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INTRODUCTION

You have a camera and you’d like to supplement your in-
come with your photography or even become a full-time 
photographer. My name is David Taylor. I’m a professional 
landscape and travel photographer based in Northumber-
land, England. Welcome to ‘Making money with your cam-
era’. 

Over the next four weeks I’ll be introducing the some of 
the ways you can do this.  In this lesson I’ll be talking about 
selling your photos through image libraries.

David Taylor
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Course Curriculm
The Stock Market: Selling your work through an image library

We live in a visual culture in which photographic 
images are everywhere. The market for photos is 
immense. Companies, big and small, publishers 
and public organisations worldwide need a 
constant flow of images for their promotional 
and printing needs. This first lecture covers the 
basics principles of selling your photos through 
image libraries. I talk about what image libraries 
actually do for photographers, how to decide 
which image library is for you and what terms 
are acceptable. I also discuss how a potential 

buyer will find your images using the keywords you’ve added to your images. The lecture is 
illustrated with a variety of photos that have successfully sold and been used commercially.

 Lesson Two: The Stock Market: Which Images sell?
There’s more to selling your work through 
an image library that supplying them 
with everything you’ve ever shot. It’s a 
brutal fact that image libraries are awash 
with images. In this lesson I talk about 
the types of images that buyers are look-
ing for. And, perhaps more importantly, 
images that just won’t make the grade. I 
discus the different genres of photogra-
phy buyers are looking for: from lifestyle 
shots to travel images. I also cover the 

principles behind the microstock phenomenon and whether this is a viable op-
tion rather than placing your work with a traditional image library. During the 
lecture I use a wide variety of my own images to illustrate these points.

Lesson Three: Working to Commission: The freelance life
Who wouldn’t want to throw off the shack-
les of a nine-to-five job in order to be a 
freelance photographer? Being your own 
boss, doing something that you enjoy and 
being paid to do it too. Unfortunately life 
is never that simple! This lesson covers 
some of the pleasures and pains of being 
a freelance photographer. I talk about how 
to market yourself as a freelance photog-
rapher and how this is an important part 
of finding your clients. I also discuss the 
correct way to deal with clients, what your 

rights as a freelance photographer are and how you can make money even 
after the end of a commission. The lecture is accompanied by images that I’ve 
shot for clients as a freelance photographer.

Lesson Four: Making an exhibition of yourself: Print sales
It’s all very well making images and view-
ing them on a screen. However, there’s 
something special about seeing an image 
as a print, particularly when that print is 
mounted and framed. Creating prints to 
sell can be a hit and miss affair. In this les-
son I discuss the issues you’ll face when 
preparing to host an exhibition and the 
types of people who buy prints. I also talk 
about selling prints online, and other ways 
to maximise your income during an exhibi-

tion. The lecture is illustrated with images that have successfully sold as prints 
at exhibitions that I’ve held.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The Stock Market: Selling your work 
through an image library

We live in a visual culture in which photographic images are everywhere. Take a 
walk down any city street and look around you. It would be a rare street that didn’t 
feature newsstands selling image-rich magazines or colourful advertising hoardings. 

The market for images is immense. Companies, big and small, publishers and public 
organisations need a constant flow of images for their promotional and printing 
needs. This publication promoting the Northumberland National Park is packed with 
images, a large number of them shot by me.  

Images can be acquired in a number of different ways. The most direct way is to hire 
a photographer and commission him or herto shoot images for a specific project. 
This can be expensive, as the photographer will charge for their time as well as 
expenses such as travelling. We’ll talk about commissioned work in a later lesson. 

A less direct way to acquire images is to licence images that have been placed with 
a stock or image library. This is an image shot for a book  about Ireland. It’s also 
been used by a calendar company to illustrate one of the summer months. The rights 
to use the image were bought through an image library.

The basic principle of image libraries is that they represent photographers, storing 
and marketing the photographer’s work to potential buyers. This makes life easier 
for the photographer. Finding a steady stream of buyers for images is  difficult and 
time consuming. Photographers are not marketing experts generally. 

