
Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2017, Volume 5, Issue 2, Pages 11–20

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v5i2.809

Article

The New Visual Testimonial: Narrative, Authenticity, and Subjectivity in
Emerging Commercial Photographic Practice

Heather Morton

Photography Department, Sheridan College, Oakville, L6H 2L1, Canada: E-Mail: heather.morton@sheridancollege.ca

Submitted: 31 October 2016 | Accepted: 9 December 2016 | Published: 29 March 2017

Abstract
By studying the cultural and aesthetic impact of increasingly pervasive digital technologies and mass amateurization, this
paper examines the ramifications of the networked information economy on professional photographic practice and con-
siders the concomitant implications for the photographic classroom. Using the framework of convergence culture as per
the writings of Yochai Benkler, Henry Jenkins, Mark Deuze, and Axel Bruns, the impact of accessible and instantaneous
image creation and dispersal are explored. Given the rise of consumer engagement in brand co-creation on social media
platforms, we can observemassive changes to professional practice in areas such as aesthetics, and the erosion of previous
sustainable businessmodels. Indeed, as traditional notions of “expertise” shift from technological prowess to narrative and
disseminative abilities, the effects on commercial practice and photographic education need to be addressed. This paper
argues that there are three emerging priorities for commercial image use: narrative ability, authenticity, and subjectivity
and suggests initial steps in their pedagogical application. By acknowledging these transformations, this paper explores
the idea that students need to harness technique, social media influence, adaptability, subjectivity, and storytelling power
in order to better serve emerging image-based needs in commercial spaces.
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1. Introduction

In the summer of 2010, Domino’s Pizza launched an ad-
vertising campaign called Show Us Your Pizza in which
they pledged to forego the traditional tools and tricks of
commercial food photography and would instead “shoot
their pizzas just the way they come out of the oven”
(Lincoln, 2013). This was part of a larger “Turnaround”
campaign in which Domino’s acknowledged (and indeed
showcased) consumer dissatisfaction with their product
and subsequently revamped the recipe. In order to en-
gage the consumer in this rebranding strategy, Domino’s
encouraged customers to photograph their own pizza
exactly as it arrived at their door and upload the pho-
tos to a dedicated URL. These images populated a cu-

rated, but not manipulated, website of user generated
pizza pictures.

This aspect of the Show Us Your Pizza campaign was
part of a bigger strategy that integrated online andmass-
market motion spots, online games, and a social media
strategy. The goal was to get the consumer engaged with
the improved Domino’s pizza in what could be perceived
as an experiential and authentic way. The campaign re-
sulted in a 14% increased market share, a slew of press
coverage, and various coveted marketing awards (Lin-
coln, 2013; Litz, 2010). For Domino’s, Show Us Your Pizza
heralded the beginning of what would be a continued
commitment to consumer engagement through a num-
ber of marketing channels and has resulted in consistent
growth for the brand; increasing their market sharemost
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recently from 9 to 12.3% between 2014 and 2016 (Der-
ousseau, 2016; He, Zha, & Li, 2013).

Although by no means unique in this respect, the
Show Us Your Pizza campaign represents the culmina-
tion of the possibilities for consumer engagement and
the threat to established protocols and priorities in the
networked information economy. Acting as an unwitting
harbinger, a Domino’s chef insists: “We know that [the
consumer is] the authentic source for great Domino’s
pizza pictures [emphasis added]” (Litz, 2010).

This essay considers the effects on the commercial
photography industry endemic to themassive changes in
the way culture is now created and consumed. As this pa-
per will show, the framework of convergence culture has
lead to a climate in which previous barriers to entry have
been negated, lines delineating professional and ama-
teur engagement with photography have been blurred,
and new opportunities for consumer involvement have
been introduced. As such, new priorities have emerged
which privilege authenticity, subjectivity, and narrative
ability. This essay will explore these three key attributes
that are increasingly integral to image use in commercial
contexts, and will consider appropriate opportunities for
their integration in post secondary commercially focused
photography programs.

To fully appreciate the cultural changes of the last
two decades, it is necessary to understand the frame-
work in which the public is consuming (and producing)
media in the networked information economy. Though
the theorists I reference are preoccupied with a variety
of content creation (from citizen journalism toWikipedia
to Flickr and gaming), their prosumption critiques can
also be applied singularly to the sphere of commer-
cial media.

