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Are professional photographers adversely affected by digital photography and 
the use of camera phones? 

 Do people value photography anymore? Are photographers attitudes 
actually part of the problem? 

The onset of digital photography and the addition of a camera to just about every 

phone, has made photography very accessible to the masses. The practice has 

become commonplace, and almost everyone takes pictures in some form or another. 

Rosler noted that; 

 "Access to easy to use digital cameras and camera phones enabled information and 
images to be spread around the world with the click of a button". (Rosler, 2004) 

In 2007 the worldwide sale of smartphones for that year was recorded as 124 million 

units, so far in 2020, the sale of smartphones is currently 1.5 billion. The spread of 

the smartphone has placed a camera in almost everyone's hand, almost all of the 

time. (Statista, 2020) 

As a professional photographer, I often hear other professionals complain that 

people no longer value a photographer enough to pay for their services. It is often 

challenging to attract new customers who will pay for our services, and when they 

do, they are not willing to pay very much. Indeed, Jay Hoque, a wedding 

photographer and blogger wrote; 

There seems to be an overwhelming notion among some wedding photographers 
that the public (clients) are not seeing the true value of professional photography and 
always looking for the cheapest deal. Some are complaining, others are ranting, 
about how clients expect a lot but want to pay very little. (Hoque, 2018) 

People indeed love to take endless images of everything around them, endlessly 

snapping their food, their faces, and every situation that presents itself to them. This 

endless stream of images pours onto platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and 

other social media and image sharing sites.  



Stephen Barney 510562 

2 
 

The rate at which images get uploaded is so high that it has become impossible to 

take them all in. Whereas an image taken many years ago, lovingly crafted in the 

darkroom would be kept, treasured and viewed lovingly maybe even hung on the 

wall. An image taken today by a smartphone flashes by on Instagram or on a 

Facebook wall and is forgotten after the first glance as it is swept away by many 

more similar images. 

Susan Sontag wrote; 'To collect photographs is to collect the world [..] the image is 

also an object, lightweight cheap to produce, easy to carry about, accumulate store' 

(Sontag S. 1971:3). Sontag wrote this before the onslaught of digital photography. 

The sentiment is even more true now. However, the context has shifted as we can 

now carry gigabytes of pictures in our pockets and have no time to go back and look 

at all of them. 

The question is, has this shift in attitude to the image taken away the value people 

place on that image. While it is true that people believe they can take simple portraits 

of themselves with their smartphones, it is also true that when they are shown a 

professional image, there is an appreciation that they cannot replicate it.  

In some ways, it seems that there is more of a problem educating people about the 

advantages of professional photography over home photography, and that the target 

market for professional photographers has shifted.  

Jay Hoque puts it like this; 

"While most people are savvy enough to recognise the importance of good 
photography, not many understand the intricacies involved in producing the images. 
Instead, they look no further than the quotes they receive. In the early stages, 
especially upon the first enquiry, not everyone realises the true value of the actual 
end product because it isn't in their hands yet. At this stage, they are simply 
speculating. Most customers don't know how the process works, so won't know what 
questions to ask. Naturally, they will end up approaching it like any other purchase, 
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by comparing the factors that they do know about and is most likely important to 
them. And that's usually their budget." (Hoque, 2018) 

He also states that; 

"Although many will remain in denial about it, the reality is that too many 
photographers have lost sight of, or never understood, the intrinsic value and power 
an image holds. And unfortunately, in a bid to secure bookings, a lot of professionals 
offer services at unsustainably low prices. This is what is giving the buying public a 
false perception of what photography should cost. The multitude of price ranges on 
offer is skewing the distinction between what is, or isn't good value. And it's causing 
a lot of confusion and mistrust". (Hoque, 2018) 

These statements suggest that part of the problem is a lack of understanding about 

what it takes to produce a professional image and that photographers themselves, 

are setting the bar so low, that the perceived value drops. In all markets, the same 

phenomenon can be seen; a product starts out rare and hard to create, so it has a 

high intrinsic value. As more practitioners can create that product, the scramble to 

capture a segment of the market drives the price down and creates a price war, that 

removes everyone from the market.  

