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BY ANDRES RODRIGUEZ

Microstock is an exciting industry. It’s constantly changing as new trends, services, and agencies arrive on the scene. You never know what will happen next and how it will change or affect the business. Microstock is also an industry of opportunity. For most people, getting started is not too difficult: The potential is high for anyone who thinks carefully about the opportunities and works hard to take advantage of them.

I started with microstock in 2004, when the industry was still very young. As a designer, I was buying photos to use on websites and in brochures for my company at the time. It wasn’t long, however, before I started noticing how often each photo sold through the microstock agencies, which showed the number of downloads for each image. This is what first made me curious about the field.

For one design project, I needed a photo of a person designing a database structure. I wanted to see the person’s face, so I imagined a photo in which the person appeared to be drawing the design on the screen. I searched all the top microstock agencies but could not find anything with this concept (at that time, the agency portfolios were much smaller than they are now). So I created the photo myself, and after using it in my design, uploaded it to some of the biggest microstock agencies. I was surprised at how often the photo sold. Clearly I was not the only person with a need for that particular subject matter. At the time I owned only a point-and-shoot camera and didn’t know much about photography, so I wasn’t too serious about pursuing more uploads just yet.

Eventually my job situation changed and I needed another way to earn a living. I had heard about a few people who were already “professional” microstock photographers, so I became inspired to try to make micro-stock photography my full-time job as well.

I purchased a book about photography fundamentals and bought my first digital SLR camera. Because I worked so hard to learn and practice as much as I could, I became frustrated after so many of my photos were initially rejected by microstock agencies. Digital noise was my first problem: Microstock agencies will reject images with even the smallest amount of noise, so I had to read about it and understand how to shoot photos that were totally noise-free. Then came problems with focus: If a photo is even slightly blurry, or the focus is not on the logical part of the photo, it will be rejected. Most of my photos were of people, so I had to practice getting the focus perfectly sharp and centered on the eyes of the model. It took a long time to figure out all the elements that agencies wanted and didn’t want in a photo. Each time a photo was rejected, I paid attention to the reasons and adjusted my technique accordingly.

After a couple of months, I had gained a good understanding of how to make photos that agencies would accept. The next step was to figure out what made a photo a high seller. I started obsessing over sales stats and looking for common elements among my best-selling photos. I tried different lighting techniques, a variety of models, and a range of styles, from highly conceptual photos to simple shots. It took a couple of months, but I eventually found the combinations that worked best for sales—specifically, flat lighting, realistic but attractive models, and a clear message or concept. This knowledge was the key to reaching high sales. Now that I knew how to create high-selling photos, I could just increase the quantity to raise my earnings. I turned myself into a microstock shooting machine, shooting and uploading as many photos as I could as fast as I could.

After just a few months, I was earning as much as I had earned at my design job (though with all the hard work, it felt a lot longer than a few months!). The hard work was paying off, my earnings were rising quickly, and I continued to constantly improve the quality of my photos.

These days microstock is a different world. New microstock photographers need to start with much better photos than I did, but they also have a big advantage. They don’t need to spend months figuring out how to create photos that microstock agencies will accept, nor must they spend months figuring out what kinds of photos sell well—they have it all laid out here, in Ellen’s book.

That is not to say that it will be easy. This book will help you avoid many of the frustrations of figuring out what works in microstock, but you still have to put in the effort and invest the time to build a solid portfolio. Your success will equal the effort you put in. Just be sure to use this book to learn how to create high-selling photos before you run out and shoot too many: Your motto should be: Quality first, quantity second.

Like so many in the microstock industry, I have known Ellen for some years now. She has great experience in the stock photo industry and is an established authority on microstock. She’s the ideal person to write this book, and I’m thrilled to finally be able to refer people to a comprehensive and high-quality guide to microstock photography.
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At least once a month during my years in the stock photography business I was told that I had to see my neighbor’s or my dentist’s or a perfect stranger’s photos. The remark was usually followed by a description of the work that went something like this: “She isn’t a professional, but her photos of flowers and landscapes are wonderful.” I would then have to slip out of the conversation because I dreaded what would come next: “Would you like to see the images?”