2. Consumer Engagement and Convergence Culture

The related concepts of produsage, the prosumer, and
convergence culture have attracted attention from a
range of theorists working from a political economy and
critical perspective. Not surprisingly, this scholarship has
also garnered interest from marketing industry strate-
gists, who are eager to adopt new models of consumer
engagement. This shifting interest, which has resulted
in the widespread inclusion of non-professionals in con-
tent creation, has serious ramifications on heretofore
predictable and sustainable photography-based careers.
It is important therefore to understand the consumptive
and productive atmosphere as identified in the writings
of Bruns, Benkler, Jenkins, and Deuze after starting with
Alvin Toffler to provide a bit of early and prescient con-
text to our current state of commercial image use.

The prosumer was first named by Toffler and de-
scribed in his book The Third Wave published in 1980.
Toffler suggests that in the next stage of human innova-
tion, culture would be typified by, among other things,
a demassification of the media (p. 165) and the rise of
the prosumer. The name prosumer describes the phe-

nomenon in which we are increasingly active in the pro-
duction of things that we then consume (p. 265). In a
produsage paradigm, not only should marketing be tai-
lored to the consumer’s interests but she should also
have agency in creating the things with which she is sur-
rounded (if not creating the actual marketing itself as per
user generated content in general and the Domino’s ex-
ample in particular). Due to the advent of digital technol-
ogy and the concomitant rise of instant, targeted com-
munication, these desires can be accomplished to an
increasingly satisfactory degree. Axel Bruns’ 2008 book
Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond: From Produc-
tion to Produsage, elaborates on Toffler’s thesis by outlin-
ing the major characteristics of produsage as “the collab-
orative, iterative, and user-led production of content by
participants in a hybrid user-producer, or produser role”
(p. 1). In a review of the book, David Karpf (2009) out-
lines the four main tenets of produsage as: “(a) open
participation, communal evaluation, (b) fluid heterarchy,
ad hoc meritocracy, (c) unfinished artefacts, continuing
process, and (d) common property, individual rewards”
(p. 81). That the characteristics of produsage themselves
are anathema to a “professional” practice should be ob-
vious but it will be discussed further below.

Yochai Benkler is optimistic about the potential for
change inherent in this new approach to content cre-
ation. In his book TheWealth of Networks (2006), he situ-
ates our current media landscape in its historical context
and suggests that wemight consider mass culture as hav-
ing been democratized because its creative potential is
now in the hands of the individual. He writes: “The net-
worked information economy also allows for the emer-
gence of amore critical and self-reflective culture” (p. 15)
and this has “made human creativity and the economics
of information itself the core structuring facts in the new
networked information economy” (p. 4).

In an editorial written by Henry Jenkins and Mark
Deuze (2008) on the idea of convergence culture, they
consider Benkler’s theory of hybrid media ecology which
acts in a transformative way on all content producers in-
cluding those working in commercial, political, activism,
and journalism contexts (p. 5). Taking it a step further,
Jenkins andDeuze (2008) claim that individuated content
is less important than the actual collaborative experience
of building the content in shared spaces. They suggest
the pre-eminence of this “socializedmedia” of which the
photo sharing site Flickr is named as an example (p. 5). So
again, we see that collaboration and creativity is crucial
to our engagement with culture.

In his earlier essay The Cultural Logic of Media Con-
vergence, Henry Jenkins (2004) catalogues the myriad
of ways the consumer is engaged with established and
remixed media across multiple channels. He hints at
the overall effect of these shifting relationships, explain-
ing convergence culture as “a reconfiguration of media
power and a reshaping of media aesthetics and eco-
nomics” (p. 35). Note the care he takes to name aesthet-
ics as an area worthy of consideration. To put it another
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way, Jenkins and Deuze (2008) explain, “the flow of me-
dia content is shaped as much by the decisions made in
teenagers’ bedrooms as it is by decisions made in corpo-
rate boardrooms” (p. 7).

Clearly there are some common themes across these
theoretical frameworks which are useful in identifying
the key attributes of convergence culture: a desire to
be creative, a desire for customized content, a desire to
collaborate with others, and a desire for shared spaces
in which collaboration might take place. Turning back
for a moment to the Domino’s example used at the be-
ginning of this essay, we can see that Show Us Your
Pizza successfully harnesses and fulfills these desires
while simultaneously eroding the prospects for profes-
sional photographers.

Certainly an analysis of contemporary marketing pri-
orities illustrates the increasing value of collaborative
spaces and user generated content (UGC). Not surpris-
ingly, the corollary is also true; traditional marketing ap-
proaches are experiencing a retraction in their use and
value, and a concomitant reallocation of their media bud-
gets (Banet-Weiser, 2011; Gotter, 2016; Lyngsfeldt, 2015;
Moore, 2015). In an aggregate analysis of 2014 and 2015
marketing data, London agency Freely cites a studywhich
suggests that by 2019, mobile advertising will represent
72% of all US digital ad spending (Moore, 2015). Quot-
ing the Social Media Examiner, the analysis includes this
finding: “Figuring out how to best connect with people
remains high on the list of questions marketers want an-
swered (89%). As more businesses become social, those
that best engage will stand out” (Moore, 2015).