So the influx of smartphones makes everyone a photographer, the lower end of the 

market place disappears as people take their own images, leaving only the more 

premium products. The photographers in this market then drive each other out of 

business by undercharging. 

Whilst this may seem like a very depressing model, it is not all doom and gloom, 

artists like Brooke Shaden sell prints of their work for between $35,000 and $50,000 

proving the market still exists, this may be the top end of the market place, but it 

does prove that with work and exposure it is possible. (Shaden, 2019) 

Moreover, it suggests that what the influx of smartphones has done to the 

professional photographer is shift their marketplace, and demand more innovative 
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and higher quality products. A professional photographer can no longer make a living 

on the highstreet taking passport photos.  

The passport photo industry demonstrates how technology has actually harmed part 

of the professional photographers market. Passport photos originally needed signing 

by a person who was classed as ‘professional’, and it had to be a physical photo 

taken to precise guidelines. While it is still true that there are some very specific 

guidelines for the image itself, most of this has been made much easier. It is possible 

now to sit in a photo booth that will take perfect passport images for about six 

pounds and even more recently, the passport agency has started taking images from 

smartphones. Nevertheless, the applicant still has to follow the guidelines. (GOV.UK, 

2020) 

In the studio, the number of people asking for passport photos has fallen due to 

these changes. However, there is still a small, but steady stream of people who want 

a nicer looking image on their passport as well as people who need a different format 

for a non-UK passport. 

In 2019, the photography industry in the UK consisted of around 8,119 businesses 

who were generating around £1.7bn of revenue. (Tiernan, 2019) 

Tiernan states that; "Within the UK industry, profitability varies greatly, and this is 
dependent on the size of the photographic operator and the scale of their operations. 
An overall improvement in profitability is expected to register during the five years 
through 2018-19, reaching 11.2% of industry revenue". (Tiernan, 2019) 

Clearly, some professionals are making more money than others. However, these 

figures suggest an average marketplace of 24k a year for a professional 

photographer, with a potential growth forecast as being 1.8% per year to 2024. 



Stephen Barney 510562 

5 
 

These numbers may indeed have been curbed by the recent COVID 19 lockdown 

which has seen many of us unable to work; however, it will be interesting to see how 

these growth predictions pan out. 

According to Tiernan, the market is impacted by two things marriage rate and 

advertising activity. The first suggests that the bulk of the work of professional 

photographers is in the wedding industry and that their success is unsurprisingly 

affected by the effort they put into advertising (Tiernan, 2019). 

The article shows this propensity towards wedding photography in the UK; they also 

demonstrate that Portraits are more popular in the US, as shown in this table: 

 UK US 
Portraits 6% 51.7% 
Weddings 38.3% 8.6% 
Commercial & industrial 12.1% 23.8% 
Other photography 32.4% 14.1% 
Photographic processing 11.2% 1.8% 

 

Tiernan also points out that photography is about much more than the availability of 

technology;  

photography is about much more than 'point and shoot' – professionals spend hours 
learning the technical aspects of their craft, including shutter speed, lenses, lighting, 
composition and more. Digital photographers have also had to develop skills to 
digitally enhance and retouch photos to bring them to life using software like Adobe 
Photoshop. (Tiernan, 2019) 

Tiernan clearly states that good photography requires skill and experience; however, 

Houqe observes that most customers do not understand this. So their decision to 

buy is mostly based on the price. The more poignant question is, has the 

proliferation of smartphones and readily available camera technology led the buying 

public to undervalue the skill and experience that the professional photographer 

brings to the table? 
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A blog post from Ikon, a commercial photography company, summed up the need for 

skill and experience; 

"Nearly everyone has a camera, some people have really quite good cameras, there 
are even people with commercial quality equipment, but as with any tool, having 
good quality gear doesn't necessarily guarantee a good quality result. 

