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Image libraries — 
Time for a rethink?

Photographic images are the world’s memory. More than just 
objects and scenes, photographs capture those evanescent 
moments of joy, beauty, and loss that define what it is to be 
human. And we have never had so many photographic images 
to reflect on: Instagram alone hosts 50 billion photographs,  
and 100 million more are uploaded every day. 

But if all photographs are memories, the best 
photographs are also memorable. A single iconic 
image can stay with us for a lifetime, or single-
handedly shape how we think about a period 
of history. If we wish to cultivate such powerful 
images, we need to incentivise photographers to 
create them. That means curating images in a way 
that allows photographers to make a fair return on 
the effort they have invested.

The purpose of this white paper is to outline a 
new type of image library, one that benefits both 
the photographer and the buyer. We will look at 
how existing image libraries work and—more 
importantly—don’t work, with a view to showing 
where innovation can occur. Then we will explore 
what a different business model might look like.

Received wisdom suggests that there is only  
one way in which photographers can monetise  
their content, and that is the way we already have.  
This white paper aims to show that received 
wisdom is wrong.
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Payment
For every image that is sold, the fee is split 
between the library and contributor. Depending 
on the library, fee splits can range from 80/20 
(library/contributor) down to 50/50. In real terms 
this means that if an image is sold, for example, for 
£100 then £80 goes to the library and £20 to the 
proprietor of the image. If a photographer uses a 
subscription based library then the photographer’s 
return on their images can be negligible. Many 
photographers complain, rightly so, that they 
get pages and pages of sales, yet their total 
ends up being not much more than “a few quid”. 
Subscription licences benefit the buyer first,  
then the library, and lastly the photographer.

What is an image library?
Image libraries operate by cherry-picking images 
taken by freelance photographers. The library sells 
the images on behalf of the photographer, with a 
split in the fee as payment. 

Typically, there are two main types of  
image libraries: 

 1.   Individually priced: These libraries can  
charge anywhere between £75 – £500 for a 
royalty-free image, depending on the image 
size and usage. These libraries often offer 
both royalty-free and rights-managed licences. 
The price of rights-managed images varies 
depending on how the images are used. The 
buyer selects the parameters that determine 
how the image will be used: output in either 
print and/or digital, print run, advertising,  
how many countries it will be displayed in, 
length of time etc. Rights-managed images 
can fetch up to thousands of pounds.

 2.  Subscription based: The second type 
of image library is based on a monthly 
subscription where buyers effectively buy 
credits and download multiple images per 
month. Subscriptions are priced depending  
on how many the user plans to download  
per month. It can range from £10+ for 10 
images to £100+ for 750 images. Some of 
these libraries allow you to buy the images  
as one-offs. These libraries only offer  
royalty-free images. 

Though these two types of library dominate the 
market, recent years have seen free image libraries 
emerge. These libraries ask only that the user 
credits the photographer. (See section on free 
images below.)
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Free images
In the last decade we have seen the introduction 
of successful free image libraries, which offer free 
images for unrestricted use. Service users can 
be as young as 13. For obvious reasons, these 
libraries are highly popular as a source of free, 
high-quality images. Where the issue arises is with 
respect to photographer rights, responsibilities, 
and remuneration: 

— Rights: Free libraries asks that photographers 
be credited for the images they create. However, 
this is impossible to enforce and in practice 
photographers often go uncredited.

— Responsibilities: Photographers remain 
responsible for their images. Thus, in the event 
that an image is used by a third party in a way that 
another third party disapproves of (say, a brand 
objecting to their logo appearing in a specific 
photographic context when a media company 
circulates an image), the photographer may be 
subject to legal action.

— Remuneration: Free libraries do not collect 
remuneration for photographers, there is nothing 
preventing media agencies for asking their clients 
to pay a ‘finder fee’ for the images they use. Thus, 
the photographer remains excluded from the value 
of what they create.

This business model has impacted strongly on 
the market in recent years. Primarily, it can now 
be hard to secure a rights-managed image for a 
client — they just don’t want to pay thousands for 
an image. Clients want rights-managed quality at 
royalty-free prices. Some libraries have decided to 
remove their rights-managed option and are now 
selling those images as royalty-free. And within the 
last few years we have seen a reduction in top tier 
pricing from around £500 for a RF image to £375. 
A sign of the market changing and what clients  
are willing to pay.