UGC consistently outperforms traditionalmedia in ar-
eas of “trust” and “helpfulness” (Gotter, 2016) so much
so that in a directed analysis on attitudes towards visual-
based UGC, Olapic found that consumers trusted user
generated visual content almost twice asmuch as profes-
sional images created by brands (Olapic, 2016) andmore
than half of those surveyed said that they “were more
likely to click on an ad employing UGC than one using
stock photography” (Leggatt, 2016).

Hence, as a result of the technical, aesthetic, and dis-
seminative abilities of the networked information econ-
omy expressed in the bundling of the camera phone, so-
cial media, and the internet, we find a systematic ero-
sion of traditional sustainable photographic practice. The
accompanying democratizing shifts in aesthetic ambi-
tions and access, coupled with an engagement hungry
public vis a vis convergence culture, may have led to a
schism between what we teach and the image-making
skills required in commercial spaces. This essaywill illumi-
nate what brands want from their imagery, and consider
how we can deliver industry ready practitioners given
these findings.

3. “Professional” as a Questionable Distinction

To begin it is important to understand the erosion of
traditional and long-standing notions of what consti-

tutes professional practice. According to the member-
ship guidelines found on the website of the American
Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), professional
membership is reserved for photographers working in
either still or motion who have been “actively and con-
sistently engaged in professional practice for at least 3
years” (ASMP, 2016). This definition is considerablymore
vague than the stipulations found on the website in 2013
which used concrete achievements to signal profession-
alism, prioritized publication, and required its members
to be earning at least 50%of their primary income from li-
censing their photography (ASMP, 2013). This shift away
from a quantitative approach is telling. The Professional
Photographers of Canada (PPoC) uses similarly vague lan-
guage,welcoming “photographers of all genres”, and sug-
gesting that membership will help attain accreditation as
a “professional”, without ever specifying what that en-
tails (PPoC, 2016). In the case of the Canadian Associa-
tion of Professional Image Creators (CAPIC), the eligibil-
ity formembership requiresmeeting several criteria, and
puts emphasis on having an appropriate portfolio and
business documentation in addition to proof of publica-
tion (CAPIC, 2016).

Despite the ambiguities, there remains a loose collec-
tion of characteristics which seem to constitute profes-
sionalism from an industry standard perspective: a sus-
tained record of successful jobs (having been published),
the use of professional business documents (whichmay in-
dicate whether the prospective member considers main-
taining a sustainable fee structure important), that there
is an existing body of work which corresponds to some
agreed upon presentation standards (the portfolio), and
that the majority of income is made from photography.

These defining features stand in contrast to the
trends of mass amateurization which problematize the
traditional distinction between professional photogra-
pher and everyone else with a camera. Further to the
collaborative, creative and consumptive desires of con-
vergence culture, non-professional image makers are ea-
ger to participate in the creation of mass marketing cam-
paigns like Show Us Your Pizza, so much so that one
2016 consumer trend study claims that over 50% of re-
spondents actually want more opportunities and direc-
tion from brands on what content to create (Gotter,
2016). Likewise, the platforms that are so heavily foun-
dational to convergence culture (Instagram, Flickr, Face-
book, Twitter, Snapchat) facilitate the process by which
advertisers can utilize the branded work being done by
the public to their own promotional and disseminative
ends. This newly “commercial” work includes everything
from UGC, to sponsored hashtags, to working with “in-
fluencers” (Kolm, 2015). This illuminates the false distinc-
tion between professional and non (Duffy, 2010; San Cor-
nelio & Gomez Cruz, 2014; Schroeder, 2013) and nullifies
the need for proof of professional practice. Referencing
Prahalad and Ramaswamy, Banks and Deuze (2009) state
that in fact “value is increasingly co-created by both the
firm and the consumer. Today, media consumers, fans
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and audiences are redefined as ‘the drivers ofwealth pro-
duction within the new digital economy’” (p. 420), result-
ing in diminished opportunities for professional creative
practitioners overall.

