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Summary of Findings 
 Getty Images Inc. will continue to 

dominate the high-end image market. 
However, it will be challenged in 
entering the growing low-end market 
because of creative agencies’ 
habitual use of Shutterstock Inc. 
(SSTK) and other lower-priced 
alternatives. 

 The stock photo market has become 
increasingly stratified. Larger clients 
with more capital remain committed 
to using the high-quality stock photos 
from Getty and Corbis Corp. Midrange 
and smaller clients (often in web-
based businesses) opt for lesser-
quality images at much lower prices. 

 Getty is working to grow business at 
the burgeoning lower end of the stock 
photo market through acquisitions of 
smaller companies (such as iStock), 
increased inventory of lower-cost 
images, and more lower-priced 
packages. 

 Still, Shutterstock is well ensconced 
as the go-to source of lower-price 
stock photos. 

 
 

 
 
Background 
Getty Images is widely used by publications, agencies and web designers for its rich collection of images, even after its recent 
run-in with Twitter Inc. (TWTR) copyright laws. Getty has been actively seeking company partnerships, such as its recent deal 
with Pinterest to provide metadata on images that are uploaded, and with The Echo Nest, which is integrating Getty into its 
vast artist photo inventory. 
 

Research Question: 

Can Getty Images maintain its higher-priced stock photo business, or is the industry 
shifting toward lower-priced providers like Shutterstock? 

Silo Summaries 
1) Media Buyers at Creative Agencies 
All five sources said Getty and Corbis continue to own the high end of the stock 
photography market, thanks to their quality images and exclusivity. Still, two of the 
five said their agencies work primarily with Shutterstock because clients want the 
cheapest options and no usage restrictions. Indeed, most sources’ clients work in 
fields, particularly web-based, whose publishing needs are met by the lower end of 
the stock photo market. 
 
2) Web Designers 
These five sources said price and usage considerations are foremost in the minds of 
their clients, even at the expense of image quality and exclusivity. The differences in 
price and usage restrictions between the high end (Getty, Corbis) and the low 
(Shutterstock, iStock) end are too great for smaller and midrange clients to ignore. 
Getty and Corbis must incorporate a lower-end strategy in order to thrive in this 
budget-conscious environment. 
 
3) Creative Stock Photographers 
All four sources said the stock photo market is highly stratified, with the high end 
continuing to attract lucrative business from those who seek high quality and 
exclusivity, and the low end providing usable content at a much lower price point. This 
price pressure and the increasingly difficult terms from the stock agencies have made 
it challenging for a photographer to make a living selling stock images to the public. 
 
4) Press and Publishing 
All 10 print media sources reported Getty will maintain its hold on the stock photo 
industry’s high end, especially for print projects, but said also that images from lower 
end of the industry are good enough for some of their online publications. 
 
5) Industry Specialists 
These five sources said Getty has retained the high end of the stock photo market, 
thanks to its selection, size and quality. However, they also noted strong growth at the 
lower end of stock photography, as best illustrated by Shutterstock. The stock 
photography market has become highly segmented: National media players seek out 
the best quality inventory on Getty, while others look to Shutterstock and other 
microstock sites for material that is “good enough” at a lower price. Sources 
speculate that Getty can maintain its high-end presence while also offering product to 
compete on the basis of price. 
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Still, the last 10 years have brought about significant changes in the stock photo business, with companies like Shutterstock, 
Getty Images’ Thinkstock, and Pond5 Inc. competing on an abundant supply of images, lower prices and acceptable quality. 
Blueshift Research’s primary interview with an independent web designer found that he no longer relies on Getty Images as a 
result of these developments. His small business now uses independent sites for low-cost stock images (some as low as $3). 
 
Shutterstock revealed on its third-quarter earnings call that its revenues had exceeded expectations and had risen 41% year 
to year; it also reported increases in downloads (up 35%) and in average revenue per download. Shutterstock is looking to 
gain artistic credibility by utilizing photographers’ overflow and archive images through a company called Offset, which offers 
unique, high-end photographs with unlimited use at flat rates of $250 for a 3 MB file and $500 for 40-plus MB file. 
 
 
Current Research 
Blueshift Research assessed whether Getty Images could maintain its stock photo dominance amid a market shift to lower-
quality, lower-priced images. We employed our pattern mining approach to establish six independent silos, comprising 29 
primary sources and three relevant secondary sources focused on Getty Images, Shutterstock and their positions within the 
industry: 

1) Media buyers at creative agencies (5) 
2) Web designers (5) 
3) Creative stock photographers (4) 
4) Press and publishing (10) 
5) Industry specialists (5) 
6) Secondary sources (3) 

 
 

Next Steps 
Blueshift Research will seek a similar source base to gauge the lower end of the stock photo industry and the latest industry 
trends for Getty Images. We will assess Getty’s ability to remain the industry standard while trying to capture some lower-end 
business. 
 
 

Silos 
 
1) Media Buyers at Creative Agencies 
All five sources said Getty and Corbis continue to own the high end of the stock photography market, thanks to their quality 
images and exclusivity. Still, two of the five said their agencies work primarily with Shutterstock because clients want the 
cheapest options and no usage restrictions. Indeed, most sources’ clients work in fields, particularly web-based, whose 
publishing needs are met by the lower end of the stock photo market. 
 
 
KEY SILO FINDINGS 
Company Evaluations 

- All 5 agency buyer sources reported using Shutterstock, but only 3 work with higher-end companies Getty and Corbis. 
- Getty and Corbis continue to own the higher end of the stock photo market, but budget and usage considerations 

have pushed more business to lower-end players such as Shutterstock. 
Decision Making 

- 3 sources said use of Getty or Corbis is common, but that they opt for lower-end companies such as Shutterstock for 
lower-budget products or when searching for royalty-free images (more commonly sought for web-based projects). 

Getty Images 
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- Getty still offers the best quality photography that is not easily recognized as stock work, and its rights management 
programs ensure exclusivity for those clients who can afford it. 

 
 

1. Principal at a small creative agency 

This source uses Shutterstock exclusively. Shutterstock’s drawbacks include a lot of “lame and cheesy” imagery, but its 
pay-as-you-go model and low pricing suit the smaller budgets of this agency’s clientele (small high-tech companies and 
startups). She is open to using Getty, and recently heard of a low-cost option of five images for $49 from Getty’s 
Thinkstock but has yet to explore that option. 

Background 
 “For my average client, budget and price are an issue. I couldn’t spend more if I wanted to.” 
 “Our clients are typically high-tech companies, startups and smaller companies.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “We use Shutterstock almost exclusively.” 
 “Shutterstock gave us the opportunity to purchase one image if we needed 

just one. For a smaller agency, that works better than having to subscribe or 
to purchase so many images per month. But I guess Getty now offers five 
images for about $49. Still, Shutterstock’s flexibility attracted us.” 

 “[Shutterstock] wasn’t the highest quality, but for the price my expectations 
were lower. I did not like the auto-renewal program they had at one time. We 
signed up for a month to download as much as we wanted; they auto-
renewed, but refunded us. Otherwise, I have not had any problems.” 

Decision Making 
 “Some of the pictures [on Shutterstock] are lame and cheesy. You spend 

hours finding a good one, which is something to think about. It’s time-
consuming. The hours I’m spending might be suited to paying a little bit 
more.” 

 “You get in the habit of using one thing. When I was with [a larger agency] we used Shutterstock for the website, 
initially. I wouldn’t call that loyalty, but Shutterstock’s the one I know.” 

 “It seems like as with every other industry, on the web people have different expectations. They’re looking for the 
easier deal, often free. For larger agencies it won’t be an issue, but smaller agencies will look for best deal.” 

Getty Images 
 “If you have a bigger budget that allows for it, and if you really need the quality and don’t have the time to search, 

[Getty] may be the better option. It depends on the expectation of the client, what they’re looking for, balanced with 
time and budget.” 

 “You do have to be choosy and put in the time to find the right imagery. And if you get something that meets your 
needs and you’re OK with it, Shutterstock’s got a reasonable price.” 

 “We pay about $10 per image, $12.50 sometimes.” 
 
 

2. Account supervisor for a creative agency 

This agency uses a mix of higher-end services, including Getty Images and Corbis, with images from Shutterstock and 
Corbis’ Veer for copyright-free or web-quality images. The quality from higher-end houses is distinctly better, but a client’s 
budget and request for unrestricted access typically dictate the agency’s choices. 

Background 
 “We have used Getty and Corbis, and for some of our less-expensive work or when we’re looking for royalty-free 

images we’ve looked at Shutterstock.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “We’ve used Getty when we’re looking for a higher-quality stock image that doesn’t look to ‘stock-y.’ Something that 

maybe matches a campaign that we’ve done a photo shoot for and we need a one-off ad for a similar photo.” 

If you have a bigger budget that 
allows for it, and if you really 
need the quality and don’t have 
the time to search, [Getty] may 
be the better option. It depends 
on the expectation of the client, 
what they’re looking for, 
balanced with time and budget. 

Principal, Small Creative Agency 
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 “We look at Veer for the copyright-free ones or web-quality, less-expensive ones. That’s something we just started 
using. One of our most recent projects was for a website that didn’t need high-res images, and we were able to make 
a bulk purchase at a reasonable rate.” 

 “Shutterstock is another one we have used for more web use, when we 
need a bunch of different images.” 

 “With Veer and Shutterstock, we use those only for the web; we find that 
they seem a little generic and stock-y. But it’s just a matter of finding a good-
quality image that doesn’t look like your typical stock image at a reasonable 
price.” 

 “We’ve looked at Getty for certain [projects], but their good-quality images 
are too expensive. It may be more economical to do a photo shoot at that 
price. It’s weighing the pluses and minuses.” 

 “Gallery Stock has a good mix of royalty-free versus rights-managed, and we 
use it for bulk-purchase web projects.” 

Decision Making 
 “A lot of the clients I’ve worked with like to have as many options in images as possible, especially the more 

expensive. But the more expensive the image, the more we have to worry about since we may only be able to use it 
in print, and the client has to understand we can’t use it in a video. Or, we can only use it in a newspaper or 
magazine, or a couple of publications because the circulation is high.” 

 “Unlimited usage is best; we’re constantly worried about where and how we can use an image.” 
 “Especially when we’re doing bulk purchases, they can’t afford to buy 150 images at $1,000 apiece, we look for 25 

images at a certain rate.” 
Getty Images 
 “There’s definitely a shift to the lower-end stock providers, but there’s a need for those higher-end ones like Getty or 

Gallery Stock. Recently we’ve shown clients something where the images were up to $5,000 and they didn’t blink an 
eye, but that was a one-off thing that was in print.” 

 “We are leaning more toward the bulk purchases.” 
 “You get what you pay for.” 
 “I would say the average is between $500 to $1,000 for a single [Getty] image.” 
 [With lower-end photo houses] “It’s more like $100 an image.” 

 
 

3. Production manager for a branding and design firm 

This company uses Getty and Corbis for its higher-end projects (including print work) and lower-priced houses like 
Shutterstock for web-based work. Getty offers a “massive amount” of images and ease of use in downloading. This 
company will not use a stock house that does not indemnify itself or its clients, which is fairly common among the lower-
priced houses; neither will it use a provider that is completely self-service and without representatives. Getty still has its 
place, but is clearly economizing. For example, it now includes Flickr-based (Yahoo Inc./YHOO) photos in its library. For its 
highest-end work, it may turn to photographers who maintain their own microstock sites. 