Licences
Images are generally sold from libraries under two 
types of licences: royalty-free and rights-managed. 

 1.   Royalty free: This licence offers the buyer  
the most freedom to do what they like with  
an image: non-exclusive; unlimited use 
in various mediums; advertising, print, 
packaging, products, book covers; use in 
several countries; no time limit, and more. 
There are few restrictions and most libraries 
use this licence. These images can be costed 
from subscriptions based to £500 depending 
on which library you use and what size you 
download the image. This licence is also 
the most popular licence amongst design 
agencies and brands. 

 2.   Rights-managed: In this type of licence, 
price is determined with respect to how you 
intend to use the image. Factors such as 
your print run size, where you plan to show 
the image: Is it printed in a magazine? End of 
year accounts? Brochures? Digital banners? 
Websites? Advertising campaign? etc. Other 
factors include which country or countries 
you plan to show it in, the length of time it 
will be used for etc. All these use scenarios 
have an impact on the final price of the image 
which, can end up being £10K+. Libraries 
choose which images they think should be 
classed as royalty-free or rights-managed. 

Recent years have seen new licences created  
with slight variations on existing licences.  
For example: Creative comms, Rights-simplified 
and Rights-ready. Creative comms licence is  
the most open of all, allowing free distribution  
of copyrighted work whether that’s sharing it  
or building upon it.
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The core problem
Clearly, the photographic image market is in a 
death spiral. Clients are expecting high-quality 
images at negligible prices, libraries are attempting 
to supply them, and photographers are being 
removed from the remuneration chain. There can 
only be one outcome to this: the impoverishment 
of our visual imagination by a flood of low-quality 
images from social media and other sources that 
lack the slow cultivation of craft that makes up 
good photography. Angie and Dave’s wedding  
may not need Cartier-Bresson, but the world  
Angie and Dave live in deserves better than 
Sheila’s Facebook snaps. There is only one way  
to resolve this problem, and that is to incentivise 
new generations of photographers to hone their 
skills in the creation of beautiful images. The 
industry as it stands can no longer meet this this 
need; how might we do better?
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The solution: Exposure
What if we cultivated photographers but on  
terms that still suited the buyer? And what if  
the pricing system benefited the photographers 
more than the library but was still desirable 
to buyers? Clearly, the library is the space of 
innovation here. Right now, there is a palpable 
shortage of libraries going the extra mile and 
offering photographers a truly fair and honest fee 
split which is in their favour. Or for that matter, a 
licence that asks what the photographers want in 
order to protect their image as they would want 
it to, but still gives the client the flexibility they 
need. Up until now, image libraries have largely 
been based on what’s been before — with slight 
nuances to differentiate themselves. Maybe it’s 
time for a rethink in this industry.  

Exposure is a new image library, set up with a 
purpose over profit and one that endeavours 
to make it work for both the photographer and 
buyer. We want photographers to want to sell 
their work with us and we want buyers to feel 
good about where they source and buy their 
images from. 

For our contributors 
We’re giving the lion share of the fee to the 
photographer — 70% to be precise. We’ve also 
created ‘The Fair Rights licence by Exposure’.  
Based on a royalty-free licence, we listened to 
what our contributors want from a licence. We also 
listened to the Association of Photographers to 
see how we can make it even more photographer 
friendly. We incorporated a ‘shopping list’ of what 
photographers would like to see in a licence selling 
their work.

For our buyers 
Buyers have access to high quality, considered 
and crafted content at a competitive price – back 
catalogs from seasoned pros to rising stars. Our 
pricing system is fair for the work that’s on offer and 
won’t break your client’s budget. And our licence  
is flexible for your projects needs.

Exposure aims to reinvest the world with the magic  
of the image, but in a way that is at once practical, 
ethical, and creative. Our aim is to grow a generation 
of photographers that are as good as, and better, 
than the great photographers of the past. Creative 
work is still work, and it needs to be paid for. But 
creative work is not zero-sum: we all gain from it, 
not just the person that performs it. It’s time to give 
back to the very people on who this industry is built 
on — as far as we see it, they are the beating heart 
of our library.

Exposure is the future that everyone should want  
the photographic image to have.
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If you would like to contact us please  
do so using the email below:

Email: hello@weareexposure.co.uk