In the end, non-professionals want to create work
for brands, they have the ability to do so and to spread
this work around, and brands are happy to receive and
use this work on their own disseminative media plat-
forms. In addition, the technical and aesthetic barriers
to entry have been dismantled: camera technology has
gained precision and image capture has advanced to in-
clude ever-larger digital sensors, having the gradual ef-
fect that images taken with smaller cameras can more
accurately retain their integrity when reproduced at big-
ger sizes (the recent Shot on an iPhone campaign is a rel-
evant example). Plus, aesthetic banality delivers its own
branding benefits as will be shown below.

Thus there is an emerging strata of non-professional
image-makers who are engaging with brands for a vari-
ety of reasons that sit outside of the typical sustainability
goals of professional practice. Instead, they report that
their participation delivers the following: an increase in
social capital, pleasure in being part of brand co-creation,
a creative challenge, an outlet for self-expression, and a
sense of empowerment. (Brabham, 2008; Duffy, 2010;
Marcus Reker, 2016; Nava, Blake, MacRury, & Richards,
2013; San Cornelio & Gomez Cruz, 2014). Certainly in
these emerging marketing contexts, there is no inher-
ent need for a “professional” approach as defined by the
ASMP, PPoC and CAPIC above: business documents and
portfolios don’t apply and proof of prior paid remunera-
tion is beside the point. Furthermore, as we will see be-
low, the authenticity aspect of these ads also leaves any
aesthetic or technical professionalism out of the picture
by necessity.

Certainly, our presumptions about photographic
“work” need to change. Speaking recently at the Im-
age Truth/Story Truth symposium, conference panelists
Stephen Mayes and Fred Ritchin reject the hand-
wringing fixation on recompense, suggesting that in fact
there are numerous emerging revenue streams for pho-
tographers, many of them non-traditional and some
necessitating collaboration with non-professionals (Tow
Centre, 2015). Ritchin goes further to call for a change
in the way professionalism is defined, arguing for exam-
ple, that the citizen journalist may be better equipped
(mostly from an access perspective) to provide the most
appropriate images from a conflict (Tow Centre, 2015).
Similarly, referencing the quote used above from Jenk-
ins and Deuze (2008), one could certainly argue that the
proverbial teenager in the bedroom is indeed a more ap-
propriate mediator of visual identity for many brands ea-
ger to engage with exactly that demographic.

Without a doubt, given the erosion of traditionally
stable revenue streams, commercial photographic ed-
ucation at the post secondary level has a responsibil-
ity to ensure that our students become fully cognizant
of the field in which they are entering—one that is

crowded with powerfully engaged, connected, and able
consumers and one that is susceptible to influence from
the aesthetic approach that these consumers bring.

4. New Priorities: Storytelling, Subjectivity, and
Authenticity

This essay identifies three key emerging priorities that
are critical components of contemporary commercial im-
age culture as:

A. Storytelling or narrative abilities;
B. The importance of authenticity;
C. Expressions of subjectivity.

As this essay will show, these priorities can give direc-
tion to emerging image creators and should prompt edu-
cators in commercially focused programs to ensure that
our pedagogical approach enables our students to under-
stand, and execute along these shifting priorities.

5. The Persistence of Storytelling

Though convergence culture encourages the micro and
diverse participation of consumers in brand co-creation,
the sophistication of a marketing strategy considered
as a whole also requires rich storytelling which can en-
gage the audience at an emotional and experiential level
(Olapic, 2016; Scoblete, 2015).Whenbrands pursueUGC,
this can take the form of co-created narratives (Deuze,
2005) enabled by accessible and transformative technol-
ogy (Harper, 2016). However, there is also an increasing
need for intentional affect, which triggers emotional re-
sponses using implicit associations.

In her case analysis of the Instagram presence of
Nike and Starbucks, Chia Yu Chang (2014) contrasts hard
and soft sell tactics, finding that in the case of the lat-
ter: “These appeals tend to be subtle and indirect; an
image or atmosphere may be conveyed through a beau-
tiful scene or the development of an emotional story”
(pp. 21–22). In Chang’s analysis, she characterizes UGC
as most often simple and direct, and explicit in its sup-
port for the brand. On the other hand, the intentional
posts generated by Nike and Starbucks worked at the im-
plicit level, leveraging visual messages designed to “de-
light and inspire” (p. 37). Arguably this ability to tell a
complex story and seed an emotional experience in a sin-
gle image is a challenge which requires skill beyond the
ease of the snap/filter/hashtag/post/repeat cycle. Itera-
tive and reflective practice is appropriate and necessary
to this goal.