Background 
 “We have a list of about 50 approved companies. That includes Corbis, Getty, Danita Delimont, Masterfile [Corp.], 

AGE Fotostock and Alamy out of Europe.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “Shutterstock is approved and cheap. It’s always worth a look. Our online guys like things really cheap because of 

the clients they deal with, but we like them to balance the budget.” 
 “But you won’t find your brochure or homepage photo on Shutterstock.” 
 “We’ll use Getty because of the massive amount of images they have, and because it’s extremely simple to 

download things. They are approved, so we get discounts from them. They’re the largest around.” 
 “Corbis leans toward more beauteous shots, where Getty is pretty mainstream.” 
 “There’s nothing we won’t use them for, but there are some projects when we do a photo shoot instead of buying 

stock.” 
Decision Making 

There’s definitely a shift to the 
lower-end stock providers, but 
there’s a need for those higher-
end ones like Getty or Gallery 
Stock. … You get what you pay 
for. 

Account Supervisor, Creative Agency 
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 “We stay away from any company that won’t indemnify our clients.” 
 “For travel clients we do not buy images; the client buys the images.” 
 “Commonly the request we get is to please try to use royalty-free images that we’ve already purchased. We don’t 

want to be purchasing rights-managed images for everything and have them all be new, which means the client has 
to pay the most amount of money.” 

 “We don’t embark on subscriptions because we can’t guarantee an amount of downloads and uses, which is usually 
what subscriptions [involve]. We’re a big company. Not one person can control what the rest of the company does.” 

 “If we want really high quality, we’ll often go to an individual photographer who has stock on his site.” 
 “We don’t use restricted images. Either that, or we call the rep and ask for permission.” 
 “Most of the [lower-priced/microstock houses] are off-limits. If there’s not a person to talk to, it ain’t happening. If 

the submissions are done by the photographers themselves, that’s a warning flag.” 
 “We don’t usually buy exclusivity. We’ll ask if an image was used by another travel company. Exclusives are way too 

expensive in worldwide distribution.” 
Getty Images 
 “I’m sure [Getty] has felt the pinch somewhat. However, they do have affiliations with lower-stock companies. They 

have Flickr images on their site, which sometimes are lower in price, but we have to watch the quality on those. 
There’s nothing there to tell us what kind of camera was used.” 

 “When we work on a brochure, we download hundreds of images to give us options on pages, and we’ll end up with a 
handful that are unusable.” 

 “We pay anywhere from $350 to $600 for Getty pictures.” 
 
 

4. Director of content and copy 

This agency has come to rely upon Shutterstock almost exclusively. The type of work that it does, and clients’ budgets, 
usually do not justify the higher prices of Getty and Corbis. The source does not believe that Getty Images can maintain 
its higher price structure in the current market. 

Background 
 “We’re predominantly using Shutterstock. We have not used Getty in quite some time, a year and a half. I’m a big fan 

of Corbis; I love their selection and their site is user-friendly. I’ll still go there for inspiration, but the pricing is more 
than what our clients want to spend these days.” 

 “We do everything in-house, from public relations, social media, content 
marketing.” 

 “We’d use stock photography for direct mail or email campaigns and 
concept-driven work where photography would be appropriate.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “The decision was made [to use Shutterstock] because of pricing and, I 

guess, the structure of being a member. You get a lot out of it if you use it 
the way it’s supposed to be used.” 

 “We used to do a lot of email and direct mail outbound campaigns. Clients 
don’t have the budgets for original shoots anymore. Now there’s more 
inbound marketing, and lately we haven’t been using even Shutterstock 
often. We’re not getting our money’s worth while we’re doing more inbound 
work, but that will change.” 

 “With inbound campaigns, there’s a lot of written content with infographics, 
white papers and tip sheets—not a lot of call for photography.” 

 “The really advantage is just price. It’s hard to convince our clients they 
need to do photo shoots or spend more for Corbis or Getty.” 

 “The problem with ones that aren’t rights-managed is you could see the shots anywhere. You have more creative 
control with Getty and Corbis, but the budgets haven’t warranted using those.” 

 “That’s the drawback of Shutterstock: Nothing’s rights-managed. We do a lot of healthcare work. You can go online 
or in any publication and see the same shots of doctors and nurses anywhere.” 

Decision Making 

We’re predominantly using 
Shutterstock. We have not 
used Getty in quite some time, 
a year and a half. I’m a big fan 
of Corbis; I love their selection 
and their site is user-friendly. 
I’ll still go there for inspiration, 
but the pricing is more than 
what our clients want to spend 
these days. 

Director of Content & Copy 
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 “We go to Shutterstock first. If we don’t find what we need, we might broaden the search to Getty or Corbis.” 
 “We make spending decisions based on the client’s budget or if we can’t find the image we need.” 
 “Shutterstock’s subscription gives us a certain amount of downloads every month. It’s cost-effective compared to 

Corbis, or rights-managed imagery.” 
 “I don’t remember quality ever being an issue. You can usually get high-res[olution] images from Shutterstock. 

Artistically speaking, I love Corbis and think it’s better than anyone else. But in terms of the resolution of the image, I 
don’t think there’s any real difference.” 

 “We’ve used some other cheaper sites like [Getty’s] iStock. I think we chose Shutterstock and stuck with it.” 
Getty Images 
 “Our clients’ marketing budgets have come down, and they’re tracking and justifying all of their marketing spend. 

Getty will be hard-pressed to maintain their prices.” 
 “It’s been a couple of years since we got a Getty image. Usually it’s a case that I will instruct the designers to go and 

find particular imagery.” 
 “I don’t recall what we paid for Getty images.” 
 “Our structure with Shutterstock is $249 a month for unlimited images.” 

 
 

5. Production coordinator 

This agency has working agreements with Getty, Corbis and Shutterstock. Shutterstock’s increased selection and 
superior rates helped it to become a main player. Corbis’ lack of selection leaves it as the laggard among the three. Getty 
has the best quality and has shown flexibility in working with its partners, but the source admits that a low-budget project 
means that Shutterstock likely will get the first look. 

Background 
 “We usually work with Getty, Corbis and Shutterstock. We have an agreement through them through [our parent 

company] for certain rates. 
Company Evaluations 
 “We use these companies mostly because we have the agreement with 

them. They take our purchase orders. Some smaller sites don’t accept 
purchase orders, but these three work in the way we do our accounting.” 

 “I usually go to all three for a stock search, because they have different 
content. We mostly use Getty and Shutterstock now. Shutterstock has 
become one of our main players now because they give us a good rate, and 
they have more content now than they’ve had before.” 

 “There’s no project I won’t use any one of them for. Corbis might be lacking 
in what we need; sometimes I don’t go to them as often as I have because 
they haven’t had such great content in a while, the selection. If I need 
something simple like a Christmas tree with ornaments, it can be hard to 
find from Corbis.” 

 “Getty and Shutterstock indemnify us on royalty-free images. And with Getty, we can purchase indemnification on 
royalty-free images, which is really important with some specific material.” 

 “Between Getty and Shutterstock, the rates are about the same. Shutterstock only has royalty-free, but Getty has the 
rights-managed.” 

 “We don’t use subscription sites because they usually require you to purchase a set amount of credit. We don’t ask 
clients to plan for buying images, it’s case by case.” 

Decision Making 
 “Getty still has the best quality. They have images from Flickr, a ton of collections.” 
 “Getty does give us a lot of room. We can purchase exclusivity on the images, and if we need to buy out a royalty-free 

image we can do that too. We’ve done that with Getty, not with Shutterstock. And you can also pay an ‘inspiration 
fee’ to Getty, which allows you to create your own version of an image, or do a photo shoot that’s similar to the 
image.” 

 “If it’s a low-budget project, I’d probably go to Shutterstock first.” 
Getty Images 

Shutterstock has become one 
of our main players now 
because they give us a good 
rate, and they have more 
content now than they’ve had 
before. 

Production Coordinator 
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 “Even in the past year, I see that it has been shifting to the lower-price ones. It’s easy to pick an image and know just 
what the cost and usage will be. Getty can maintain its [higher prices], but I don’t know how long they can.” 

 “We’re really not paying more [to Getty Images]. Our rates are pretty much the same between the two [Getty and 
Shutterstock]. Rights-managed images are more expensive, which Shutterstock doesn’t offer. In the end, Getty’s just 
a little more expensive than Shutterstock.” 

 “Getty’s worth paying a higher price if they have the images that we want. It’s usually not about the cost, but the 
creative intent of it.” 

 
 
 
2) Web Designers 
These five sources said price and usage considerations are foremost in the minds of their clients, even at the expense of 
image quality and exclusivity. The differences in price and usage restrictions between the high end (Getty, Corbis) and the low 
(Shutterstock, iStock) end are too great for smaller and midrange clients to ignore. Getty and Corbis must incorporate a lower-
end strategy—whether through acquisitions or more lower-priced packages—in order to thrive in this budget-conscious 
environment. 
 
 
KEY SILO FINDINGS 
Company Evaluations 

- All 5 note that price consideration is the greatest factor in selecting stock photographs for clients’ use—especially 
smaller and midsized creative agencies. 

- None of the 5 reported purchasing images from Getty, but 4 cited Getty’s iStock as a regular vendor. 
Decision Making 

- Along with budget, royalty-free usage is the other primary consideration driving clients downmarket, but this comes 
at the expense of exclusivity. 

Getty Images 
- High-end companies Getty and Corbis must adapt in order to remain leaders. 

 
 

1. Web designer and graphics artist 

This source depends on stock photographs for both his web development work and graphic design for printed materials. 
He said Getty still delivers top-quality images, but outfits such as iStock and Shutterstock offer almost comparable quality 
for a fraction of the price. With project budgets tightening, the decision comes down to a $400 image versus a $50 
image of acceptable quality. The source will buy the lower-cost photo not only for the cheaper price but for the lack of 
restrictions. He no longer uses Getty and said the company will have to change its business model to remain viable. 

Background 
 “We all have different stock houses that we use on a regular basis, as they 

are understood to have good value. Dreamstime, iStock, Transtock, 
KennedyStock, Fotosearch are the ones I use regularly. These are all online 
services, and a lot of them are royalty-free.” 

 “Price points can be all over the place. They might range from $25 to well 
over $300 for a single image.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “Project budgets are the determining factor in any stock photo purchase.” 
 “In the past we’ve used other houses that are not royalty-free, and they want 

to know your market, how many times you’re using the photo and the print 
run. Our clients are not using those services quite as much anymore. You 
can find a photo that fits your needs and use it multiple times without a 
great expense.” 

Decision Making 

I’m a large-size graphic studio 
… and I don’t use Getty 
anymore. The way things are 
going, they’ll have to change 
their business model. It’s 
easier for us to find, download 
and print photos from other 
services. 

Web Designer & Graphics Artist 
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 “iStock, Shutterstock and Fotolia are providing a pretty good photo selection, and photographers receive a continual 
usage fee.” 

 “I’m doing a project for a public utility. They’ll buy a stock photo that we pay once for it and use for a multitude of 
products. Instead of $350 to $400 for a one-time usage fee, we’re paying $50 and using it as many times as we 
want. Clients just don’t have the market budget anymore to spend much more than that.” 