There's an old engineering story; a factory has stopped because a big expensive 
machine has stopped working, engineers are brought in and each is baffled and 
unable to fix the problem. The owner calls in a senior engineer with decades of 
experience, he checks the machine all over, thinks for a few minutes, takes out his 
hammer and taps. Instantly the machine whirrs back into life. Later on, the owner 
received an invoice for £5,000. Taken aback he calls the engineer, "You were only 
here for an hour, please could you send me a revised invoice with a breakdown of 
costs?". The senior engineer obliges and the next day the owner receives an invoice 
for the same amount, broken down as – Tap with a hammer £2, knowing where to 
tap £4,998. This story highlights perfectly the value of experience. Doubtless, all the 
engineers had a hammer at their disposal but lacked the know-how to get the result 
they were being paid for. Doubtless, despite not achieving the result they were 
brought in to achieve, each would have charged for their time anyway." (IKON, 2018) 

The story of the engineer with a hammer is an old example, but a very pertinent one, 

as many people have the technology to make an image. However, few have the skill 

and experience to do it well. 

The question is, do people care about how well photography is done? One example 

from my own studio, demonstrates this problem. My daughter is obsessed with 

taking selfies and will insist on pulling some ridiculous faces during the process and 

then using phone camera filters that make her look very unnatural. She typically 

does not like the photos I take in the studio; however, when she got a professional 

job in recruitment, she needed an image for the company website and her LinkedIn 

profile that represented her more professionally. She asked me to help her achieve 

this and has since become a big advocate for the professional service I provide. 

This story is common and does point to a lack of regard for professional photography 

which seems possible to be overcome through need and education, by 
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demonstrating the value of professional photography to a prospective client, while 

this may mean that the sale is harder for the modern photographer; than for those of 

renown like Neipce and Daguerre who had a unique offering at the time, it does not 

mean that the value need decrease as a result.  

The expansion of digital photography and the camera phone may have affected 

professional photographers. However, another facet of the digital revolution may 

have an even more dramatic impact. The appearance of photo sharing websites and 

more specifically sites like Unsplash, which allow you to use any of the images 

uploaded, with no royalties at all. The appearance of these websites is having a 

significant impact on photographers as witnessed by Peter Stewart who writes; 

Recently these thoughts all came to a head when I received a fairly typical e-mail in 
my inbox. A potential customer requesting a quote to buy a popular image of mine. 
They wanted to use it commercially for advertising a tourism service. I provided them 
with my fee and later got back this response: 

"That's too expensive for us. We'll just search Unsplash for a similar photo to yours 
and use that instead" (Stewart, 2018) 

His response is unsurprisingly graphic: 

Having someone say that to me was far more insulting than hearing the old classic 
"We can't pay you, but just think of the exposure" line. (Stewart, 2018) 

Stewart makes the point that many of these online photo sites are saturating us with 

images, but sites like Unsplash are doing more harm because some of the work on 

there is surprisingly good. Stewart commented; 

Just thinking about such a service makes me laugh. I mean who in their right mind 
would want to give away the rights to their pictures for nothing? With that I mind I 
naively assumed the site would simply be full of poorly executed and otherwise dull 
amateur snapshots. I was wrong. 

Unsplash actually has some pretty darn good stuff on there. In fact, I'm shocked at 
the level of quality imagery available. Did I mention that it's ALL FOR FREE! 
(Stewart, 2018) 

Unsplash has a set of licensing terms listed on their website that reads: 
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"All photos published on Unsplash can be used for free. You can use them for 
commercial and noncommercial purposes. You do not need to ask permission from 
or provide credit to the photographer or Unsplash, although it is appreciated when 
possible. More precisely, Unsplash grants you an irrevocable, nonexclusive 
copyright license to download, copy, modify, distribute, perform, and use photos from 
Unsplash for free, including for commercial purposes, without permission from or 
attributing the photographer or Unsplash. This license does not include the right to 
compile photos from Unsplash to replicate a similar or competing service." 

Looking into this site there appears to be some severe legal connotations to using 

this service, Zac Arias has produced a Youtube video warning photographers of the 

potential dangers of using Unsplash, as they do not track model releases so it is left 

to the photographer but not made explicit that it is a legal requirement. (Arias, 2018) 

Photosharing websites make it very easy for people to share photography. Sites like 

Unsplash allow customers to find images and pay nothing for them which in turn 

means that the value of images is reduced, all the time this keeps happening the 

world of professional photography is being undermined, and the ability to make a 

living is reduced.  