Though Eric T. Meyer’s (2015) study considers the
pedagogical ramifications in amotion context, his assess-
ment of the use of iPad’s in a filmmaking classroom is
related and applicable for our purposes. He finds that
“the expertise being taught is no longer necessarily in the
technical areas of manipulating filming equipment and
editing suites, but in the area of storytelling and teaching
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students collaborative and creative working techniques”
(p. 311). Note the shift away from technical concerns in
favour of collaborative and narrative development as an
area of differentiation vis a vis non professional image
makers. Though this is in some ways a false dichotomy,
the perceived valuation shift is noteworthy. Certainly in
low-resolution, social media spaces, technical skill isn’t
privileged nor is it even differentiated (San Cornelio &
Gomez Cruz, 2104). In fact, in Lawrence, Fournier, and
Brunel’s (2013) study of the effectiveness of consumer
generated advertising, they found that “authenticity and
creativity judgments figure prominently in people’s atti-
tudes towards consumer generated advertising and that
executional quality may be traded off for these benefits”
(p. 297). This isn’t to suggest that technical prowess and
“quality” are not important parts of commercial photo-
graphic education but rather that they shouldn’t be of
singular focus.

Given the above, I would argue that this prioritizing
of narrative abilitiesmust be addressed explicitly and per-
sistently in the curriculum throughout the post-second-
ary education experience. Emphasis must be placed on
understanding the relationship between semiotics, com-
position, and rhetorical emotional cues. As per Chang’s
point, this is a subtle and ephemeral expectation, but rich
in conceptual opportunity. Undoubtedly this is already
part of most commercial photographic curricula but I
would argue that we need to integrate narrative goals
into even the most technical and/or foundational as-
signments. An appropriate question to ask our students
might be ”How is the brand illuminated figuratively as
well as literally through each particular lighting choice?

This also requires an understanding of the brand
story in and of itself in order to provide an application
of technique that fits the brand (rather then a depen-
dence on default rules of product lighting for example).
Studying the stories that brands tell about themselves
and understanding the subtleties between differentiat-
ing identities of competitors in crowded sectors is cru-
cial in order to anticipate the look and feel that might
be most appropriate. There is value then in an historic
understanding of the complexities of visual messaging
changes and their progression through time. Lessons in
the history of the use of photography in commercial con-
texts helps enmesh this understanding as a crucial part
of brand partnerships on the part of working photogra-
phers. As an author of such a course, I find it is useful
to track the changes in our collective approach to the
use of applied visuals throughout the last century and
to acknowledge that advertising “works on us” in differ-
ent ways over time. As a result of this study, students
begin to appreciate the impact of larger socio-economic
trends on commercial expression and can start to antic-
ipate the ways in which aspects of current culture and
values are being articulated in the type of imagery we
use and how we use it. Through specific case studies,
they begin to understand how brands variously deal with
growing product parity, product diversification, and in-

creasing media differentiation and dispersion. Students
are thusly enabled to apply a critical framework to spec-
ulative, future work, and emerging areas of image use.

There is value too in participating in social media
spaces and experimenting with the inherent and differ-
entiated narrative attributes which these spaces provide
(certainly as opposed to only lamenting the loss of tra-
ditional media). Plus, social media platforms are being
constantly innovated by artists wanting to use these new
mediums to tell stories in uniqueways. Two foundational
examples are Rachel Hulin’s Instagram novel Hey Henry
Hey Matilda (Dewey, 2015) and Amalia Ulman’s 2104 In-
stagram Art Project (Sooke, 2016). An awareness of inno-
vation and experimentation in various realms of image
use is crucial and informative, and will well situate our
students for future innovations.

Indeed, this might also be a matter of clearly decon-
structing a perceived and sometimes entrenched sepa-
ration between “types” of photography within the struc-
ture and rhetoric of our programs. I would argue that
keeping documentary, fine art, and advertising photogra-
phy siloed (nevermind the problematic division between
moving and still images), is not appropriate given the in-
creasing porousness of these areas and our need to pull
from the persuasive approaches of each. This is echoed
in themarketplace; newly formed agencies like NAMARA
Reps and Getty’s Verbatim agency (Laurent, 2016) are
catering to the interest corporations have in telling au-
thentic stories using narrative techniques inherent to the
professional practice of photojournalists. Speaking about
a recent project, Jane Mackie, Vice President of the Fair-
mont Hotel Brand mused: “Working with NAMARA has
given us an opportunity to capture some of [our em-
ployee’s] incredible stories and showcase them in a way
that is authentic and meaningful” (Marketwired, 2016).
Developments like these represent new opportunities
for innovative image-makers who are willing to look be-
yond traditional professional barriers and reject the bi-
ases contained therein.