Getty Images 
 “I’m a large-size graphic studio … and I don’t use Getty anymore. The way things are going, they’ll have to change 

their business model. It’s easier for us to find, download and print photos from other services.” 
 “Getty is still hanging on, but they’d better change their business model if they want to compete, much less survive.” 
 “Large advertising agencies are still buying a mix of Getty images and less costly downloads. Smaller and midsized 

creative agencies are looking for less-expensive solutions.” 
 “With the less-expensive stock photos, some of the quality is not as good as the more-expensive photo houses, but 

clients are willing to save money by having slightly lesser-quality images.” 
 “The price difference between Getty and a Shutterstock image can be hundreds of dollars.” 
 “From a 1 to 10 on a quality scale, Getty images are 7 to 9. Then iStock and some of the other online places, the 

quality is 6 to 8, so there’s some overlap. But the cost value for Getty images is not as good. Their rates are about a 
4, while iStock is an 8 or 9 for price value.” 

 
 

2. Sales and marketing director for a web design company 

This company has not bought a Getty image in at least five years because clients will not pay Getty prices for stock 
photography. Instead, the company uses Shutterstock. The source believes Getty will have to transition to a subscription-
based business model to survive. For purposes of web design, images in the $10 to $50 range are good enough. 
Although Getty offers discount packages, these provide little flexibility in image choice. Price is the overriding factor in 
choosing a stock photo. 

Background 
 “We very rarely use any stock images. We have in the past used Getty and Shutterstock. Those are the only two 

we’ve used.” 
 “The business is changing fast. What happens when Google decides anyone can upload their own pictures to a 

Google-managed site and someone else can pay 99¢ to use it?” 
Company Evaluations 
 “Smaller shops are not going to spend $800 for an image, maybe not even $100.” 
 “Most of the lower-end shops, the microstock sites, have pretty much unlimited use. You buy the photo and use it 

however you like.” 
Decision Making 
 “Price is the major factor. One of the reasons we don’t use a lot of stock 

anymore is we’d rather make or produce our own images for a fraction of 
the cost.” 

 “If we do use a stock photo, it’s for one of our website projects.” 
 “Our decision to use a stock photo is based first on price—the client’s 

budget and the fact that we have to work within it—and also finding the right 
image for the project. Whichever stock company can deliver the right picture 
at the right price, that’s who we’ll use.” 

Getty Images 
 “We haven’t bought any Getty images in the five years I’ve been here.” 
 “Getty has a wider selection than anyone else, so that’s their main 

advantage. But Getty is also really, really pricey.” 
 “The one thing about Getty is it’s very professional, very well known, and 

they have a lot of stock.” 
 “I’ve been quoted $800 to $1,000 for one picture from Getty. For a small business, it doesn’t make any sense to use 

them. And they’ve got a nasty legal department. They’re real sticklers for licensing restrictions.” 

I’ve been quoted $800 to 
$1,000 for one picture from 
Getty. For a small business, it 
doesn’t make any sense to use 
them. And they’ve got a nasty 
legal department. They’re real 
sticklers for licensing 
restrictions. 

Sales & Marketing Director  
Web Design Company 
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 “Shutterstock and a couple other sites are developed by individual photographers who upload their images and 
make a nice fee for themselves. That’s a good thing. We can support that.” 

 “At some point I think Getty will start selling an unlimited subscription package, and the big shots who can afford 
$5,000, $10,000 in licensing fees will use it. For small businesses, you’ll see increased use of royalty-free images 
and micro fees where people are selling the use of their images for pennies on the dollar.” 

 “It would be to Getty’s benefit to move to a subscription-based model. They’re going to have to change the way they 
do business to stay in the business.” 

 “It’s hard to say whether you get what you pay for. Getty’s library contains some really beautiful images, but it’s hard 
to justify $800 for one. There’s a lot of really good stock images that look great on a website, and they’re in the $10 
to $50 range.” 

 “Getty has some package deals that are less expensive, but they come in a bundle for one price; you don’t get to 
choose the pictures. I think they’re about $50 for five pictures.” 

 
 

3. Owner of a web design company 

Rapid consolidation is underway in the stock photo industry, and Getty and Corbis are likely to emerge as the two 
dominant players. Getty is buying smaller stock-photo companies and shifting away from its traditional focus on top-
quality, top-price images. Corbis, with Bill Gates as chairman, likewise is acquiring small and microstock firms. This 
source uses most of the stock companies in business, but has not bought an image from Getty since at least 2004 
because clients cannot afford its prices. He is obliged to work within the budgets of clients who sometimes do not 
understand that they cannot simply pull a picture off Google and use it as their own. 

Background 
 “Clients just don’t want to pay much, if anything, for images. Everybody just wants to pull it off Google, but we have to 

tell them it’s not ethical. And it’s not legal.” 
 “We still do a lot of print work, but more and more it’s for the web.” 
 “The whole stock-photo industry is moving toward low-cost images with few 

licensing restrictions.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “We use just about all of them—iStock, Shutterstock, Thinkstock, 

GraphicStock. The industry is consolidating pretty fast. Getty is buying up a 
lot of the smaller companies. Whatever Getty doesn’t own, Corbis owns or is 
trying to own. Getty owns many of the little companies. Bill Gates is 
chairman of Corbis.” 

 “Who we buy from depends on who has the best image for our needs. 
Budget is always a factor.” 

Decision Making 
 “The stock photos we buy are typically in the $10 to $75 range.” 
 “The only reason to pay more than $10 is when we can’t find the right image in that price point.” 
Getty Images 
 “We don’t have any clients who can afford Getty. … That’s why Getty is getting into the lower-end market. They can’t 

sell any images at $600 or $800 a pop anymore.” 
 “We haven’t had any clients in 10 to 15 years who can afford Getty.” 
 “Getty images are always excellent quality. I don’t think that’s ever been disputed. But if my client can’t pay for that 

level, then it’s our responsibility to find images that will fulfill the project and satisfy budget requirements.” 
 
 

4. President of a web design and online marketing company 

This company manages the design and marketing of hundreds of websites, and uses Getty’s iStock exclusively for stock 
photography. Protocol is to use stock images as a last resort, as the company prefers to create images or use client-
supplied photography. High-end stock photos are not worth the price, and clients are unwilling to pay for them in any 

We don’t have any clients who 
can afford Getty. … That’s why 
Getty is getting into the lower-
end market. They can’t sell any 
images at $600 or $800 a pop 
anymore. 

Owner, Web Design Company 
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event. He does not know of anyone working in web design who buys from Getty, which will have to change its business 
model to compete. 

Background 
 “Any time we use a stock photograph, it’s for a customer’s website.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “We’ve gravitated toward iStock, and we’re happy with them. The selection is good. The price is good. We haven’t 

had any problems.” 
 “iStock has the right mix of selection and pricing. We haven’t had any reason to look elsewhere.” 
Decision Making 
 “We try to provide the most relevant photography possible for a project. We prefer not to use stock photos, but 

sometimes the client doesn’t have enough images or the right images, so we’ll go with stock.” 
 “Buying a stock photo first involves finding the best images and then selecting the one to use at the best price.” 
Getty Images 
 “Getty would have to change their business model to stay competitive in this industry.” 
 “I don’t think you would get what you pay for at the high end of the scale. The value is not there. An $800 photo is 

not worth $800. We don’t have any clients who would go along with that kind of charge for a stock photo on their 
website. I don’t know anyone in this business who does that.” 

 “Our average cost is around $25 for a stock photo.” 
 “We haven’t bought any Getty photos.” 

 
 

5. Owner of a web design company 

This source uses Getty’s lower-end iStock almost exclusively when his web-design company needs stock images. The 
company tries to avoid using stock photos, preferring instead to work with a professional photographer to secure precise 
images needed for clients’ projects. He had a bad experience with Getty several years ago and will not use the service 
again, although he was aware that iStock is owned by Getty. The iStock images he buys vary from $40 to well over $100. 
Image size and resolution are factored into iStock’s pricing. Getty will continue to thrive with its high-end stock business 
so long as there are large agencies willing to pay premium prices for top-quality or exclusive images. 

Background 
 “We almost exclusively use iStock. We leave the door open for clients to 

choose another company, but for the most part we use iStock when we 
need stock photography.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “Getty is the most expensive. Ironically, iStock is now owned by Getty, but 

their images are quite less expensive.” 
Decision Making 
 “There are a lot of cases where we recommend not using stock images, and 

instead we recommend that our clients hire a professional photographer to 
take pictures of their products and projects.” 

 “We steer people to lower-cost stock photography unless our clients already 
have some high-end photography or they have a professional photographer 
who can take the pictures.” 

Getty Images 
 “Getty is a company we would not buy from. When I first started building 

websites in 2006, just myself working out of a garage, my target market 
was the very small business, the mom-and-pop. I was always trying to find the cheapest solution out there. I found 
some free stock photography sites and quickly learned that ‘free’ does not always mean free or legal. Several of my 
clients ended up getting a letter from Getty images for illegal use of stock photography, although the images I had 
downloaded were listed on free sites. Getty has a special software program to scan websites in search of their 
photos. They had sent a cease-and-desist letter as well as fines of several hundreds of dollars per image, which Getty 

The quality for some of the 
Getty images is extremely high, 
and the large firms that have 
the money can afford them. A 
lot of Getty images, if you look 
at them, are of celebrities and 
sports figures, and you’re not 
going to get those on iStock. 
Part of what you’re paying for is 
exclusivity. 

Owner, Web Design Company 
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claimed as damages. It was quite ridiculous to me, as well as to several lawyers out there. And eventually there was 
a class-action lawsuit about it against Getty.” 

 “Image quality and price are the two main things we consider when buying stock photographs. Part of the decision 
on price also involves the licensing restrictions.” 

 “iStock is good for the selection in their price range. The same picture can vary from $40 to $100, depending on the 
size and resolution.” 

 “One thing we always consider is how many images a client might need for a project. If the cost of hiring a 
professional photographer is equal to or less than buying stock images, we’ll recommend using a photographer and 
then clients can get exactly what they need.” 

 “The cheapest stock companies are filling a niche. I think clients who can afford to spend more are ultimately better 
served by moving up in picture quality. There is a big difference in the price of stock images, and it is related to the 
quality, or it’s an exclusive image you can’t get anywhere else.” 

 “The quality for some of the Getty images is extremely high, and the large firms that have the money can afford 
them. A lot of Getty images, if you look at them, are of celebrities and sports figures, and you’re not going to get 
those on iStock. Part of what you’re paying for is exclusivity.” 

 “Do you get what you pay for? There is definitely some very good photography out there on Getty, but I would rather 
hire a really good photographer to take what we need and know it’s exactly what we want. With stock photography, 
sometimes you have to settle for your second choice.” 

 
 
 
3) Creative Stock Photographers 
All four photographers said the stock photo market is highly stratified, with the high end (Getty, Corbis) continuing to attract 
lucrative business from those who seek high quality and exclusivity, and the low end (Shutterstock) providing usable content 
at a much lower price point. This price pressure and the increasingly difficult terms from the stock agencies have made it 
challenging for a photographer to make a living selling stock images to the public. 
 
 
KEY SILO FINDINGS 
Company Evaluations 

- All 4 recognize the Getty name as setting the industry standard, yet none reported submitting work to Getty or Corbis. 
-- Large houses are seeking to consolidate competition and set price points lower. Meanwhile, niche houses that 

differentiate on quality and good pay are increasingly being bought up by the large players such as Getty. 
Decision Making 

- Some photographers are able to sell their stock work directly, or are contacted as rights owners through image 
searches. 

Getty Images 
- Getty’s superior product quality and exclusive tracking continue to present value to higher-end customers. 