They’d much rather be out shooting images than spending all day on the phone. 
An image library is staffed with people who are happy to do the selling for  you. 
However, marketing represents a cost to the library. So for every sale made a 
commission is deducted. The commission rate varies between libraries but 50% is a 
reasonable average. Once a sale has been made the photographer’s account  with 
the library is credited with the balance.

Unfortunately a photographer is not paid immediately after a sale. Payment terms 
also vary between libraries. Some libraries pay out once a month whenever a 
photographer’s account is in credit. Or, once a certain credit threshold has been 
reached. 

Others wait until the end of a quarter to make a payment. Payment terms should be 
used as one of the criteria that helps you decide which library is for you. Payment is 
usually made by cheque, or, more commonly, by electronic bank transfer. Needless 
to say you must keep records of any payments made by the library for tax purposes.

In pre-digital days image libraries would receive transparencies from photographers, 
keeping them in storage until required. Now most image libraries will only accept 
digital files. These files will either be scans made by the photographer or be images 
shot directly with digital camera. This is one of my oldest images and is a scan 
taken from a transparency. Scanning is too big a subject to cover in these lessons. 
However, if you do still scan images, your scanner must be capable of professional 
quality results.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Most, if not all, image libraries now use a website as 
the main portal for buyers to find and purchase imag-
es. However, a potential buyer won’t have time to look 
through every single image on a library’s website. To 
narrow down the 

search, libraries associate relevant keywords - including 
the photographer’s name - with each image. The buyer 
would then use the library’s text search engine to view a 
filtered selection of images. Despite this filter the buyer 
could 

still be faced with many pages of images. Having an 
image on page one or two of the search results is there-
fore often the key to making a sale. I’m a contributor to 
an image library called Alamy. Type my name into the 
Alamy search engine and this is the result. 

Some libraries generate their own keywords for images; 
others expect the photographer to supply them. We’ll 
come back to this subject and the art of keywording 
later. As a photographer it can be difficult to know which 
library to place work with. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Different libraries use different business models. It’s therefore important to 
research which model suits your needs best. Libraries can be split very broadly into 
two different types: libraries that sell very specific types  of images or those that 
sell images that cover a wide range of subjects. 

The libraries that only sell very specific types of images are generally choosier 
about which photographers they represent. A good example of this type of library 
is one that specialises in images of scientific subjects. Unless you have  a large 
number of images that suits this very specific need - and are prepared to keep 
supplying new and relevant images - then you will be rejected. This image, shot 
in Oxford, has been placed with Collections, an image library that  specialises in 
images shot in the United Kingdom.

The advantage of this type of library however is that they will be able to target 
images to relevant buyers more easily, theoretically increasing the likelihood 

of a sale. Other examples of this type of library are those that specialise  in 
architecture, specific geographical regions, travel or art photography. 

This image hasn’t been placed with a library yet. I am however, looking to place it - 
and others like it - with a library that specialises in art photography.

Libraries that sell images on a wide range of subjects are generally more accepting 
of photographers who don’t specialise. The larger libraries, such as Getty, Corbis 
or Alamy are examples of this type of library. A more general approach has its 
advantages and disadvantages. The big advantage for you as a photographer 
is that most images put forward will be accepted. Provided the images meet a 
certain fundamental technical or aesthetic qualities of course. We’ll come  back to 
this subject later too. However, the downside is that your work may be lost in a sea 
of similar images.

When a library accepts you as a contributor you will be offered a contract. There 
are two types of contract: exclusive and nonexclusive. An exclusive contract means 
that images supplied to the library cannot be offered to other libraries. Sometimes 
it also means that you aren’t able to sell those images directly to your personal 
clients, though this is rare. A non-exclusive contract means that you are free to sell 
the same images through other libraries. As long as the other library also offers a 
non-exclusive contract that is.

Another way in which image libraries differ is how images are sold. Though before 
we go any further it’s worth clarifying what ‘sold’ in this context actually means. 
As the creator of a photographic work you own the copyright to that  work. A 
buyer never acquires the copyright to an image when it’s sold through a library. 
The copyright still resides with you, the photographer. The buyer only purchases 
a licence to use an image. The buyer cannot sell the image on to another party, as 
this would be a breach of your copyright.