6. Authenticity and Aesthetic Creep

The desire for authenticity as voiced in the quote above
from Fairmont Hotels is reminiscent of the Domino’s
chef’s insistence that the consumer is really the best
source of authentic photographs. Considered together,
the underlying assumption is clear: the polish of a tradi-
tional commercial image is misleading and untrustwor-
thy. This distrust has important but not unprecedented
aesthetic consequences.

A vernacular photographic style began to appear in
advertising in the 1990’s due in part to the influence of
the visual tropes of post-modernism (Schroeder, 2013).
This had the effect of privileging real, authentic, snap-
shot-type images inmass-market contexts as more truth-
ful to a marketing-weary and skeptical public (Berger,
2011; Schroeder, 2008). At the time, these “snapshots”
were produced by professional commercial photogra-
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phers like Terry Richardson, who reported preferring
small, compact, point-and-shoot cameras for their abil-
ity to capture spontaneity and realness (Schroeder, 2008,
pp. 284–285). In these cases, photographers were adopt-
ing and recreating the aesthetic qualities of the ver-
nacular (to varying degrees: skewed composition, direc-
tional and harsh lighting, unflattering poses, image grain,
over or underexposure, etc.) while still engaging multi-
ple production elements and intentionally applied tech-
nical skill.

Meanwhile, in the early 2000’s the rise of partici-
pation in online image sharing spaces begins to rein-
force a similar vernacular aesthetic. These platforms priv-
ileged the mundane and the everyday experiences of life
(Chang, 2014; Frey, 2012; Hjorth, 2008; Wagner, 2011).
As a result, the banal visual tropes that were endemic
to this type of diaristic image-making became associated
with inherently authentic and real, in-betweenmoments
(Hjorth, 2008; Schroeder, 2013). As the desires of conver-
gence culture became doubly encouraged and fulfilled
by this online visual engagement and expression, mar-
keters began to participate. By harnessing content cre-
ated in these spaces, brands are able to borrow authen-
ticity from the presumed aesthetic neutrality of these
types of images. Indeed, authenticity is seen increasingly
as a competitive advantage (Frey, 2012; Scoblete, 2015)
and gives the brand more credibility in the marketplace
(Deuze, 2005; Duffy, 2010; Lyngsfeldt, 2015; Uzunoğlu,
2011). As such, user generated ads are proving to be
more successful than brand initiated campaigns by sev-
eral metrics (Gotter, 2016; Lawrence et al., 2013; Lyngs-
feldt, 2015; Olapic, 2016). As Schroeder (2013) explains:
“This imagery serves to distance the brand from corpo-
rate control, associating it instead with consumer co-
creation”. Uzunoğlu (2011) elaborates: “as [it] is peer-
created, it may have higher credibility and trustworthi-
ness than company provided messages” (p. 148). And in
Schroeder’s (2013) research, he found “Thus, from the
point of view of the brand manager, snapshot aesthet-
ics offers a way into a participatory (consumer generated
images), sincere and less directive (more ambiguous and
flexible, perhaps) strategic style”.

However, the rise of Instagram and thewide use of fil-
ters on that platform belie the snapshot aspect of these
images. Indeed, the filters act to mediate these “banal”
moments and as such, it is important to acknowledge the
creeping aesthetic engagement of consumers in online
image sharing spaces. Frey (2012) emphasizes the com-
municative usefulness of these capabilities and hints at
the challenge for aspiring “professional” photographers:
“These image processing features further enable the ex-
tension of photographic practice by reducing the thresh-
old of competence required to produce appealing im-
ages with what were hitherto expensive professional,
and difficult to master effects” (p. 27). In many cases
then, there is a consistent effort to improve technique,
develop a personal style and to engage in a practice that
is more deliberate (Zappavigna, 2016, p. 3).

With this in mind, it is important to note that broad
amateur photo expression has a duality: it is both ba-
nal and tries to look professional. Likewise for aspiring
image-makers, desired visual expressions on social me-
dia are authentic but mediated, and participate in a mu-
tually reinforcing loop of influence.More research is war-
ranted in parsing the figurative layers and trade-offs con-
tained in these images; analyzing, among other things,
aesthetic engagement, access to brands and products,
and the influence of dispersive communities.

