
 
 
 
 

An Introduction to Science Photo Library 
 
 
In this document I would like to introduce you to our company and to outline how 
we would like to work with you to distribute your images for use in various media. 
The principal benefits to you are: 
 

• You can monetise the images in your archives as you receive 50% of the 
income we get from licensing your images 

• You retain all rights in the images 
• You can still distribute the images to end users at your discretion 
• Your work gets promoted to media worldwide, often in the positive context 

of education 
• You can spend more time on targeted outreach as we can field the routine 

publishing requests. 
 
 
About our company 
 
The Science Photo Library was created in 1981. The founder, Michael Marten, had 
just finished publishing a popular book on the world seen through modern 
scientific imaging techniques. Other publishers started to ask if they could use 
these images for other books. Michael saw the business potential of this and the 
company was born. 
 
In the years that followed, SPL became known in the publishing world as an 
excellent source of images of science, technology and medicine. The company 
formed alliances with photo agencies in other countries and sought out the very 
best image makers from around the world to provide its content. From an early 
date, it was decided to include technical images as well as documentary and 
aesthetically-led images to allow as wide a portrayal of science as possible. 
 
Today the company has more than 30 employees at its office in west London. The 
SPL on-line collection of around 500,000 images is represented by partner 
agencies in more than 60 countries. Between us we issue approximately 65,000 
image licences per year. Most recently SPL has made a major investment in 
creating Science Motion, a stock footage library that now has over 40,000 clips. 
 
Despite its growth, SPL has never lost sight of the key components of it business, 
providing our clients with superb, often unique, images in a timely and 
professional manner and looking after our contributors by presenting their work 
accurately accompanied by the best captions in the stock photography business. 
 
 
Business model 
 
The business model for stock photography is one of long-term return. A good 
income can be created by making large numbers of individual sales. 
 
Our revenue is generated by granting licences to reproduce images. We give you 
50% of the money we receive from the grant of licences in your work. There are 



 
 
 

no other costs to you. Good images sell time and time again without costing you 
anything more. 
 
The client base covers all kinds of media, although the majority is in publishing. 
This is dominated by educational publishing at all levels from pre-school to post-
graduate and beyond, although we supply a range of general-interest titles such 
as encyclopaedias and more specialist works. Of increasing importance are digital 
platforms, such as apps and teaching packages, as well as use in TV production. 
We also serve the needs of commercial clients, people such as creative agencies, 
companies and product manufacturers.  
 
Pricing is extremely varied, depending on the details of the use and any bulk 
purchase discounts or subscription terms that might apply. The amount you will 
receive start from a few pounds per use for a small reproduction in a reference 
work, whereas a more traditional publishing use might give you £35-£40. Higher 
prices, £100 and upward, come from front cover uses and commercial sales. We 
constantly strive to maximise the income from each and every sale. 
 
Sales made through our agent network are split slightly differently. They send us 
between 60% and 70% of the fees they charge their clients. Whatever this value, 
you and SPL each receive 50% of the remainder. However, we are now seeing a 
distinct growth in direct sales to clients outside the UK that don’t involve a third 
party, which means you receive the full 50% of the licence value.  
 
We will work together with you to maximise the saleability of your work. Your 
images are in a high-demand segment of the market where their unique nature is 
still valued. Supplying us with a good volume of work across wide diversity of 
styles and subjects, the sales potential improves dramatically. Committing to an 
on-going programme of adding new images to the collection will help maintain a 
healthy growth in sales year on year. 
 
 
Promoting the images 
 
The majority of picture buyers in the general media have little or no training in 
medicine. Therefore they rely on us to provide them with images to fit their brief 
quickly and easily. Turning medical images into assets accessible to the buyers is 
our unique skill. We use our collective knowledge of medicine and our experience 
in the picture marketplace to effectively bridge the gap between the clinician and 
the lay viewer. Images are the single most powerful way to take medicine to a 
global audience. 
 
Our principal marketing medium is online. We upload new images to our web site 
daily. We highlight events of general interest, such as significant anniversaries, 
and we promote new acquisitions, both new contributors and major bodies of 
work from our existing partners. Our marketing teams issue an “Image of the 
Week” to our clients and other interested people. Our “Monthly Focus” is 
essentially a mini newsletter to the picture buyers, again with news of new 
acquisitions or collections we make to support news stories of note. 
 
From our very early years we have been active in creating photo features for the 
news and magazine markets. Our features manager collates a group of images 
with specially written text to offer as a complete package to buyers. These have 
proved very popular and may well suit the kinds of imagery you would provide. 
 
All of the above is handled through our UK office, our network of partner agencies 
across the world support these efforts through their own online presence. 



 
 
 

 
 
Protecting your interests 
 
The control and licensing of copyright is critical to our business, it won’t be a 
surprise to know we take the protection of your rights extremely seriously. 
 
More importantly, our long experience working with medical images means that 
we fully understand the need for patient consent in what you send us and that 
they are not to be used in a frivolous or derogatory manner. We work very closely 
with our clients to ensure that medical images get treated with due respect to the 
patient. 
 
Your images on our web site will have a clear credit attached to them, identifying 
you as the contributor. Any copies sent out will have your credit in the metadata 
of the image and the credit will often be published either next to the image or in a 
special credit list. SPL is part of an industry-wide effort to increase the correct use 
of credits for images in print and on screen. We find that, in general, editorial 
clients are very good at crediting whereas commercial users are sometimes a 
little less rigorous. 
 
All of the images that appear on the web site are watermarked. There are only 
two ways to access high-resolution files from us: firstly, to license the image and 
have the high-res file delivered or, secondly, to have an existing contract for 
image access, such as a pre-paid subscription or being a trusted ‘premium level’ 
client. 
 
We have engaged the services of a picture monitoring agency to help spot 
potentially unauthorised uses. We also use a compliance enforcement service that 
pursues unauthorised uses to obtain fees that are due. 
 
Most importantly, the bulk of our sales are through those publishers and other 
outlets that have their own solid reputations within the industry and with whom 
we have worked for many years to develop a close and trusting relationship.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
SPL enjoys a unique position within our industry as the source of the best 
scientific imagery matched with unequalled quality of metadata for the publishing 
media. We feel that a cooperative agreement between us, enabling images from 
your outstanding collection to be seen by a wider global audience, would be 
entirely in the best interests of both of us and of science communication in 
general. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Gary Evans, FRAS FRPS 
Manager, Scientific Relations 
Science Photo Library 



 
 
 

 
 