 
 

1. Professional photographer 

Stock photography no longer provides a viable living for this award-winning photographer, who had to turn to offering 
photo tours and workshops. He quit working with Getty over unfavorable contract terms and now works with Corbis and 
SuperStock, although he has received as little as $2 per image through Corbis. Even the higher-end houses, Getty 
included, remain competitive by offering deep discounts to their clients, which ultimately costs the photographer. 

Background 
 “I submit through Corbis, SuperStock and AGE in Spain.” 
 “They’re all selling for not enough money. That’s true of the entire industry. Photographers are seeing less and less 

revenue. The excuse of the stock houses is they have to compete, but the good times in stock photography are over.” 
Company Evaluations 
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 “Corbis and SuperStock [are the leaders], but you can’t make a living from [stock photography] anymore. I switched 
my business and in 1987 started to lead photo tours and photo workshops; that’s my main income.” 

 “I worked with Getty. They came out with new contract only giving 30% of the [sale], so I got out.” 
 “All of the microstock sites have started to destroy the market by offering images for a few dollars. And by now the 

cameras are so good, anyone can produce a pretty good photo.” 
 “Getty and Corbis are the ones which are probably best for photographers, 

and they have more marketing, name recognition.” 
 “Corbis gives me the most business. They still try to get more money for the 

images, and they’re pretty selective in what they take on.” 
 “Corbis pays decently, but there are still images I feel they undersell. And 

every agency makes contracts with publishers for a certain amount of 
images at special prices, which in turn means less for photographers.” 

 “I’ve quit agencies because they really discounted the images, like I got out 
of Alamy.” 

Decision Making 
 “Of the magazines I used to work with, only a few still buy good stock 

photography, look for good quality and are willing to pay. Most get images 
for free or go to the microstock sites like Shutterstock. Those have 
subscription models that are just ridiculous. I don’t understand why 
photographers sign with agencies like those.” 

 “Ad agencies have pretty much stopped working with original photographers 
because they can get a better deal with the stock agencies.” 

 “My own business is still the best for stock photography. People pay a little 
more, but they know they get good quality.” 

 “The volume of images has definitely gone down because I think there’s an overabundance of images. I believe too 
that the photo researchers and editors, their policies have changed, and they just cannot spend as much time 
anymore researching for photos. They go to only a few agencies, which all affects the photographer in the end. If your 
photos don’t come up on top, it’s most likely you won’t sell or license an image.” 

Getty Images 
 “Getty is one that makes volume contracts and gives the images away for lower amounts.” 
 “Getty has a different approach from Shutterstock, which is subscription-based, though I haven’t checked any of 

them recently.” 
 “[Creative agencies and designers] use both, because they can still make low-cost deals with companies like Corbis 

and Getty. I just looked at my royalty payment; it’s between $600 and $2 from Corbis.” 
 “I see the price going lower and lower, every year.” 

 
 

2. Professional photographer 

This photographer works exclusively with small, niche stock houses, through which he gets more of a split and more 
personal handling. Larger houses, including Getty Images, have minimum requirements for the number of images, which 
preclude many photographers from entry. New stock houses open frequently, and photographers often move to find 
better terms. Editorial companies are moving largely to stock photography, and most web work now is for simply updating 
existing sites. Creative agencies will use any means to find the right photo. This photographer has been contacted for 
assignments through Google Image searches. Still, he believes Getty Images is an icon that will maintain significant 
market share; also, it has a superior search engine. 

Background 
 “I work with Imagekind and then Grant Heilman Photography.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “Getty was born out of some photographers themselves. They’re very large and deal a lot in bulk. Their search 

engines are great.” 
 “I like to stay with the smaller agencies. They’re more the niche market. They’re getting their names out there and 

someday may be as large as Getty or Corbis.” 

Of the magazines I used to 
work with, only a few still buy 
good stock photography, look 
for good quality and are willing 
to pay. Most get images for free 
or go to the microstock sites 
like Shutterstock. Those have 
subscription models that are 
just ridiculous. I don’t 
understand why photographers 
sign with agencies like those. 

Professional Photographer 
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 “Most of the Getty images I know of that have been sold are to news agencies and PR agencies. Corbis is probably 
the same. Someone like Imagekind is sort of a niche stock house. They’ll put out feelers that ‘this agency is looking 
for this stock photo.’” 

 “Grant Heilman is a small agency out of Pennsylvania. They got their start mainly with agricultural, but they’re 
starting to branch out.” 

 “Imagekind and Grant Heilman are the best for my work. Getty is a big company, and you can get lost in the 
mainstream. There’s a lot of great photography out there, and if they’ve got what they need already then you’re 
precluded from even getting into the agency.” 

 “We’re compensated better through niche agencies than Shutterstock, 
without a doubt. Once the companies get large, they want to take more. I’m 
the one doing all the leg work. They’re out there doing advertising and I 
understand that, but the photographer has to stay on top of the trends and 
find the photo.” 

 “With Grant Heilman I’ll end up getting $600, and the split is overall much 
better.” 

Decision Making 
 ”If a photographer has to accept a lower price, they’ll move to another 

agency. There are quite a few starting business that are [recruiting] 
photographers, and that’s why I went to Imagekind. They were offering more 
than the other agencies, and their communication was much better.” 

 “My typical clients are editorial magazines, and below that website 
designers that are working with companies, revamping their websites, 
creating websites.” 

 “Editorial hasn’t changed, but there’s been an increase in website work.” 
Getty Images 
 “Getty is a name within itself. It’s an icon. I think it’s never going to have a problem because there are too many 

people in the business who know Getty and have come to rely on Getty for a long time. Their name has set the 
standard.” 

 “Creative agencies and other companies are jumping on buying cheaper stock. But when it comes to something that 
needs to be up to date, they’ll get a photographer.” 

 “I think they go wherever they need to go to find the image. I’ve talked with PR agencies and creatives that’ll get on 
Google and do a search. Google Images is another place where I’ve found work.” 

 “The least I have been paid is $150; the most is $8,000.” 
 “There’s a downward slide. I go back to the Internet just really started taking off and people creating websites, and 

let’s just say six to seven years ago everybody wanted to buy photography. Now those websites are already in place, 
and all they’re willing to do is update. With editorial, some of the stock that you can buy in editorial is still good, but, 
once again, needs to be updated, where new photography has to come out.” 

 
 

3. Professional photographer and instructor 

This source works chiefly with Corbis although some of his work is in Getty Images as well. A surprise challenge to 
photographers is Yahoo’s Flickr; Getty searches through Flickr for low-cost but interesting imagery from amateurs. 
Photographers too are beginning to sell their work through Flickr. Stock photography is not lucrative enough by itself for 
this source to make a living. Getty continues to demand concessions from its photographers that devalue the 
photography, and Corbis is likely to follow suit. Both Corbis and Getty add value to creative agencies in ease of use, high 
standards and uniqueness of imagery; they use professional photographic editors to cultivate the selection. That value 
proposition is enough to keep them in business, if they maintain their high standards. 

Background 
 “I work primarily with Corbis, and my own office.” 
 “[A colleague] does a lot with Flickr, and I’ve just never sat down and done it. We might move into that in 2014.” 
 “I’ve heard from a variety of people that Getty has people on staff that comb through Flickr sites looking for unique 

images from amateurs. They’ll offer $50 for unlimited use, and the guy next door will be thrilled but doesn’t realize 

Getty is a name within itself. 
It’s an icon. I think it’s never 
going to have a problem 
because there are too many 
people in the business who 
know Getty and have come to 
rely on Getty for a long time. 
Their name has set the 
standard. 

Professional Photographer 
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he’s getting screwed. Big agencies are looking to places like that and Instagram for images they can get at much 
lower costs.” 

 “I shot work for some publications that had a relationship with Getty, and every once in a while I’ll get a check from 
Getty or Time Life.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “I’ve been with Corbis for 20 years. I think at the time when they first started out, their vision of becoming the world’s 

largest digital library was intriguing. [Corbis Chairman] Bill Gates knew what was coming, the rise of digital. The first 
five or so years, things weren’t great. … But the next 10 years, business was fantastic, I could pick and choose 
assignments because I was making enough from Corbis. After 9/11, like everything else, things went down. The 
Corbis checks are a moderate income but not great. Now we’re looking at more alternative and direct ways like Flickr 
to make sales.” 

 “I look at the concessions Getty constantly makes with their ‘shooters’ and 
pushing for more and more royalty-free, and we old guys steadfastly refuse 
to do that.” 

 “The only place I’ve heard bad things about is Getty. I think it’s because it’s 
so big and the concessions they keep asking the shooters to take. I pay 
attention to Getty because Corbis and Getty are like two big airlines. When 
one lowers its fares, the other will probably follow.” 

 “A lot of the little guys were snapped up by Corbis and Getty.” 
Decision Making 
 “I’m mostly an assignment photographer. Once an assignment’s done, the 

rights come back to me. I’ve already been paid, and putting them on Corbis 
is icing on the cake.” 

 “There is a section of photographers who only shoot stock in hopes they get 
into an agency and that agency creates income based on those. Those guys 
are struggling today, whereas for guys like me stock is a bonus.” 

 “I don’t buy into the royalty-free. My contract is nonexclusive, rights-
managed photography.” 

 “I’m starting to see a greater push toward the royalty-free with agencies, and I’ve had some requests from Corbis 
where they think we’d have greater economic benefit by going royalty-free. Ninety percent of them, I’ll decline.” 

 “I do workshops and ask the students where they go. A lot of times they go to Flickr, which amazes me; they say it’s 
easy to find and make the contacts. Maybe I’m missing something here. And if Corbis is taking only 10% of the 
submissions that I make, that’s 90% I could put elsewhere.” 

Getty Images 
 “I sure hope that Getty can [maintain its pricing]. The biggest problem I see is the devaluation of photography. If they 

continue to go lower, they’ll cut their own legs off. We hope the unique photos will hold their value. The mainstream 
stuff of kids riding a bike down by the lake are less unique, better suited to royalty-free.” 

 “A lot of stock isn’t timeless. This is where I think stock agencies have an opportunity to survive and photographers 
can survive: We need to keep things fresh.” 

 “These days you negotiate. The one thing we’ve seen more and more of is a lot of magazines and publishing houses 
are trying to get something for free and offer credit. None of us will survive if we do that.” 

 
 

4. Professional photographer 

This photographer does not work with microsites and low-end sites. He works with numerous agencies, and while he no 
longer submits photos to Corbis or Getty, his imagery on those sites continues to sell. Getty has its place; brands that 
need to differentiate themselves cannot risk royalty-free imagery, and they need the unique images and rights that 
companies like Getty provide. He expects the market to continue to stratify between high-end houses and microsites. 

Background 
 “I work with a bunch of agencies. I’ve worked with Corbis and Getty both. Their policies are that unless you work with 

their very specific guidelines, they won’t accept it. I’m no longer submitting new work, but I still get checks every 
month. I’m also with Alamy, Aurora [Photos], AGE in Spain.” 

The only place I’ve heard bad 
things about is Getty. I think it’s 
because it’s so big and the 
concessions they keep asking 
the shooters to take. I pay 
attention to Getty because 
Corbis and Getty are like two 
big airlines. When one lowers 
its fares, the other will probably 
follow. 