Regardless, established photographers are compet-
ing with actual brand users whose visual testimonials
are mostly unquestioned as authentically (more) pure,
freely given, and shot without artifice. Plus, they are
happening in real time in a way that can be organized
and reconstituted through hashtags, likes, and reposts
by the brand or others. From a photographic education
perspective then, a brand approach that is “less direc-
tive” has some serious ramifications. Indeed, if brand-
heavy mass-market communication is waning in favour
of interactive social media and experiential based cam-
paigns (Moore, 2015) there might be less opportunity
for stylized, technique-rich imagery. Arguably, technical
“mastery” as a singular or primary focus has been de-
valued. Having said this, there will always be a need for
well-crafted lighting, considered tone and mood, and in-
novative aesthetic approaches on some marketing plat-
forms (and certainly in terms of narrative ability as dis-
cussed above) but the prevailing trend towards “authen-
ticity” has unquestionably empowered non professional
image-makers who are already active in many brand en-
abled spaces. Is it necessary then to shift our learning
outcomes to consider the possibility that technical skill
is not the ultimate differentiator anymore?

Indeed, it is instructive to consider which aesthetic
qualities can signal authenticity and understand how and
when they might be engaged. Though technical skill and
mastery is important in theory, students need to be
taught to parse the particular client needs as they might
align with context: where will this image appear, how
long will it last, what is the experience it is designed to
provoke? And after mastery is achieved, students need
to be able to understand the importance of occasion-
ally and thoughtfully “breaking the rules” of commer-
cial lighting and composition and that “bad” photogra-
phy delivers its own set of connotations which may be
useful in certain marketing scenarios (as an example: Vi-
viane Sassen’s 2013 campaign for Carven in which the fo-
cus lies in the deep background landscape, leaving the
foregrounded dress and model, presumably the point of
the ad, very soft, the details of the dress having been
completely obscured. KesselsKramer’s long runningwork
for the Hans Brinker Budget Hotel is another notable ex-
ample). Also, it is important to review the visual tropes
of the vernacular and their value from an historic per-
spective in order to appreciate the legacy of our am-
biguous relationship with reality and fantasy in commer-
cial imagery. How does a brand’s shifting interest or en-
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gagement in “reality” challenge our assumptions about
proper commercial work?

Furthermore, can instructed image-makers also par-
ticipate in authentic brand experiences and reflect that
back in non-traditional advertising spaces? This again
suggests that there is value in understanding what the
central brand qualities are in order to then capture and
reflect those attributes. I would argue that our students
need to go beyond the cliché “shoot in the style of your
favourite brand” assignment and parse the platforms
that pair with a particular visual approach for a specific
client. They should be able to defend their aesthetic
choices based on their understanding of the medium as
well as the brand guidelines. In fact, theremaywell be un-
tapped opportunity here. There is reason to believe that
marketers are struggling to keep up with the demands
of content hungry, multi-channel platforms. Considering
advertorials in particular, a Photo District News article
asserts “The hard part for agencies may be getting their
heads around the type of content that best reflects their
clients” (Ahearn, 2013). It will be to their advantage if our
students can add value by applying an understanding of
themedium coupledwith an ability to execute across var-
ious narrative needs.

Similarly, the image-maker’s own brand needs to be
perceived as authentic as well. As we will see below, ex-
pressions of subjectivity can help deliver this message of
authenticity; social media provides an ideal promotional
space for this exploration and it can be harnessed to
showcase allmanner of image-basedwork, personal rela-
tionships, preferences, and experiences. As per a report
from a 2015 PhotoPlus panel on this topic: “the route to
success in social media doesn’t follow a neat script and
has far less to do with a given tactic and far more to do
with honesty, positivity and having something of value to
share with the world” (Scoblete, 2015).

7. Subjectivity and the Visual Testimonial

Imbedded in the attributes and desires of convergent cul-
ture is a preoccupation with subjectivity; processes of
self-creation, re-inventing and performance have been
encouraged and indulged by mobile media and the cam-
eraphone (Gómez Cruz & Meyer, 2012). At the same
time, social media platforms which allow individuated
and targeted messaging, are becoming more central to
brand communications as outlined above. As a result,
brands are able to engage in value co-creation with their
consumers, in part by highlighting their customer’s sub-
jective experiences with their products (Chang, 2014;
Schroeder, 2013). This can in turn influence the brand’s
own visual approach (Gillett, 2014), exacerbating the
divide between mass marketing, top-down approaches
and organic, subjective and spontaneous expressions of
brand engagement. In addition, consumers are also ex-
ploring their own identities in online spaces with refer-
ence to the established narratives of products, brands
and corporate messages (Frey, 2012).

In her consideration of the use of Instagram, Zap-
pavigna (2016) characterizes the personal expressions of
subjectivity therein as an “unfolding construal of iden-
tity” (p. 3). In this way, subjectivity, authenticity and aes-
thetic choices are co-dependent. When brands pursue
UGC, they engage the desires of convergence culture to
have one’s subjectivity indulged and included in brand
performance, and one’s individuated experience shared
(Deuze, 2005; Keep, 2014). For this reason, the subjective
(in the case of peer to peer marketing) message is more
personally resonant. In essence, Instagramposts act as vi-
sual testimonials for the brand delivered instantaneously
from trusted sources via social networks.

