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The massive use of photos on the Internet has become 
a real phenomenon: 79% of Internet users aged 15 
and over search for photos online. 
Search engines are by far the primary source 
used to find images for nearly three quarters of 

Online photography:  
massive uses and a rapidly  
changing sector 

The photography sector has undergone profound changes since the early 2000s with the 
development of digital technology, which has contributed to the widespread use of photo-
graphs. However, it is now facing major challenges in terms of both the protection of works 
and monetisation, due to the massive and untracked distribution of copyrighted works on 
online content sharing services and through image referencing services. The widespread  
deployment of content recognition toolsand increased consumer awareness should ensure 
that creators receive greater compensation.

Internet users (72%), followed by 
social networks (64%) and, to a lesser 
extent, image banks and museum and 
gallery websites (both cited by 45%). 

The Regulatory Authority for 
Audiovisual and Digital Communication

Mass use of online photography 

Figure 1: Rate of use of online photo search services – 
Base: Internet users aged 15 and over 

Source: Arcom.
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Figure 2: Rate of posting of photographs by type of service – Base: Internet users aged 15 and over 
sharing online photos previously searched for on the Internet and Internet users aged 15 and over

Source: Arcom.

53%  
of French Internet users 
post photos previously 
found online

i.e. 67% of Internet 
users who search for 
photographs online

48%

58%

27%

46%

27%

Social networks

Instant messaging

E-mail

Cloud

Various websites

20%Intranet platforms

12%Other online site/service

Base of French Internet 
users aged 15 and over

31%

26%

15%

24%

14%

11%

6%

When it comes to sharing photographs, more than 
half (53%) of Internet users post photos found 
online. Social networks are the most commonly 
used channel: 58% of photo consumers use them, 
which is almost a third of Internet users (31%). However, 
social networks are used much more frequently in the 

private sphere (by 53% of Internet users 
concerned) than in the academic sphere, 
where e-mail is the primary channel 
used (48% compared to 26% for social 
networks), or at work (35%, a level similar 
to that of e-mail and the cloud).

A market worth around €1.4 billion 

From an economic point of view, the photography 
market is worth approximately €1.4 billion1 and can 
be structured around four main segments:

• the segment of social photography (weddings, 
births, etc.) and personal services (automatic printing 
terminals, online or physical printing services, etc.) 
represents almost 40% of the total market. This 
segment is subject to growing demand, stimulated by 
new equipment and uses linked to digital technology 
(increasing rate of smartphone ownership and explosion 
of social networks);
• photography to illustrate products, concepts or 
services accounts for 30% of the total market. This is 
the largest segment if we consider only commercially 
exploited and copyrighted photography (excluding social 
photography), representing more than half of it (52%). 
Indeed, illustration appears to be the most dynamic 
segment. It meets most needs, in connection with 

the explosion of e-commerce and digital 
advertising;
• artistic photography and public 
procurement account for 20% of the 
total market. Within this segment, public 
commissioning constitutes a major outlet 
for supporting creation and its diversity: it 
represents nearly €100 million, i.e. 38% 
of this segment and 7% of the overall 
market;
• lastly, news photography, i.e. the 
journalistic work of producing photos, 
represents only 10% of the total market. 
Considered a highly rewarding activity 
for most photographers, this segment is 
also the one that experiences the most 
financial pressure at all levels of the 
value chain. 

1  This figure is the estimated 2019 turnover for photographic activities (INSEE code 74.20Z) based on the 2018 turnover 
published by INSEE to which a growth rate of 5.26% has been applied (taken from the 2019 monthly statistics published 
by INSEE for this same “photographic activities” code).
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Figure 3: Estimated total size of the professional photography market in France and the four market 
segments in 2019 (in millions of euros and in %)

After the break in the 2000s linked to the advent of digital 
technology, the photography market in France appears 
to be relatively stable and was even up slightly in 2019. 
However, the sector is undergoing profound changes 
linked to the growing importance of digital activity, which 
continues to disrupt the photography ecosystem at 
all levels of the value chain. Three trends have had a major 
impact in this regard: 

• the facilitation of photography in association with 
the widespread use of digital cameras and especially 
smartphones; 

• the unprecedented increase in the need for visual 
content due to the growth of e-commerce and digital 
marketing; 

• the increased speed of dissemination with the arrival of 
social networks. 

Added to this has been the impact of the COVID-19 crisis, 
which seems to have acted as a catalyst for these trends, 
with an increased need for digital services with visual 
content and a tendency towards cost reduction and 
price pressure.

This digital upheaval of the sector 
is also raising issues in terms of 
content protection. Content recognition 
tools seem to be too often circumvented: 
according to the 2018 Imatag state of play 
on maintaining metadata on the Internet, 
85% of images published on the Internet 
have no metadata and only 3% are 
published with photo credits. 

This metadata, which is part of 
copyright-friendly practices, is still 
not well known: 40% of Internet users 
searching for photos online have heard 
of it, but only 16% know exactly what it 
is. Of them, just over half (55%) have 
consulted the metadata of a file and 40% 
have deleted it, representing respectively 
9% and 6% of Internet users searching for 
photos online.
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Source: Arcom according to PMP.

A rapidly changing sector 
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Methodology / STUDYconducted in two phases:
• an economic phase conducted by PMP based on documentary research and interviews with professionals and experts;
• a phase on uses conducted by IFOP in two parts: a qualitative part carried out in July 2021 based on 16 individual  

1.5-hour interviews and a quantitative part carried out online from 29 October to 10 November 2021, among a repre-
sentative sample of 2,030 French Internet users aged 15 and over (representativeness ensured by the quota method: 
gender, age, socio-professional category, size of town, and region of residence in five categories).

Key lessons 
 • 79% of Internet users search for photos online,  

mainly through search engines (72% of Internet users) 
and social networks (64%).

• 53% of Internet users share photos found online,  
primarily via social networks. 

• The digital photography market was worth €1.37 billion  
in 2019.

• Of the four main segments identified, the illustrative  
photo segment is the most commercially exploited  
(30% of the market).

• Only 40% of Internet users searching for photos online 
have heard of metadata. 

• 83% of Internet users say they are committed  
to copyright, but 81% find it difficult to know what 
copyright-friendly practices to adopt for online sharing.
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Figure 4: Tools that can encourage respect for copyright -  
Base: French Internet users aged 15 and over 

Source: Arcom.
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All the players in the industry stress the need for 
education to raise awareness of these issues; this 
opinion seems to be widely shared by consumers: 
a large majority of Internet users say they are committed to 
copyright (83%), which distinguishes between professional 
photographers and amateurs, even though slightly over 
half (56%) consider that it represents a constraint in the 
use of photos. 

The same majority (81% of Internet users) 
nevertheless finds it difficult to know what 
copyright-friendly practices they should adopt for 
online sharing. Some practices are known but are only 
partially applied. Two thirds (65%) of Internet users who 
share photos they find online do one of three things: credit 
the photo, check that the photo is in the public domain, or 
ask the author for permission. These rules are more often 
applied in the professional sphere by 90% of the consumers 

of photos concerned, compared with 69% 
for use in the academic sphere and 64% in 
the private sphere.

Among the solutions considered to 
encourage better respect for copyright 
by the public, more than a third (39%) 
of Internet users say they are in 
favour of prevention messages. A third 
also say they would like more clarity with 
regard to the copyrights associated with 
images and the rules to be respected on 
online content sharing services (33% 
each). Lastly, just over a quarter (27%) 
would like for a catalogue of royalty-free 
images to made available by online content 
sharing services.