Professional Photographer & Instructor 
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Company Evaluations 
 “Aurora is the best to work with. It’s owned by photographers who understand what photographers require and are 

like.” 
 “Dollar-wise, Getty is probably my biggest seller, and Corbis is next. Then down to the next level of smaller players.” 
 “AGE probably takes the most [new work], and Corbis probably pays the most.” 
 “The reason I think AGE continues to thrive is they offer end users exclusivity and rights-managed stuff, and certain 

users do want to know who’s used a given image.” 
 “Photonica was by far the best for the photographers and end users and 

worked really hard to maintain a unique collection, but they were bought by 
Getty and destroyed.” 

 “I stay away from the microstock sites.” 
Decision Making 
 “It seems like the [stock houses] that are surviving are in the niche 

markets.” 
 “Ninety-nine percent is single-use purchase, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t 

part of a bulk deal. I have no way of knowing that.” 
 “All of my stuff is rights-managed. [The stock companies] do define a 

license in length of time, number of markets, number of countries versus microstock or royalty-free, which is 
unlimited use.” 

 “But in the last year, travel-related photography has picked up, which is what I sell.” 
Getty Images 
 “The market will continue to stratify to where people can get unique stuff from Getty … but if they need generic stuff 

they’ll go to Shutterstock.” 
 “If the game is to differentiate yourself, the last thing [a brand ] wants is the same imagery showing up on someone 

else’s site. The low-end users don’t care as much.” 
 “I deal with enough end users who believe [Getty is] worth the higher price and go there. They want something that is 

more unique and tracked better.” 
 
 
 
4) Press and Publishing 
All 10 print media sources reported Getty will maintain its hold on the stock photo industry’s high end, especially for print 
projects, but said also that images from lower end of the industry are good enough for some of their online publications. 
Some sources believe prices for stock photos cannot go any lower and still retain value. 
 
 
KEY SILO FINDINGS 
Company Evaluations 

- Getty has differentiating value at the high end, according to all 10 print sources. Its selection quality and product 
exclusivity meet the demands of high-end print clients. 

Decision Making 
- Print sources will go to the high end for key photos that create a visually distinguished look, but then might settle for 

lower-end product for e-books as well as background and composition photos. 
Getty Images 

- Customers who seek a cheap and easy stock photo solution may find that on Shutterstock; those looking to make a 
stronger impression with an exclusive, relevant photo turn to Getty and the like. 

 
 

1. Book designer 

Getty Images is maintaining its higher-priced stock photo business with clients who can afford its high-quality images and 
exclusive use. However, customers with restricted budgets find adequate images on Shutterstock and other low-priced 

The market will continue to 
stratify to where people can get 
unique stuff from Getty … but if 
they need generic stuff they’ll 
go to Shutterstock. 

Professional Photographer 
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agencies such as iStock. The choice between Getty and Shutterstock basically depends on budgets. Quality and options 
are far superior on Getty, which also benefits from being one of the first agencies to provide stock photos online. 

Background 
 “I use iStock and Shutterstock for my small business clients because they have the most reasonable prices. For 

clients who can afford them, I use Getty because they have more images and much better quality.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “For the clients who can afford them, such as medical publishers or large 

publishers, I use Getty. Their quality is nicer, and they have more variety for 
choice.” 

 “The nice thing about iStock and Shutterstock is they also have vector art 
and spot art for illustrations.” 

Decision Making 
 “Depending on the client, I download and pay for the images at iStock and 

Shutterstock. The larger clients that have more money have accounts with 
Getty for a certain number of photos, and I really like using them.” 

 “The Getty images are distinctly better in quality. And for the larger 
customers, it’s important not to have their image also seen in other 
publications. They get the rights for exclusive use for a certain amount of 
time. The low-priced photos at Shutterstock don’t have exclusivity.” 

 “You can get a selection of certain images at Shutterstock for about $250 a month or buy a bundle of five images for 
$50. They have all sorts of packages.” 

Getty Images 
 “Getty can maintain its higher-priced photo business for its established clients who think quality and rights are 

important. I don’t think prices can go any lower than at Shutterstock; they’re already low enough.” 
 “I don’t think even lower prices from Shutterstock would motivate Getty customers to change. Of course, price is 

important, but it’s also quality-driven and the rights issue is also important.” 
 “Getty was the first agency with photos online, so a lot of the relationships Getty has go back a long way.” 
 “I use Getty photos in books, posters, all sorts of commercial art work, but always in print. The quality you get from 

them is noticeably better.” 
 
 

2. Art director 

Getty Images can maintain its higher-priced stock photo business because of its collection of high-resolution images and 
its flexibility in negotiating the rights needed by the user. Microstock companies such as Shutterstock have lower-
resolution images that lend themselves less to Adobe Systems Inc.’s (ADBE) Photoshop, and they usually do not offer 
exclusive rights. Image quality is the most important factor when choosing a stock photo, but the fine print about 
copyrights also has to be considered. Microstock companies are important in art work for e-books, which have lower 
budgets. 

Background 
 “I use all the stock photo companies depending on my needs. When it comes to stock photography, I go to whoever 

has the best images.” 
 “Getty controls about 35% of the stock photography market because they’ve bought up so many other companies. It 

used to be Getty and Corbis buying up everything, but it looks like Corbis fell a little behind. I don’t know if they 
decided they’re no longer doing it or what.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “Microstock companies like iStock, which is now owned by Getty, and Shutterstock have changed the industry. You 

see prices at some companies where it’s very cheap. The prices are at rock bottom. But it’s a disservice, even if it’s 
better for me. When you buy stock at $15, the low prices only let you use the image itself. You have to be careful and 
read all the copyright info and fine print to make sure it fits what you need to use it for.” 

I don’t think even lower prices 
from Shutterstock would 
motivate Getty customers to 
change. Of course, price is 
important, but it’s also quality-
driven and the rights issue is 
also important. 

Book Designer 
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 “You see photographers complaining about getting less quality, but you also see some good cheap stuff. As a 
designer and art director, I have to Photoshop four or five images together. So if I have to pay $500 an image, it gets 
quite expensive. Microstocks come in handy for that. But then again with that, you don’t get exclusivity.” 

Decision Making 
 “It’s all about the image, the best image—not about the price.” 
 “When you buy an image, you have to make sure you buy the rights for the usage you need.” 
 “E-books have lower budgets, and that’s where the use of images from microstock companies comes in.” 
 “For e-books, the budget for art is maybe $100 or $200, but for print books it can be $1,000 or $2,000. I think that 

might change as we do more and more e-books and you can’t find the art for them.” 
 “I use Getty a lot for high-resolution art.” 
 “With Getty, there’s negotiating involved depending on the quality, use, exclusivity. There’s a set price and then 

there’s a preferred customer price.” 
 “When iStock first started, the images were very low priced. But now the premium ones can be very expensive, so it’s 

not really a deal.” 
 “With the microstock companies, you might end up seeing your art in four 

other places because you don’t get exclusive rights. That’s not great for your 
image.” 

 “There’s a big price difference between Getty and the microstock 
companies. Getty has a set quoted price and a preferred price if you buy a 
lot of images from them. With microstock, it doesn’t matter. It’s all a set 
price. You have to buy credits or subscribe and you’re allowed a certain 
number of downloads. We’re a member here of Shutterstock, but I don’t use 
it that much.” 

Getty Images 
 “In the 30 years I’ve been doing this, stock prices have come down. Back in the days when it was Image Bank, you 

paid more for stock photography. Then Getty said if you buy a lot, you get breaks, and you also don’t have to worry 
about getting slides and dealing with people around the world.” 

 “Rights-managed images are the most expensive, and after that there’s royalty-free. Depending on the size of the 
file, it can be from $50 to about $600. But then depending on the deal, the print run, and what type of preferred 
customer you are, you can pay significantly less than somebody else, maybe a discount of 25%.” 

 “Prices can’t go any lower than they already are at the microstock companies. At some point, nobody will make any 
money. It takes more money to go out and take the image than you get from it. That works fine for people just 
posting photos on a website like Flickr, but a professional photographer can’t afford to do the quality of the 
photograph if the price is too low.” 

 “I use Getty a lot because I happen to have been working with them for a long time. They were the first to grant high-
resolution photos for comping. When you’re designing covers, that’s really important, even if it’s not for the average 
person. Designers have to be digital illustrators.” 

 “You get what you pay for in stock photography too. You’re not getting any deals.” 
 
 

3. Art director 

Getty images can maintain its higher-priced stock photo business because it provides high-resolution and specific images 
that are needed in book publishing. Shutterstock’s lower-priced images are more for background purposes in 
compositions and often need to be touched up. Prices can range from $50 to $1,500 at Getty depending on the image 
and the rights, but tend to be around $10 an image for Shutterstock. It is unlikely that prices will fall any lower because 
quality then would be sacrificed and amateur photography would take over. Despite budget restraints, book publishers 
are willing to pay for what is needed for the project. 

Background 
 “We mostly use Getty and Shutterstock depending on the image we need.” 
Company Evaluations 

You get what you pay for in 
stock photography too. You’re 
not getting any deals. 

Art Director 

 1 Ferry Building, Suite 255, San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 
17 

http://www.gettyimages.com/creative/frontdoor/theimagebank


 

Stock Photos: Getty Images Inc. and Shutterstock Inc. 

 “We use Shutterstock more for background—clip art, background for pieces we’re putting together. … Getty, we’d use 
for more high quality and things that are a little different … where you have to use the whole picture and not 
rearrange it or retouch it to get it where you want it to go.” 

 “The difference between the two is definitely price. If I’m searching for blue sky, I’ll definitely go to Shutterstock 
before Getty because of price.” 

Decision Making 
 “Shutterstock is good for generic photos to compose with rather than 

artistic ones, which would be Getty.” 
 “We have a contract with both Getty and Shutterstock. … We just started it 

with Shutterstock.” 
Getty Images 
 “The trend isn’t necessarily toward lower-priced providers like Shutterstock. 

You’re always going to have a Corbis or a Getty for higher quality.” 
 “If it’s needed for the project, I will go to Getty and spend the money. If we 

don’t have to, we won’t. In the publishing industry, it comes down to 
pennies. We count everything and it all adds up. A difference of $10 
matters.” 

 “The price of Shutterstock photos is so low that if we need the image for more than one use, we just pay for it again, 
$10 or whatever.” 

 “Prices at Getty can range from $50 to $900 or even $1,500 depending on the photographer of whether the image 
is rights-managed or royalty-free, and also depending on the subject, and the model.” 

 “Prices have gone about as low as they can go. Then you start sacrificing quality and start having amateur 
photography out there. Even at this point, a lot of it has to be cleaned up.” 

 
 

4. Newspaper photo editor 

Getty Images is maintaining its subscription business for news photos because of its wide coverage, reliability and quality 
in photographing international and national as well as sports events. This newspaper uses images from Getty and The 
Associated Press, but does not use lower-priced product lines such as Shutterstock. However, lower prices along with 
wide coverage and good quality could motivate the source to switch. 