The fact is, this was the only way most amateur photographers could get their work viewed by someone in stock photography. Then, as now, most traditional stock companies close their doors to amateurs unless their work is specialized and unique. And it’s hard to blame them; although most serious amateurs do have some terrific photos, the time required to find the gems among the vacation photos is not cost-efficient for a high-volume traditional stock business.

With the advent of “microstock,” the doors have begun to open. What exactly is microstock photography? It’s an increasingly lucrative business that has evolved as an offshoot of traditional stock photography, in which fees are charged to license imagery, except the fees to license microstock images are much lower—anywhere from $0.20 to $10.00 for a royalty-free photo. Microstock companies source their images almost exclusively via the Internet and work with a wider range of photographers than the traditional stock agencies, including amateurs and hobbyists. The term microstock likely stems from the term micropayment, because the licensing fees are radically smaller than those for traditional photography. There is also a strong element of social networking involved in the microstock communities, as contributors communicate freely with each other, offering advice and criticism that is mostly absent among contributors to traditional stock companies. With the microstock platform, amateurs and pros alike have a means to showcase and make money from their images, as long as the images adhere to certain technical rules. Photo editors for microstock companies, called “reviewers,” are not nearly as demanding with respect to subject matter as photo editors at the large stock companies. However, they will still reject certain subjects and, as the number of submissions soars and competition for downloads increases, they are getting more selective.

The microstock licensing model has provided an exciting venue for serious amateur photographers. Instead of letting your photos languish on a hard drive, only to be tossed out decades later, you can submit them to a business—and maybe even make some money. In the process, you’ll learn from your mistakes, and your photography and rate of success will improve. The learning experience is practically instantaneous: instead of having to wait weeks or months for new images to be uploaded (as was the case with the traditional stock businesses), microstock images are posted online within a few days. Almost immediately you can begin to learn what sells best (especially if you have followed the advice in this book). Checking to see what has sold in the last day or hour becomes addictive as royalties start to grow.

Before you venture too far down the path of social networking sites as a venue for your photography, however, consider why you want to put your images out into the world. If you enjoy sharing photos with friends and family and are happy with snapshots that tell a story without a lot of fuss on your part, microstock may not be for you. You will probably gain more satisfaction from the less specialized social networks such as Flickr and Facebook as venues for sharing your images. Concern about getting just the right shot could cause you to spend all your leisure time looking at the camera or cell phone rather than enjoying yourself. However, if you are a serious amateur who appreciates getting comments on your work from others and wants to polish your skills to get maximum downloads and even make some money, why not jump on the microstock bandwagon? Even successful stock photographers have found that microstock can add revenue to their income. If you fall into this category, consider this book a compilation of shooting ideas similar to what you would get from an editor at a traditional stock distributor, but modified for microstock.

The growth of the microstock business is nothing short of phenomenal. Expansion has been fueled by the wide availability of relatively inexpensive and higher-resolution digital cameras, the explosion of Internet sites and blogs requiring inexpensive images, and the expansion of photo users gaining expertise about image searches and licensing. For example, when I first joined Dreamstime, a large microstock company, in early 2007, the company had 1,015,806 images, 279,880 users, and 12,857 photographers and illustrators. By fall of 2009, the company could boast of 6,758,821 images, 1,704,726 users, and 78,072 photographers and illustrators. Meanwhile, the quality of the images has improved as microstock photographers have gained experience in what sells and why.