If we add to this, the tendency Hoque highlighted for photographers to reduce their 

price to attract work, we have a recipe for the extinction of photography as a 

business. There needs to be an education of photographers before it is too late. The 

people using Unsplash and similar sites need to understand the harm this does to 

our industry. 

There are so many cases of people who are willing to take advantage of us as 

photographers. I was approached a year or so ago by a local charity who wanted me 

to do a photo shoot and take a headshot of all their staff for their website. They 

explained that they had no money but that they would tell everyone how good I was, 

put a credit on their website, and mention me all over social media and in their 

publications. 
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Being soft, I agreed to do it for charity, and to be fair, they are an excellent and 

worthy organisation. However, the photoshoot turned into about five photoshoots as 

they struggled to assemble the staff for one shoot. On one occasion, I arrived and 

had to leave as no one was available. It took a long time, and several emails before 

my work was credited on their website. I have never been mentioned in any social 

media or newsletter. 

This story highlights the willingness of people to use your service and the lack of 

value they place on it. If photographers like me regularly do this kind of work, the 

industry will dry up. One photographer in Atlanta posted a humorous ad on Craigslist 

highlighting the fact that people often assume that photographers are happy to work 

for nothing: 

I am a photographer and since people are always looking for free shoots I assume 
that they must also do their job, or provide their services, for free. 

I am looking to hire all types of people to do all sorts of jobs for me, as long as I do 
not have to pay anything. Just think, you will gain more experience, and I will put the 
word out for you and let everyone know what wonderful work you do. This 
opportunity will bring you a ton of unpaid work, but everyone will love you. So if you 
have a job or service you provide, and will do it for free, please let me know, 
because I am sure I have work for you and will hire you in a second. 

Feel free to email me with the service you can provide, when you can start, and 
please include references. 

I look forward to you free service. 

Thanks. (Petapixel, 2011) 

Despite all the issues we perceive from technology and photo sharing sites, it cannot 

be denied that photography is more popular than ever. As of June 2019, Facebook 

saw 300 million new photos every day seeing 8 billion video views per day, since its 

creation Instagram has had more than 40 billion photos uploaded at a rate of about 

95 million a day. (Stout, 2020) 
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As we have seen, there is a keen desire for images and a near-constant supply. 

However, people do still want the services of a commercial photographer, but this is 

almost always when there is a special reason to do so, meaning that commercial 

photographers have to differentiate themselves from the selfie brigade and 

demonstrate a level of service that far exceeds the smartphone norm. 

There are events in our lives that call for a professional photographer and require 

less convincing such as wedding photography. Although more people are willing to 

let a friend with a good camera have a go. This is a risky strategy, which it seems the 

wedding couple appreciate, and it is usually a desperate bid to keep the enormous 

cost of a modern wedding as low as possible. 

One story I heard about wedding photography is that Indian weddings are now a 

highly sought after commodity as there is a cultural impetus to spend as much as 

possible on the wedding as a status symbol. I heard of one photographer whose 

work was dismissed out of hand because his prices were insultingly low. (Dattani, 

2020) 

So, in conclusion, have professional photographers been adversely affected by 

digital photography and the use of smartphones? The answer is yes. It has changed 

the marketplace. It has changed the focus that people have on the image in general, 

and it has made photographers focus on higher-end products. The drive to reduce 

cost has its roots in the overabundance of images, and the availability of digital 

cameras. Budget has a lot to do with the decision to hire a professional 

photographer. People have many demands on their limited resources, so there 

needs to be a compelling case to part with hard-earned money. However, 

photographers do not help this situation. The practice of undercharging to ensure 
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that they win the business has more effect on the value people put on photography 

than the availability of digital cameras. Possibly worse is the trait of giving away work 

on fee sites like Unsplash, which is directly harming photographers as their 

customers can go to these sites for commercial photography rather than paying for 

the service.5545 

For my part, I am mostly upbeat about the future, success it seems lies in the art of 

being creative, being excellent at what you do and finding new and novel ways of 

marketing your wares. 