You could of course sell the rights to an image completely but this would be a 
personal decision. It’s also something you would normally negotiate directly rather 
than through a library. Generally selling on copyright has little to recommend it. 
An image is an asset. Potentially it could make money for the rest of your life. 
Selling on copyright would deny you that income. Returning briefly to shooting 
commissioned photography. 

Copyright resides with the photographer not the client unless it is agreed 
otherwise beforehand. If a client wants copyright your fee should be far higher. 
This was a commissioned image, though it is still my copyright. After an agreed 
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amount of time I was able to place it with an image library.

There are essentially two ways a buyer can licence an image: rights managed or 
royalty free. If an image is sold rights managed the purchaser is restricted in how 
the image can be used. These restrictions will include the medium of reproduction: 
whether the image is to be used in a magazine or on a website for example. The 
reproduction size. The larger an image is reproduced, the higher the fee. Intended 
use: is the image to be used to promote a product or editorially to illustrate a story 
in a magazine or newspaper?

The length of time or the number of times the image can be used. And finally, 
where the image is to be used: regionally, nationally or even internationally. If the 
buyer wants to expand the rights under which the image can be used the  cost 
of the licence will increase. The benefit of selling your images rights managed is 
that you can be more confident that use of the image will not be abused - it’s in 
the interests of the library too that image is only used for the  original intended 
purpose.

It’s also possible that the buyer may want to use the image again. In which case 
another payment will be required. The benefit to the buyer is that once an image 
has been sold as rights managed the library is not allowed to sell the same  image 
to a buyer in a similar line of work for the period of use. For this reason it’s not 
the done thing to sell the same rights managed image through several different 
libraries. This is a rights managed image and has sold several  times to the same 
company. Buyers can be conservative, if they find an image that they like they 
often don’t look elsewhere if something similar is needed in the future.

A royalty free licence allows far more freedom to the buyer in how the image is 
used. It can be used multiple times, on both digital and paper media. This makes 
the licence potentially far less expensive than for a rights managed image. 

The disadvantage to the buyer is that there is less control over who else could use 
the same image. A competitor could potentially use the same image at the same 
time. This has the advantage to you because the image isn’t locked from  selling 
at any point to anyone. However, the original buyer does not need to pay another 
licence fee if the image is reused for other purposes. 

Usually you’d be able to choose whether an image is sold as rights managed or 
royalty free. However, there are certain types of image that should always be 
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rights managed. If an image has been shot on private property or is of a person  
or pet then you need a release form signed by the person or persons affected. If 
your image contains a commercial logo you’d also need a release - a logo is private 
property and belongs to someone else not you. 

A signed release  essentially gives you or anyone who licences he image permission 
to use it commercially. This means that the image could be used for any purpose. 
Advertising. Political 
leaflets. Anything. Many 
libraries will provide a 
standard release that you 
can print out and use.

I have signed release 
for this image, signed 
by the subject of the 
picture. If that person 
were also situated in a 
privatelyowned space I’d 
need a second release 
from the owner of that 
space. Because I have 
a signed release the 
image  could be used for 
commercial purposes such as promoting a winter activity holiday. If you don’t have a 
release the ways in which an image can be used is severely restricted. You could still 
licence an image through a library. It must be  rights managed and it must be made 
clear that the image could only be used for editorial purposes. It couldn’t be used 
for advertising a commercial product for example.

I don’t have a signed release for this image. Therefore it can only be used for 
editorial purposes. To illustrate a factual story in a magazine for example. 

Obtaining signed releases can be difficult when travelling, particularly if  there is a 
language barrier. For that reason virtually all of my travel images are sold as rights 
managed, specifying that the images are for editorial use only. If you try to sell 
an image that requires a release royalty free you run  the risk of being sued later. 
Particularly if the image of the affected person’s property is used in way they don’t 
agree with. Libraries generally sell a mixture of rights managed and royalty free 
images. Once you’ve chosen a licence  type for an image you’re usually not allowed 
to swap - particularly once the image has been sold once.