Background 
 “Our designers use a limited number of stock photos from Getty in the design department. That’s all.” 
 “For news, we use Associated Press photos and Getty. For Associated Press, we are part of their co-op. That’s how it 

works for subscribers. For Getty, we have a subscription because they are good in covering many international 
events, as well as national ones. AP is also good for that, for covering events where we aren’t there to cover.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “We try to have our own coverage as much as possible, but in international stories that’s not realistic. In many 

national ones either.” 
 “We use Getty and AP for sports events too.” 
 “Both Getty and AP have good coverage. … It’s mainly for quality and reliability that we use them.” 
Decision Making 
 “We don’t pay for photos individually. For AP, we are part of their co-op, and for Getty, our subscription gets us a 

certain number of photos and above that we have to pay excess. Those contracts are negotiated at another level.” 
 “Price only becomes an issue when we go over what our subscription allows with Getty, and then it’s evaluated on a 

news value basis.” 
 “We don’t use the lower-priced companies such as Shutterstock. That hasn’t come up. Getty and AP meet our 

coverage needs because they have photos of the events we want.” 
 “We often have to remind our journalists that they can’t just take photos off Twitter or other social media sites 

because of rights issues.” 
Getty Images 
 “I think we get what we pay for. They have very good coverage of many international events and national ones, as 

well as sports. We can’t cover everything, but we know we can count on them. 

Prices have gone about as low 
as they can go. Then you start 
sacrificing quality and start 
having amateur photography 
out there. Even at this point, a 
lot of it has to be cleaned up. 

Art Director 
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 “Our subscription for Getty is negotiated on the administrative level.” 
 
 

5. Magazine photo editor 

Getty is maintaining its higher-priced stock photo business because of its vast selection and long-term usage rights. This 
source also uses Alamy, but seldomly turns to stock photography. Getty has the advantage of existing corporate news 
agreements. However, Shutterstock should not be ruled out as price is always an issue, and its quality is on par with 
Getty. 

Background 
 “We use Getty and Alamy. Both have very large collections of photos. On those rare occasion when we need a precise 

image for an illustration, one that we don’t have in our archives, we can count on them to provide it. But most of the 
time we don’t use stock photos but instead assign our own photographers or ask our freelancers to go out and shoot 
what we need.” 

Company Evaluations  
 “Getty is not any better than Shutterstock in terms of quality. Selecting a 

stock image depends on what the story is. The selection process is inherent 
to its use. It has to be precise, and it has to illustrate what you’re trying to 
tell in the story.” 

 “We have an old relationship with Getty for news photos, and we have 
corporate agreements with them. … We buy each image on an individual 
basis.” 

 “Alamy has one of the largest online collections of images. I like to use them 
too.” 

Decision Making 
 “In negotiating terms for stock photos, it’s always for use across all the 

platforms—print, tablets and phones. That’s a given. The other factors are 
how many uses and for how long. That’s part of the determination process.” 

 “Price is a deciding factor in everything in our world, but for us, the precise image, quality, exclusivity and terms of 
use are just as important. I wouldn’t rule out using Shutterstock or any other company.” 

Getty Images 
 “Sometimes a $10 print from Shutterstock is exactly what you need, but sometimes you need the choice and high 

quality that Getty has. Usage rights and exclusivity are also big factors.” 
 “We’ll need a stock photo for the very rare occasion when we need to illustrate something, and then it has to be very 

precise. Price is only one factor. With Getty, our agreements are for more than a one-time use.” 
 “I wouldn’t rule out changing to Shutterstock. If they fulfill the requirements we have of having a large selection and 

long enough rights, of course we’d go with lower prices.” 
 
 

6. Magazine photo editor 

Getty Images can maintain its higher-priced stock photo business with this magazine, which uses stock photos only 
sporadically and values the accuracy of the image foremost, and then the quality and the price. Prices at lower-end 
providers such as Shutterstock could add up to be the same as at Getty when all platforms—print, web and tablets—are 
considered. If a specific image is really needed, the magazine will pay the necessary price. 

Background 
 “When we don’t use Getty or one of the companies that folded into them, we use Fotolia.” 
 “We use stock photos sporadically beyond the things we photograph and what we have in our own archives and what 

we get off the wire services, which isn’t really stock photography. The times we use stock photography are simply to 
illustrate with an iconic image.” 

Company Evaluations 

Getty is not any better than 
Shutterstock in terms of 
quality. Selecting a stock image 
depends on what the story is. 
The selection process is 
inherent to its use. It has to be 
precise. 

Magazine Photo Editor 
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 “We buy images primarily on a one-time basis. We subscribe to Getty, 
Associated Press and [Thomson Reuters Corp.’s/TRI] Reuters and others, 
but it’s primarily to get their news and sports feeds.” 

Decision Making 
 “The deciding factor is getting the photo you want in the quality you need 

and then being able to use it for all the platforms you need—print, online 
and tablets.” 

 “You have to be able to illustrate the correct thing. Once you have that, then 
the quality, the standards you want and once you have that, you figure out 
how much the cost is.” 

Getty Images 
 “If we’re buying from a stock agency, the rights have already been cleared. 

Our rights issues are about our usage, not about whether we can use the 
photo or if the person in the photo has signed a waiver. Our rights usage is 
about how many platforms can we use it for. When I buy a photo for the 
magazine, I also need to make it clear I will be using it for the web. And if 
I’m using it on the web, I might also be using it on a tablet, like the iPad. If 
I’m doing that, then how much will it cost me? If it’s costing me $100 to run 
it in the magazine, am I paying extra for the other platforms, or am I paying $100 for all the uses, no matter where? 
These are the things I need to consider.” 

 “If we really want a photograph, then we’ll figure out how to pay for it. … That’s not always a deciding factor.” 
 “Every industry is price-dominated. … What everybody gravitates toward is how many uses can you get out of that 

one photo, how many platforms can you cover. Can you use it in the magazine, online, on your iPad? And if you can 
buy a bulk-rate photo you can use on all three platforms, then it’s more cost-effective and efficient for any buyer to 
buy that image. It’s not the deciding factor but certainly to be taken into account.” 

 
 

7. Newspaper photo editor 

The stock photo industry is in a state of flux because of changes in newspaper publishing and the growth of online news. 
Newspapers have reduced their number of pages and have little need for stock photos. When they do need them, they 
look for images in their own archives. Online is growing, but some successful websites ignore copyright restrictions and 
publish photos without much research. Using lower-priced stock photos makes other sites less distinguishable visually. 
Monthly flat rates for a set number of photos would work best in a newsroom environment. 

Background 
 “We used to have some stock photography, but because of budget cuts we don’t produce features or magazines 

here anymore. We use Getty, Reuters and some others for news and sports wires.” 
 “Our newspaper eliminated our features sections completely. As we’ve reduced staff, we’ve also reduced what we 

do. Our feature section is produced centrally and distributed to all the papers in the group.” 
 “When we do have a need for stock, we usually can find something that we already have in our archives.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “Newspapers don’t use a lot of stock photos because of the nature of what our stories are.” 
 “The only time we’re looking for stock photography is for our blog, for online content. But we don’t have the 

resources for buying anything, so we will pull the picture from our own internal files.” 
Decision Making 
 “Price is always a factor in the economy we’re in. If we were to get back into buying stock photos, rather than a la 

carte, we’d be more interested in a blanket price. It could be like any other subscription. Like for Getty, from their 
archives, there are a certain number of photos open because we’re Getty subscribers. … And if we go over that, we 
have to pay for the picture. I would be more interested in that kind of pricing structure—let’s say $50 for 12 photos 
and over that $5 per photo.” 

 “When we get photos, the sources have higher-end, high-resolution photos.” 
Getty Images 

What everybody gravitates 
toward is how many uses can 
you get out of that one photo, 
how many platforms can you 
cover. Can you use it in the 
magazine, online, on your iPad? 
iPad? And if you can buy a bulk-
rate photo you can use on all 
three platforms, then it’s more 
cost-effective and efficient for 
any buyer to buy that image. 

Magazine Photo Editor 
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 “Obviously, the outlet for online is broader than for print because online is expanding, and there’s just more space 
there. … I have a hard enough time getting photos into the paper from our own staff.” 

 “Business models are changing continuously. A year from now it could be dramatically different. But for online 
thumbnails or especially when we shift to mobile or a tablet, the visuals of the thumbnail are more effective for click-
through than a headline.” 

 “It’s a combination of people not understanding what copyright restrictions are about or blankly disregarding it. 
There’s one extremely successful aggregating site that I’m convinced it’s their business model. They have people 
who aren’t very well trained who just do Google searches for certain topics. They take the photo and put a credit on it 
for whoever they got it from and put it up. Sometimes our photos show up; they take them down when we complain 
and they replace it with something else.” 

 
 

8. Magazine photo editor 

Editors who buy images from high-end sites are assured of the quality in print use. Microstock images often end up 
creating extra work for the in-house staff. Prices are always negotiable, but professional photographers need to be paid 
for their time and equipment and will raise their prices accordingly. 

Background 
 “Both as an editor and a photographer, I mostly use PhotoShelter because I need quality photos that have high 

resolution for print. They work as a clearinghouse for photographers.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “The advantage of PhotoShelter is that photographers have their own customized sites there and push their photos 

from there. Otherwise, it’s becoming like finding a needle in a haystack because everybody thinks they’re a 
professional photographer now.” 

 “Some of the microstock sites have very unprofessional photos.” 
Decision Making 
 “Some editors buy images on some of these [microstock] sites and then 

realize in high-quality situations the image didn’t work out. It just doesn’t 
meet the standards when it comes to color separation when they print the 
plates and go to press for printing. You can sometimes buy something that’s 
a great deal, but other times it’s not a deal because you’re paying on 
delivery. Then there’s the added element of having your staff do all the extra 
work with something that doesn’t work out.” 

 “The automated system is not something that works well in art photography 
or high-quality images.” 

Getty Images 
 “I haven’t used Getty at all. For many of our stock photo needs, I can go into 

the archives to pull out the image I need.” 
 “Stock photo prices depend on the photo, whether it’s art, the size, the 

rights; there are different factors. The smaller the focus of the use, the less expensive the image is.” 
 “When photographers are good and have premium equipment and have established themselves, eventually they’re 

going to raise their price. Otherwise, they can’t survive.” 
 “The higher-end stock photos meet high-end quality requirements. They’re not going to fall apart in a two-page 

spread or a billboard. For online use, photos from the microstock sites are probably adequate. They’re small 
images.” 

 “In the travel world, it’s expected that the editor produces his own images or get supplied images from the target 
property.” 

 
 

9. Photo editor 

Getty Images can maintain its higher-priced stock photo business because its original photography is needed for a 
publication to distinguish itself. Although price is a factor, quality and relevance are considered first. Also, most big stock 

You can sometimes buy 
something that’s a great deal, 
but other times it’s not a deal 
because you’re paying on 
delivery. Then there’s the 
added element of having your 
staff do all the extra work with 
something that doesn’t work 
out. 

Magazine Photo Editor 
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agencies are working to set up contracts with corporations for unlimited images for a fixed rate. Getty has been buying up 
many boutique agencies. 

Background 
 “Typically, we use agencies that have a lot of lifestyle and fresh/original 

photography—images that been haven’t been licensed out to death, 
especially to our competitors.” 

Company Evaluations 
 N/A 
Decision Making 
 “We look at quality and whether the image falls in line with the brand first 

and foremost. … Price is a factor, but relevancy wins most of the time.” 
Getty Images 
 “Agencies are consolidating very rapidly, gobbling up the boutique agencies. 

Most big stock agencies are trying to set up contracts with corporations and 
offering images at a much lower price or a fixed rate for unlimited images 
per month.” 

 “The average price is usually $150 per image for any size.” 
 
 

10. Art director 

Getty’s ability to maintain its high-priced stock photo business will be hurt not by microstock companies but by its growing 
lack of unique images. Getty’s and Corbis’ stock photos sometimes are overused, and rights negotiations can add to the 
price. Photos on microstock sites rarely meet the standards to be used as lone images because they have been overused 
or are not current. This art director looks for unique photos on smaller, more specialized sites such as Alamy, Masterfile 
and Wildcard Images. Price remains a factor in choosing stock photos but not the primary one. 

