Database Dialog

1.) First of all, I am most knowledge about my workflow. I point out the obvious only because there a million ways to database one’s photographs. The way I do it is not necessarily the right way nor is it the wrong way. Keep that in mind as you learn from my experiences.

2.)  About my database:

a. I have an image database of 52,690 images. Most of those are unused RAW images, but nearly 5,000 PSD files occupy the majority of the file space.

b. I have one 1 TB external hard drive (Lacie Big Disk Extreme) that contains all of my photographs. All of my images occupy approximately 75 percent of 1 TB of total storage space.

c. I have another 1 TB external hard drive serving as the backup of the other. They are not mirrored. I execute manual backups every time I download images and before erasing the CF card. I use third-party software called SuperDuper to execute those backups. The backup 1 TB hard drive is a “mirror” of the primary drive when I complete the backup process.

d. I use Adobe Lightroom to edit, process and organize my photographs. There are other programs out there. However, my business is set up in such a way that Adobe Lightroom provides just what I need to successfully have a complete workflow from capture through output. 

3.) So, based on number two, you can see already how number one is true. The number of images, the kinds and size of the storage capacity, the method of backup, and the type of file management software are all variables from one photographer to the next. Each photographer is different and needs to develop a system based on his or her own needs.

4.) In my personal opinion the best way to develop a system is to learn the protocols of other photographers, then adapt that knowledge to your own circumstances. Two suggested ways of doing that are to take a class and to talk to the pros face to face. You can accomplish the latter at the summit. To that end, if I were you, I would include in my bag of questions for the pros inquiries regarding how they manage their files. Nearly all big-time photographers have assistants who do asset management for them. If they can’t answer your questions, see if their assistant wouldn’t mind answering your questions instead. Get their permission to contact their office and the name of the assistant. This isn’t proprietary information. Most photographers are open to sharing how their business organizes their photographs. 

5.) Without knowing anything about how any of the scholarship winners organize and maintain their photographs, the main tip I have is that before you start using any software, have your images as organized as you can possibly get them. Jumping into the software first, then organizing your images, is a bit like putting the cart before the horse, and you risk doing unnecessary work. Have a plan. The next point will help you develop a plan.

6.) There are two things that will never change about a photograph: the subject and the date the image was taken. So ask yourself, what organizational structure makes sense to you? Are you a date person or a subject person? Write down a mock folder structure using traditional paper and pencil. Play scenarios in your head like, “if/when I photograph XXX, which folder will it go in and how will that change the over all structure?” Think, “What will my folder structure look like one year from now if I continue to photograph XXX?” Duplicate images can often be a mess for photographers to organize. The best software out there will help you minimize duplicates. So ask yourself where might you have duplicate images taking up space on your hard drive and consider eliminating those at some point. Do you want to use external hard drives or internal hard drives for storage? If you use internal, will space be a problem? For me, it would. I have old computers with minimal space. So I use external hard drives for my storage. How many images do you shoot per month? What about per year? How do you want to use your images? For the web? For prints?  

7.) Logical as they are these questions aren’t always easily answered. I’ve been honing my database workflow for more than two years! I cover diverse subjects from family outings that nobody sees but my family, to conservation, wildlife, journalism, and commercial freelance. I use my images for brochures, email, framed prints, contests, teaching workshops, and most of all the web. I have more than 1000 images on my Web site alone.

8.) If you have Adobe Lightroom, then you’re in luck. I know Adobe Lightroom well. I you use Aperature, Extensis,  or Photo Mechanic, that’s fine too. I will adapt what I know to help you as best as I can.