A new type of image library has grown to prominence in the past few years: the 
micro stock library. Micro stock libraries only licence royalty free images. The price 
of a typical licence is usually very low, often pennies. Micro stock  libraries make 
their money by selling images in as many places to as many people as possible. 
It’s a stack it high and sell it cheap tactic. It can work if you’re prepared constantly 
generate and upload new images to the library. 

But  inevitably something has to give if you prioritise quantity over quality. Micro 
stock is another subject that we’ll come back to. You’ve found an image library that 
you like. They like you. Now all you have to do is supply them with images and wait 
for the money to roll in. Right? As you’ve probably guessed there’s a bit more to it 
than that. First of all you have  to choose which images to send to the library. There 
is a definite art to deciding which images are commercial and which aren’t. We’ll 
return to that topic later.   You have to be ruthless about technical imperfection. 
Libraries usually have quality control systems that will weed out images that are 
technically unsuitable. Fail quality control too often and you may be asked to stop 
contributing.  However, sometimes interesting flaws can be valid. This image suffers 
from flare but that adds to the image rather than detract from it. 
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The key when shooting is to use the lowest ISO setting you can for maximum quality. Shooting 
Raw is also recommended. Use a tripod whenever possible. If you’re handholding use a shutter 
speed   than is fast enough to avoid camera shake - unless you’re panning or trying to create a 
particular effect. This image was actually shot with a compact camera. However, it is one that is 
able to shoot Raw so I was able to extract the maximum image quality from the file. 

Once I’ve finished a shoot my workflow is relatively straightforward. Images are imported from a 
memory card into Adobe Lightroom. I shoot Raw for complete control over the look of an image.   

However, if I were shooting images that had news value I’d switch to shooting Jpeg. Images that 
could be used on today’s news website or tomorrow’s newspaper are needed immediately. This 
would leave little time for fine-tuning, making  Jpeg in this instance invaluable.

Some cameras allow you save different configurations that can be recalled instantly. If your cam-
era has this facility it’s worthwhile saving a setting with continuous drive and autofocus enabled. 
If a newsworthy event unfolds in front of you can switch to this and be ready for action. 

During the import process I have the option of applying information to the images’ metadata. 
Metadata is ‘invisible’ data embedded into a digital file. Invisible that is until the file is opened in 
software that can read the metadata. 

You’ll also need to add keywords to the image metadata in a format compatible with your li-
brary’s  requirements. These two factors mean that you will have to devise a robust workflow 
that will allow you to efficiently prepare and supply images to your library.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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What you don’t necessarily need is the most expensive camera and lens. Not 
many libraries accept images from phones or compact cameras - with the notable 
exception of news images. However, a DSLR with a resolution higher than six 
megapixels is usually more than adequate. 

When you create an image on a digital camera shooting data, such as the shutter 
speed used, is saved as metadata. Software such as Lightroom can read and 
display this information. This camera-created metadata is known as Exchangeable  
Information File Format data or EXIF data for short. EXIF metadata is usually not 
editable, though it can be done with specialist software. Usually though it’s best to 
leave well alone. 

As mentioned a few minutes ago you can also add and edit your own metadata. 
This editable metadata could be any text-based information. However, certain 
standards for the formatting of metadata have now taken root. The most common  
standard is known as the International Press Telecommunications Council (or IPTC) 
format. This standard was originally developed for use by photojournalists. IPTC 
metadata is divided into a number of different fields. Most photo-imaging software 
allow you fill in these fields quickly and easily. Most image libraries use IPTC data 
to extract the keywords associated with an image.

I’ve set Lightroom up to automatically fill in certain fields in the  IPTC metadata 
as images are imported. These fields include my name, address, copyright details 
and so on. These fields are less important to an image library but it’s still good 
practise to fill them in. One of the current issues facing photographers is that 
of the ‘orphan work’. These are images that can be found online but without 
ownership information. Orphan works could potentially be used  commercially 
without recompense to the original photographer. Filling in the name, contact and 
copyright fields in the IPTC metadata will help to reduce the risk of this happening 
to you.