Background 
 “We use Getty and Corbis mostly but also iStock, and for unique images we go to Alamy, Masterfile and Wildcard.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “A lot of what we do, we shoot because it’s specific and we can’t find stock on it anyway. But when we do get stock, 

we want something unique because we don’t want it to look like everybody else’s photographs. So we tend to try to 
find agencies that have a more unique look than an iStock.” 

 “We use iStock when pressed for budget or for something that we’re going to silhouette onto something else or 
manipulate the image. iStock is very good for that because it’s a beginning. But as the image itself, it’s rarely good 
because there’s a gazillion out there. And even Getty and Corbis suffer from that. They’re kind of getting to be the 
same. We’re looking for agencies that are more unique than either of those.” 

Decision Making 
 “If price is going to be an issue … we go to Getty, we do all these different searches and we see what’s out there. 

Maybe on Getty they want to charge $450; if we find almost the same image on iStock for $20, which would you 
buy? And that happens more than you think.” 

 “You don’t get exclusive rights generally unless you pay through the nose for it. That’s the danger of using stock.” 
Getty Images 
 “Getty is expensive, and their rights situation is very complicated and makes it difficult for us to figure out the 

budget. They have all sorts of different terminology that we have to figure out what it means. Often it means they 
don’t even own the image but that they have to get permission from the photographer, and then there’s an extra fee. 
I’m not sure how they work their business, but they have lots of categories. We use them, but there are other sites 
we like better that are smaller but are more specific to the type of imagery we want and have more of a uniqueness.” 

 “All these agencies have different scales depending on your business. Editorial use is less money than advertising 
use. They’ll charge whatever the traffic will bear. Generally we try to set how much we’re going to spend, and if they 
can’t meet that we’ll have to go elsewhere. For a cover it can be $500 to $1,000, and for inside pages $300 to 
$350. If we really love the image, we might spend more than that, but it has to be very unique looking.” 

 “iStock’s pay scale is $10 or $15.” 

Agencies are consolidating very 
rapidly, gobbling up the 
boutique agencies. Most big 
stock agencies are trying to set 
up contracts with corporations 
and offering images at a much 
lower price or a fixed rate for 
unlimited images per month. 

Photo Editor 
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5) Industry Specialists 
These five sources said Getty has retained the high end of the stock photo market, thanks to its selection size and quality. 
However, they also noted strong growth at the lower end of stock photography, as best illustrated by Shutterstock. The stock 
photography market has become highly segmented: National media players seek out the best quality inventory on Getty, while 
others look to Shutterstock and other microstock sites for material that is “good enough” at a lower price. Sources speculate 
that Getty can maintain its high-end presence while also offering product to compete on the basis of price. 
 
 
KEY SILO FINDINGS 
Company Evaluations 

- All 5 recognized Getty as the high end of the industry, due to superior quality, inventory selection and exclusivity of 
use. However, all noted that the lower end of the stock photo business has proliferated. 

Decision Making 
- Though the high end of the industry is viable, sources noted increasing activity at a level where quality and exclusivity 

concerns are offset by much lower price points provided by Shutterstock and the like. 
Getty Images 

- Getty can continue to own the high end of the industry, while also reaching for a piece of the lower end—both through 
more attractive pricing packages and the acquisition of smaller stock photo companies. 

 
 

1. Retired professional photographer and graphic designer 

With the advent and adoption of digital photography, the stock photography business has transformed into a price-driven 
industry where low cost, minimal restrictions on image use and easy access to “acceptable” images are the driving 
forces. All other concerns, including image quality, are secondary. Getty will be able to hang on to its high-end clients, but 
lower-priced stock photo shops are meeting the demand of budget-conscious designers. 

Background 
 “Based on the websites I see, and a lot of print publications—especially the niche magazines–the quality of stock 

images is not as good as it was just a decade ago. Usually there’s a photo credit that alerts you to whether the image 
was made by a staff photographer, a ‘hired gun’ or if it comes from a stock library. When I say lesser quality, I’m 
talking about the stock images.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “Getty is still the best in terms of quality and image variety, but they’re also 

the most expensive. Shutterstock and iStock have attractive pricing plans 
that may offset their smaller libraries.” 

Decision Making 
 “Price is probably the overriding factor, more than any other issue facing a 

design shop—that and any restrictions on usage. It’s quick and easy to buy 
an image online for a one-time fee and use it any way you want to. The 
business model has changed to make it easier to buy and use stock 
images, although that does not mean the images are going to be better or 
even as good.” 

 “All of those factors—quantity and quality of images, how you can use them, 
and the price you have to pay—points to consider. Price is probably what’s 
driving it, though.” 

 “Within the smallest stock libraries, designers typically base their decision on what’s available that best suits their 
needs. Price is still a factor, but at the lowest end of the range the pricing is so competitive that the main thing to 
decide is which company has the image that will best complete your project.” 

Getty Images 

Getty is still the best in terms of 
quality and image variety, but 
they’re also the most 
expensive. Shutterstock and 
iStock have attractive pricing 
plans that may offset their 
smaller libraries. 

Retired Professional Photographer & 
Graphic Designer 
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 “Getty can probably maintain its price points, but only for high-end clients. 
They may be looking at fewer clients overall. I think they’ll still count on the 
big creative houses, major national magazines. Back in the day … 
photographers could make six figures or more with stock photography. Not 
today. Newspaper reporters use iPhones to capture images for articles and 
photographers are fired. The No. 1 camera for all online images is the 
iPhone.” 

 “Getty is still top shelf. They have deep inventory and excellent images. But 
today the question from a design standpoint is … is it good enough? And if 
it’s good enough, the designer is going to go for the lower price.” 

 “From print advertising I do see these days, it looks like firms don’t care. 
The quality of the stock has dropped dramatically, probably as a reflection 
of lower prices. I look at images online and in print and judge them like my 
former professors would judge mine. Time and again I see overexposed 
images, poor cropping, questionable design.” 

 ”I’m sure there are many design shops that buy a mix of the more expensive and the cheaper stock shots. Getty still 
runs from $75 to $300 for an image, and there are a lot of stipulation on how you can use it and how often. On the 
lower end, you can get a stock shot from Shutterstock for as little as $10, maybe $20.” 

 
 

2. Photography instructor 

This longtime professional photographer now teaches photography and consults to creative agencies. She expects 
demand for premium stock photography to always exist, but also acknowledged that Getty’s high-end images are 
becoming a niche business as less-expensive competitors proliferate. She recently worked with a creative firm that 
considered buying images from Getty for a catalog, but it went with Shutterstock instead when Getty quoted a $3,000 
price for one image and $4,000 for another. She said Getty likely will evolve into a tiered business with less-expensive 
packages available on a subscription basis, while retaining the top-quality images for clientele who can pay for them. 
Meanwhile, stock photographers may begin looking elsewhere to license their images if prices continue to drop. The 
source is looking into licensing her own images directly to product manufacturers for use on packaging. 

Background 
 “I had looked into stock photography several years ago and have several photographer friends who did stock 

photography full-time. They are in a high-end market. I know they can charge a lot, depending on usage. An art 
director I worked with was talking to Getty and had several images in mind, each of which was $3,000 to $4,000. 
This was for a small run of catalogs. It was way, way beyond her budget. She did not buy from them. They went with 
Shutterstock.” 

 “Most creative agencies are looking for a smaller price tag based on usage.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “You can find good quality, not great, stock images online in the $50 range. The cheaper ones will probably look very 

familiar because a lot of people are buying them.” 
 “With Shutterstock, I know someone who pays a monthly fee and can 

download up to 25 images a day. That’s attractive from a business 
standpoint, compared to the licensing agreements you have to sign with 
Getty.” 

Decision Making 
 “Price is also a factor of exclusivity. Some creative houses are probably 

willing to pay more for a photo that won’t be widely used elsewhere, or one 
they have exclusive rights to use.” 

 “The problem is the big stock houses charge a lot for image usage but pay 
out very little to the photographers that provide the images.” 

Getty Images 
 “If Getty is demanding a high price, they must still have a high clientele. And 

it sounds to me like they’re not budging on the price, so they’re getting 

If Getty is demanding a high 
price, they must still have a 
high clientele. And it sounds to 
me like they’re not budging on 
the price, so they’re getting 
buyers from somewhere. 
There’s a price level for 
everything. 

Photography Instructor 

Getty is still top shelf. They 
have deep inventory and 
excellent images. But today the 
question from a design 
standpoint is … is it good 
enough? And if it’s good 
enough, the designer is going 
to go for the lower price. 

Retired Professional Photographer & 
Graphic Designer 
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buyers from somewhere. There’s a price level for everything.” 
 “Getty may have to rethink their business plan or move to the niche that demands their price and quality. I think they 

attract a certain style and market for their high-end stock.” 
 “It does pay to shop around, but when you’ve got creatives looking to buy photos, they’re only interested in a good 

shot. If they can budget it in somehow, they will. Budgets are always an issue to manage, but taking pride in the work 
still has a place in this business.” 

 “Creatives are always looking at ways to improve their work, whereas business people don’t see that vision ahead of 
time. Where creative are valued, I think you’ll continue to see demand for the best-quality images.” 

 “I am looking into putting my images on products and licensing for that. You may start to see some shift in stock 
photographers looking for a more profitable way to sell their work.” 

 
 

3. Faculty member, photography school 

Getty’s diversification will enable it to continue to thrive. The source expects demand for premium stock to continue for 
the foreseeable future because national outlets will need the best images to distance themselves from competitors. 
Getty also is diversifying into package deals at lower price points to serve the budget-minded market. Ultimately, Getty’s 
strongest asset is its exclusivity. Getty’s image prices varies from $100 to several thousand dollars. Getty is not losing 
smaller agencies as customers because it never had them. 

Background 
 “Photo quality affects the price, and the value can go up with a unique image. Cheap stock photos are cheap 

because they are very basic, and there are probably many others a lot like them. It’s like clip art.” 
 “If the image takes a unique approach to capturing the subject, it will be more valuable as a stock image.” 
 “[For] a lot of graphic designers, web designers and to a lesser extent print publishers, I think the choice to use a 

stock photo comes down to locating the right image at a price they can 
afford.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “Getty, I think, is still the best in the business. They’re also probably the 

most expensive.” 
 “Creative agencies that can afford top-quality stock photographs will 

continue to buy these images because the photos are not as likely to 
appear anywhere else. You buy a certain amount of exclusivity with the high-
end stock.” 

 “High-volume shops working on a tight margin probably look for inexpensive 
stock with liberal publishing privileges.” 

Decision Making 
 “There’s probably two very broad categories of consumers for stock 

photography: You have designers who need a picture for a brochure or 
maybe a website, and if it’s the right photo and in focus, it’ll do. Then you 
have media outlets that demand the best images and have the money to pay for them.” 

 “At the lower end, it makes sense that an agency on a tight budget would try to balance acceptable quality at the 
lowest price. This category probably isn’t buying from Getty anyway, so it’s not like Getty is losing a customer.” 

Getty Images 
 “Getty probably appeals more to a major operation competing with other large companies for a national audience.” 
 “There will continue to be a demand for premium stock, and Getty has that pretty much locked up. Getty is also 

getting into discount packages to serve that market. Getty also has video and audio libraries, deep archives. I 
suspect that with some of these materials, if you want it, you’ll have to go through Getty to get it.” 

