators (on 10/24/04): "We've been running for almost 2 years now, selling stock photography taken by a select few photographers. Since we couldn't accumulate photos as fast as we would like taking them ourselves -- we started to accept submissions! ...We started to allow photographers to join about a week ago!" 

· PROS: Upload interface is similar to the 3 micro-payment agencies, but ShutterStock's allows you to upload up to 30 images at a time, instead of just one image at a time --a real time saver! And just like the 3 micro-payment agencies, you can instantly delete an image form their database at anytime. 

· CONS: Although their "stats" allows you to see your download statistics, and the download numbers for each image, you do not have the ability to come back at a later time and edit your keywords and description like you can with the 3 micro-payment agencies. There is currently no easy way to show thumbnails of all the images you have submitted. To review your submitted images, you have to click on the date and batch number of each submission you have made. We suggest that you make up a unique, nonsensical keyword that you can search on if you want to quickly see all of your images at one time (however, be prepared to be annoyed by their spell checker when you submit that keyword with the rest of your list ;) 

http://submit.shutterstock.com/?ref=203 


WEB TRAFFIC RANKINGS. Web site content and Web traffic determine a sites success. Alexa.com is sort of a "Nielsen" ratings for the Web. These are the Alexa traffic rankings (as of 10/28/04) for the Web sites we have mentioned in this newsletter (smaller numbers indicate a higher traffic ranking --for instance, Yahoo.com has a ranking of "1"): 

	Alamy.com
	14,302 

	canstockphoto.com
	424,235

	Corbis.com
	3,024

	dreamstime.com
	100,684 

	gettyimages.com
	840 

	istockphoto.com
	2,598 

	photos.com
	3,323 

	Shutterstock.com
	157,384 



If you have a Web site, you might want to check out its ranking, and see how it compares (enter in only your domain name --you do not need the "http" or the "www). 


CONCLUSION.
By publishing this information we are not suggesting that artists should embrace any of these sales models. They have only been presented here to increase your knowledge of what is happening within this industry and what are some of your options. 

Stock photography is a business, and should be treated as such. Successful photographers in this market put their egos aside. They shoot and market what sells in each market and model. R-F is a "numbers" game. You have to have a lot of images in the market, and upload images that have mass-appeal. Even if you like the R-F models, some images should never be entered into this market, because they are too unique --they would be better served under a R-M model. These last four outlets allow one to quickly analyze what is selling (not only your own images, but what is selling for others). 

In preparing this article, we also interviewed two Illustrators that were using the micro-payment agencies to sell their work. One had tried other R-F agencies with no success, and had had marginal success with sales on his own Web site. He found almost immediate success with the two micro-payment agencies that accepted illustrations (CanStockPhoto does not accept illustrations). 

If artists would be interested in having us feature and review the other online agencies we mentioned (that are similar to Alamy.com), we would be happy to provide that information in a future newsletter. We will respond according to your feedback:
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