When it comes to image libraries the two most important fields are the description 
and keyword fields. The description field should be filled by a description of the 
image. At the very least you should describe where the image was shot. 

Some libraries limit the number of characters that can be used for the image 
description. Be selective, don’t waffle and be as accurate as possible. The IPTC 
description for this image (see right) is: Lindisfarne (or Holy Island) Castle on the  
Northumberland coast in the northeast of England, United Kingdom. 
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The keyword field should be filled with words or short phrases that describe 
the various elements of an image. Although the words should be relevant you 
don’t necessarily need to be literal. Let’s take this image as an example. It’s an 
alstromeria flower. At the very least alstromeria should be one of the keywords. It’s 
a flower so that’s another keyword. Other literal keywords could be flora and plant. 

Alstromeria is also known as the Peruvian Lily so that should be added in too. 
Colour is something that a buyer may search for so pink and green are relevant. 
Thinking more conceptually words like delicate, fresh and natural would fit.  Using 
an online thesaurus is a good way to find synonyms of the keywords you use. A 
potential buyer may think differently to you so you need to add all the variations 
you can think of. 

There are companies that - for a fee - will keyword images for you. Whether you 
can justify this expense will depend on how pressured your time is and how many 
images you process on a weekly or monthly basis.

There is a subtle difference between British English and what’s known as 
International English. Colour, if it’s a keyword could be added in twice, first as C O 
L O U R and then as C O L O R. 

Words like autumn could be supplemented by fall and so on. This applied to 
this image, so I’ve added the four variations that I’ve just mentioned to its IPTC 
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metadata.

What you should avoid are words that are not relevant. This is known as keyword 
stuffing and can, if you persist in the practise, lose you your contract with your 
image library. Words like fish, motorbike and Alaska are not relevant to   This image 
and so should not be added. You also generally don’t need to add words like and 
or the into your keywords. When you add in your keywords you should use a semi-
colon to separate each word or phrase.

The description and keyword fields are also searchable 
by image database software. If you intend to take your 
photography seriously it’s a good idea to use such software 
to manage your images. Another benefit of image database 
software  is that it allows you add coloured labels to images. 
I use these labels to keep track of which image has gone to 
which library. Although this is arguably less important if you 
only supply royalty free libraries it’s vital if you sell  images 
that are rights managed. 

I use iView MediaPro - now sold as Phase One Media Pro - to 
catalog and manage my image database. The use of coloured 
labels is very intuitive way to keep track of how images have 
been used.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Once you’ve imported your images you will then need to decide which make the 
grade and which don’t. I use the rating system in Lightroom to make an initial 
selection. Some images immediately work. Some need more thought. Others are  
definitely also rans and are deleted. The important thing is to be objective about 
your work. Just because you particularly like an image doesn’t mean that anyone 
else will. This image hasn’t made the grade. The highlights are burnt out and too 
little is in focus. It’s one for bin I’m afraid.

Personal feelings about a subject can cloud your 
judgement about an image’s commercial potential. 
There are a staggering number of images of cats 
available through image libraries. You may love your 
cat but that doesn’t mean she has ommercial value.

The technical qualities of an image are important 
too. Libraries will not accept poorly exposed or 
focused images. The form that images need to be 
supplied varies from library to library. 

Generally however, most libraries accept Jpeg 
-  provided the compression quality is high. This 
means using 10 or higher when saving an image 
in Photoshop. Another potential problem is 
sharpening. The general rule is to supply images 
that have been unsharpened. An image should be  
sharpened according to its final use. 

The amount of sharpening required is therefore a 
decision that should be made by an image buyer. 
This is another good reason why it’s better to shoot 
Raw. Shooting Jpeg in-camera will take some of  the 
means of controlling image quality out of your 
hands altogether. 

That’s the end of this lesson, which I hope 
you’ve enjoyed. In the next lesson I’ll be 
discussing what makes an image commercial. 
And whether microstock is for you. 
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