 “Getty’s prices vary quite a bit. You can get photos for $100, or you can spend several thousand dollars.” 
 “You do get what you pay for. The quality is evident, but not everyone can afford it. That’s why there are so many 

smaller stock companies offering $10, $20 photos. There is obviously a demand for images in that price range.” 
 
 

You do get what you pay for. 
The quality is evident, but not 
everyone can afford it. That’s 
why there are so many smaller 
stock companies offering $10, 
$20 photos. There is obviously 
a demand for images in that 
price range. 

Faculty Member, Photography School 
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4. Photography consultant 

This seasoned photographer offers consulting services to creative agencies, and works directly with national and regional 
corporations on developing their advertising visuals. Getty will evolve and continue to lead the industry, followed by 
Corbis. Getty can fill a low-end niche with less-expensive stock while still retaining control of the high-end market. 
Amateur and hobbyist photographers are increasingly supplying images to the smallest and least-expensive stock 
photography companies, with a proportional decline in image quality. Professional photographers will find it harder to 
make a living in stock photography unless they are dealing directly with high-end companies like Getty. 

Background 
 “Getty and Corbis are the most well known and probably have power in numbers due to the depth of their stock. I 

think Getty is probably the best in terms of image quality.” 
Company Evaluations 
 “Just like any successful company Getty has had to evolve over the past 10, 20 years, and I don’t think they’ll have 

any problem succeeding in the future.” 
 “Getty will be fine. They have the library, and they stock the best quality. As 

long as there is that demand for quality at the major advertising agencies, 
national magazines, I don’t think Getty is going away.” 

Decision Making 
 “I don’t think the big advertising agencies are going in the direction of 

cheaper photography. Not the major ones, anyway. They’re spending 
money. It’s nothing to them to pay $4,000 for the best picture they can 
get.” 

 “I do have some clients who are asking more about the option to buy out 
the images and own them rather than license them. That’s not a problem 
for me since they’re paying a lot more than they typically would for a 
license.” 

Getty Images 
 “The low-cost stock houses are filling a niche. That’s not a threat to Getty. I think Getty can have it both ways: They 

can sell comparable images at a price that’s competitive with the little companies without changing their business 
for the best stock. There will still be a demand for excellent photography, and Getty is in a position to attract the best 
photographers. It may be fewer of them making a living at it, though. On the other hand, if the cheapest stock photos 
start looking the same or the quality just isn’t there, you might see a big move back toward more expensive stock or 
intermediate pricing. That’s more than $100 but less than $1,000.” 

 “I don’t think a lot of current stock photographers can make a living anymore. Maybe a few who are really smart and 
never give up the rights to their images. The cheapest stock photos, I don’t see how anyone could make money on 
those unless it’s based on volume. The real money is still going to be at companies like Corbis and Getty. That’s 
where the best shooters will go.” 

 “I can’t stand stock photography in general. I have never had good luck with it and don’t know too many younger 
photographers who have, either. I invested a lot of money getting imagery uploaded to different stock companies, 
setting up keywords and licensing, and I never made a single sale.” 

 
 

5. Art producer and photography consultant 

This source appreciates Getty’s quality and selection, but has few clients who can afford to use the stock company. 
Instead, she tends to buy from Shutterstock, Corbis and iStock. A project that might require $20,000 worth of images 
from Getty can be fulfilled with $1,000 worth of images from Shutterstock. The “penny-stock” companies typically do not 
offer quality images, and professional creatives remain willing to spend more for good images. Getty will continue to 
service high-end creative agencies and major media, while penetrating the intermediate and lower-cost markets with its 
subsidiary iStock. As part of its diversification, Getty has partnered with Flickr and is cherry-picking images from the site 
to add to its own inventory. The source believes Getty now owns approximately 10% of all Flickr images. 

Background 

Getty will be fine. They have the 
library, and they stock the best 
quality. As long as there is that 
demand for quality at the major 
advertising agencies, national 
magazines, I don’t think Getty 
is going away. 

Photography Consultant 
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 “Getty? I love them. They have an amazing website and tons of images, but here’s the deal: They are really 
expensive, and their split for photographers is something like 70-30 in [Getty’s] favor.” 

Company Evaluations 
 “When I come in as a photo editor on a project and want one year of unlimited usage in all media, excluding outdoors 

and TV, we could easily be in the $20,000 range for a project if we talk to Getty. You go to Shutterstock or Corbis and 
get comparable images for maybe $1,000 on a project.” 

Decision Making 
 “Price, quality and selection are the main factors in choosing a stock 

company.” 
 “The penny-stock companies, those are probably running photographers out 

of the business. I don’t think many creative professionals buy from the 
bargain stock shops anyway. A lot of the images are awfully familiar, and a 
lot of them, quite honestly, aren’t very good.” 

Getty Images 
 “The big companies are still willing to pay Getty prices, but it’s happening 

less.” 
 “Getty has partnered with Flickr. I used to work directly with Flickr 

photographers and was paid a reasonable fee. Getty now goes through 
Flickr and culls the images they want. I can still contact photographers 
directly, but Getty is acquiring rights to many images on Flickr, maybe about 
10% of the total so far.” 

 “I have a lot of clients who want stock shots that aren’t stock-like. That can 
be a challenge. Then the client has stipulations such as usage for three 
years, unlimited, and they have $1,000 to spend. So we have to dig a little deeper. You can’t go the traditional route 
with Getty in that price range, so the client pays me to sift through thousands and thousands of images on 
Shutterstock or iStock.” 

 “The wave of the future is agencies having photographers in their roster. When a client is looking for a specific 
image, they’ll send out the assignment to the roster along with the price they’re willing to pay for it. Then you get 
almost custom-made stock.” 

 “When you’re talking about stock quality, nowadays there’s good and then there’s good enough. Everyone’s running 
on crazy production schedules, very busy, and sometimes people don’t budget enough time to get it done the way 
they might want to.” 

 “When you’re invested in your career, you buy things like cameras, Photoshop and a computer. Then someone buys 
a ‘prosumer’ camera to shoot pictures of her kids, and that gets uploaded and becomes stock. It pretty much 
devalues everything.” 

 
 

Secondary Sources 
The following three secondary sources centered on Getty Images landing a distribution agreement in Japan, Shutterstock’s 
top achievements in 2013, and Shutterstock’s new Android app. 
 
Jan. 14 Campaign Asia article 

Getty Images has landed an agreement with Dentsu to help distribute the Image.net service in Japan. 
 “Dentsu Inc. announced today that it has entered into a business alliance agreement with Getty Images Japan, K.K., 

the Japan office of Getty Images, Inc., one of the world’s largest digital content companies and a leading creator and 
distributor of still imagery, video footage, multimedia content and music on a global basis.” 

 “Through its alliance with Getty Images Japan, Dentsu will fuse its knowledge and know-how of both companies in 
the global communications area, market Getty Image’s range of services in Japan on a joint basis, and work with 
Getty Images to develop and market new services.” 

 “To meet the growing demand for global PR, the two companies will strategically promote the publicity distribution 
service ‘image.net’ provided by Getty Images as part of the global PR solutions and services that Dentsu provides its 

I used to work directly with 
Flickr photographers and was 
paid a reasonable fee. Getty 
now goes through Flickr and 
culls the images they want. I 
can still contact photographers 
directly, but Getty is acquiring 
rights to many images on Flickr, 
maybe about 10% of the total 
so far. 

Art Producer & Photography Consultant 
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clients, and they will work together to develop new services, technologies, and products for content marketing and 
promotional communication domains.” 

 “With 80,000 media contacts in more than 70 countries, image.net is the world’s leading publicity distribution 
service.” 

 “Its forte lies in the fact that it can deliver in a timely manner still images, video footage and other rich content that 
can be used as is immediately to news media such as television stations, major newspapers, magazines, and online 
media.” 

 
Jan. 1 piece from Shutterstock CEO Jon Oringer 

Mr. Oringer’s review of 2013 for Shutterstock revealed a premium image service at set prices, a wide set of languages 
offered by the company, and the opening of offices in Europe—all while selling an average of three photos a second. 
Shutterstock’s integration with Facebook and its iOS and Android apps are both big pushes to gain social media and 
mobile traffic. 
 “2013 was a great year for Shutterstock in so many ways. Today is the first day of 2014 and before we start a new 

year, I wanted to look back at all the amazing things we accomplished during 2013.” 
 “Our website now services 20 languages—10 of these were added in 2013. We added support for Turkish, 

Hungarian, Polish, Czech, Danish, Finnish, Norwegian, Swedish, Korean and Thai. We now cover more of the world 
than ever before.” 

 “We introduced Spectrum: a search tool designed and built in-house that allows customers to search millions of high 
quality commercially released images by color.” 

 “We introduced our premium image offering: Offset: easy to license Rights-Managed quality images, at Royalty-Free 
prices.” 

 “We incubated Skillfeed inside of Shutterstock. Skillfeed operates like a startup inside of Shutterstock and allows 
creative professionals to continue to learn the skills they need to get better at their jobs. It’s essentially a two-sided 
learning marketplace where anybody can create a learning tutorial and get paid based on how much it’s viewed. 
Skillfeed works much like Shutterstock does—the more popular your content is, the more you will get paid for it.” 

 “We celebrated 30mm images in our collection, 350mm licenses sold, and continue to sell on average three image 
licenses every second!” 

 “We surpassed 1 million stock video clips and welcomed expert filmmakers Robb Crocker, Daniel Hurst, Luke Miller 
and David Baumber to our fast-growing video collection. In celebration of their arrival, Shutterstock has compiled a 
video reel featuring the filmmakers’ work.” 

 “We were the first stock agency to integrate into Dropbox Saver so that buyers can quickly download assets right into 
their Dropbox accounts.” 

 “We extended our iOS App to German and Portuguese and launched our first Shutterstock Android app.” 
 “We opened our first international office in London, and shortly thereafter our European HQ in Berlin.” 
 “We announced our Facebook integration where over one million Facebook advertisers will get access to 

Shutterstock’s images directly from the Facebook Ad Creator.” 
 “Our Bigstock brand continued to grow and partnered with Constant Contact. Through this integration, Constant 

Contact customers will now be able to search, select, and license from more than 15 million Bigstock images directly 
within Constant Contact’s interface.” 

 “We partnered with Creative Mornings in 2013 and continue to support AIGA.” 
 
Dec. 16 Human IPO article 

After releasing an iOS app that saw more than 650,000 downloads, Shutterstock launched an Android app for the 50% of 
users that make up its mobile traffic. 
 “Shutterstock, a leading provider of commercial digital imagery including [licensed] photographs, vectors, 

illustrations and videos, has announced the launch of an Android mobile app.” 
 “The Android app expands the company’s mobile offering following the earlier release of an iOS app, and allows 

customers to search for images on the go.” 
 “‘Since we launched the award-winning Shutterstock iOS mobile app, over 650,000 people have downloaded it for 

iPhone and iPad,’ said Chris Knappick, product owner at the Native Mobile Team, in a blog.” 
 “The company said in the past year it had begun to see people visiting Shutterstock more and more from Android 

devices.” 
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 “‘In fact, last month, they made up almost half of the mobile traffic to Shutterstock. Given the growing reach of 
Android devices worldwide, our Android app is yet another way we’re simplifying image search for our customers,’ 
Knappick said.” 

 
 
 

Additional research by Dann Maurno, Steve Evans and Eva Cahen 
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