The microstock industry is by no means mature. Almost unlimited opportunities remain as its growth tracks that of businesses and individuals using images on the Web for promotion and information. It is far from being too late to get on board; and with the information you’ll find here, you can jump-start your success in the world of microstock photography.
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 WHAT IS MICROSTOCK?
A SNAPSHOT OF THE INDUSTRY
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Microstock photography companies such as iStockphoto.com, Dreamstime.com, and Shutterstock.com have allowed professional and amateur photographers alike the opportunity to reach a huge audience for their images and to license the photos for a fee. Before microstock, there was a long line of companies, including Corbis, Getty Images, and Masterfile, that built businesses around licensing professional photographers’ stock photos; but for the amateur, few repositories existed for their processed film other than a box in the back of the closet or as sometimes sleep-inducing slideshows for hapless friends and neighbors. Over time, the professional businesses have evolved from offering only editorial-type images to encyclopedias and textbooks or news and publicity file photos to the three major stock photo licensing models that exist today.

A BRIEF HISTORY

In the past, newspaper companies stored their photo archives in the “morgue” (a reference to the thousands of prints and negatives that slowly decayed into dust) until the day they might be needed for publication. Such was the model for the stock photography business, which began in the 1920s as a way to provide similar resources for encyclopedia, calendar, greeting card, and book publishers. The photographers would place their images in a stock agency’s files for distribution while still retaining the copyright to the photos. The agency would then license a chosen image to a publisher, take a commission on the transaction, and pay the photographer a royalty.
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This re-creation looks like a typical stock photo depicting a scene from the last century.

© JAMES STEIDL/SHUTTERSTOCK

In the mid-1970s, stock photo agencies expanded to serve the advertising, design, and corporate industries. One of the major advantages for art directors, art buyers, and photo editors was the predictability of stock images: What they saw was what they got—which is not always the case with assignment photography.
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Early stock photo collections were made up of images such as this one from Yellowstone Park in the 1950s. Other popular images included staged family and office scenes.

© CHIPPIX/SHUTTERSTOCK

Over time, the early stock agencies such as H. Armstong Roberts, The Bettmann Archive, and Photo Researchers were joined by companies such as The Image Bank, which geared their collections more to graphic designers and advertising art directors. In the late 1980s, still another player joined the stock photography market. Microsoft founder Bill Gates had begun construction of a new home featuring the best and latest technology, including digital displays for art and photographs. In need of imagery, he started a company called Interactive Home Systems, later renamed Corbis, to secure the digital rights to art and photography. As the collection grew, Corbis began licensing its images.
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For many years, American textbook and encyclopedia publishers depended on a few photographers to supply images of indigenous people from around the world. Today, thanks to hundreds of thousands of citizen photographers across the globe, such images are easily available on microstock companies’ sites.

© TENG WEI/SHUTTERSTOCK

British company Tony Stone Images (TSI) entered the U.S. market for advertising








MICROSTOCK DEFINED



	It is delivered exclusively in digital format and licensed solely online.

	It is open to a wider range of photographers than traditional stock licensing companies.

	The images are licensed for very low fees, but often in much larger volumes than traditional distributors can generate.

	Because the photo editors (called “reviewers”) are not as demanding with respect to subject matter as photo editors at large stock companies, microstock collections have a very broad, deep selection of images across all subject matter, including even erotica (found in restricted portions of some sites).

	Instead of long, legally complex contracts, microstock companies have online agreements similar to the user agreements for any website.

	Images can be removed from circulation easily without waiting for years, as with traditional stock companies.












UNDERSTANDING YOUR “RIGHTS”



RIGHTS MANAGED




	Type of usage (editorial or advertising/promotion)

	Size and placement of the image (cover, quarter page inside, etc.)

	Distribution (local, regional, national, multinational)

	Market sector (type of business or industry)

	Duration (length of time of the license)

	Degree of protection or exclusivity






ROYALTY FREE



CREATIVE COMMONS



	For attribution. You let others copy, distribute, and display your copyrighted work (and derivative works based upon it), but only if they give credit the way you request.

	Noncommercial. You let others copy, distribute, and display your work (and derivative works based upon it), but for noncommercial purposes only.

	No derivative works. You let others copy, distribute, and display your photography, but with no changes allowed, and it cannot be incorporated into other work to make a derivative piece.

	Share alike. You allow others to distribute derivative work only under a license identical to the license that governs your work.







HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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