The onslaught of digital photography has also opened up new horizons in the field of 

digital manipulation and 3D modelling, which, when combined with photography, 

provide a whole new avenue of products. 

References 

Arias, Z., 2018. Thoughts On Unsplash. [video] Available at: 

<https://youtu.be/6M_OZWtpokc> [Accessed 9 June 2020]. 

ASX, E., 2020. Interview With Fred Ritchin - "The Best And Worst Of Times" (2008). 

[online] AMERICAN SUBURB X. Available at: 

<http://www.americansuburbx.com/2013/06/interview-fred-ritchin-the-best-and-worst-

of-times-2008.html> [Accessed 3 June 2020]. 

Berger, J., 1980. Uses Of Photography. New York: Pantheon Books. 

Berger, J., 2012. Ways Of Seeing. London: British Broadcasting Corp. 

Dattani, B., 2020. How Much Does Asian Wedding Photography Cost? |. [online] 

Bipindattani.com. Available at: <https://www.bipindattani.com/services/how-much-

does-asian-wedding-photography-cost.html> [Accessed 10 June 2020]. 



Stephen Barney 510562 

12 
 

GOV.UK, 2020. Get A Passport Photo. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: 

<https://www.gov.uk/photos-for-passports> [Accessed 10 June 2020]. 

Hoque, J., 2018. Do People Value Professional Photography Anymore? [online] 

J.Hoque photography. Available at: <https://www.jhoque.com/the-true-value-of-

photos/> [Accessed 3 June 2020]. 

IKON, 2018. The Value Of Experience In Commercial Photography. [online] Ikon 

Photography. Available at: <https://www.ikonphotography.co.uk/2018/05/09/value-

experience-commercial-photography/> [Accessed 9 June 2020]. 

Lister, M., 2013. The Photographic Image In Digital Culture. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Marien, M., 2002. Photography: A Cultural History. 3rd ed. London: Laurence King 

Publishing Ltd. 

McLuhan, m., 1962. The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making Of Typographic Man (2011 

Edition). Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Meiselas, S., 2014. ‘Photography Expanded’. Aperture Spring 2014, pp.pp26-32. 

Petapixel, 2011. "Photographer Looking For People To Do Their Job Without Pay". 

[online] PetaPixel. Available at: <https://petapixel.com/2011/10/05/photographer-

looking-for-people-to-do-their-job-without-pay/> [Accessed 10 June 2020]. 

Ritchin, F., 2010. ‘Failing to Harness the Web’s Visual Promise’. Nieman 

Reports/Spring 2010, Vol 64.1, p.p.6. 

Ritchin, F., 2014. ‘Of Them, and Us’. Aperture Spring 2014, p.p.42. 

Rosler, M., 2004. Decoys And Disruptions: Selected Writings 1975-2001. London: 

MIT Press. 

Shaden, B., 2019. Promoting Passion Tour. 



Stephen Barney 510562 

13 
 

Statista, 2020. Cell Phone Sales Worldwide 2007-2020 | Statista. [online] Statista. 

Available at: <https://www.statista.com/statistics/263437/global-smartphone-sales-to-

end-users-since-2007/> [Accessed 10 June 2020]. 

Stewart, P., 2018. ARE PHOTOGRAPHS LOSING THEIR VALUE? [online] 

Peterstewartphotography.com. Available at: 

<https://www.peterstewartphotography.com/Blog/The-Value-of-Photography> 

[Accessed 9 June 2020]. 

Stout, D., 2020. Social Media Statistics: Top Social Networks By Popularity. [online] 

Dustin Stout. Available at: <https://dustinstout.com/social-media-statistics/> 

[Accessed 9 June 2020]. 

Tiernan, S., 2019. An Overview Of The Photography Industry - Chapter 1: Past, 

Present And Future. [online] Splento.com. Available at: 

<https://www.splento.com/blog/business/photography-industry-overview/> [Accessed 

9 June 2020]. 

Van House, N., 2011. Personal photography, digital technologies and the uses of the 

visual. Visual Studies, 26, pp.Pages 125-134. 

 