Of course there is both an acceptance and celebra-
tion of the aesthetic ramification of this subjectivity.
Further to the discussion of the patina of authenticity
delivered by non-professional image creation, Jonathan
Schroeder (2013) explains: “Snapshot aesthetics signal a
step away from corporate control and staging, expand-
ing consumers’ role to become both subjects and pro-
ducers of strategic imagery” and Aaron Frey (2012) finds
expression of self-hood and subjectivity in social media
as a cycle of remaking, in part as a reaction to “pack-
aged narratives and identities of a globalized consumer
culture” (p. 8). In addition, we have seen a rising skep-
ticism of the widespread use of photoshop which has
come to be considered amisleadingmarket tool (Leggatt,
2016; Olapic, 2016). This has hastened the preference
for user generated imagery which can show, for exam-
ple, an article of clothing on a real person whomaymore
closely resemble the prospective buyer than an undoubt-
edly photoshopped model. So again we encounter a dis-
trust and disavowal ofmediated imagery as symptomatic
of a brand’s disinterest in a relationship with eager con-
sumer partners.

How might students engage with this proclivity to-
wards subjectivity? As was discussed above, this can
nudge an aesthetic approach towards the everyday or
the banal, but this could also work in a very different way,
influencing the development and expression of the pho-
tographer’s own brand. In a business or marketing con-
text, it is increasingly important for students to explore
expressions of self, personality, opinion, and personal
perspective and understand the ways in which those can
be executed in social media spaces. An understanding of
the place of the “influencer” in the contemporary media
landscape is one area of knowledge that would benefit
our students and indeed a study and familiarity with so-
cial media as a promotional and expressive tool should
be a requirement of any contemporary curriculum.

In another way, though the open and participatory
nature of subjective engagement with brands in social
media spaces might sidestep aesthetic ambitions or bar-
riers to entry, there might also be an opportunity to ex-
ploit this preference for subjective experience by explor-
ing deeply particular stylistic choices. Certainly it might
allow expression for one’s own particular photographic
perspective when engaging with brands in social me-
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dia, especially knowing that marketers are paying atten-
tion andwilling to be influenced aesthetically themselves
(Gillett, 2014).Without a doubt, individual consumer tes-
timonials are compelling regardless of their aesthetic
make up but there are clues that subjective experience
can be considered, mediated, and even stylized. This is
another rich area for study and application by our stu-
dents in the context of understanding the opportunities
inherent in new platforms.

8. Conclusion

This paper has attempted to chronicle the massive shifts
in contemporary commercial image use and has named
three main areas of emerging interest: narrative abil-
ity, authenticity, and subjectivity. With these three qual-
ities in mind, this paper seeks to begin a discussion on
how post secondary commercial photographic educa-
tion might meet these needs and rewrite inappropriate
and outdated “professional” ambitions for our students.
My research suggests that we should focus on the ex-
periential, affective and emotional power of not only
a subjective and authentic photographic approach but
also within the narrative strength of the image. I have
made several suggestions as to how commercial pro-
gramsmight reorganize our priorities tomeet the emerg-
ing challenges and opportunities posed by the techno-
logical and cultural shifts of convergent culture. There
are clearly some ambiguities contained herein regard-
ing the juxtaposition of technical skill in storytelling and
the authenticity inherent to a seemingly snapshot ap-
proach. These ambiguities might pose the most vexing
challenge, the answer to which can only be a deep com-
mitment to understanding these new spaces of commer-
cial engagement and experimenting with the tools these
spaces provide.

In terms of the limits of this paper, this seeks to be
an illumination of important trends and an introduction
to the path forward. More research is required to find
models of pedagogical approaches that are already ad-
dressing these shifts; there are undoubtedly educators
who are engaged in a responsive practice with their stu-
dents. Furthermore, though beyond the scope of this pa-
per, there are opportunities for platform development
work—helping brands capture user contributions and
creating networks for citizen collaboration in brand initia-
tives (both commercial andwithin amandate of social re-
sponsibility). Broadening the scope of what we teach our
students to reach into the realms of programming, app
development, and technical partnerships will undoubt-
edly be fruitful.

Without question, there are many interesting av-
enues of exploration for those committed to a sustained
photographic practice. Though the consumer-generated
content of which the Domino’s campaign was typical
seven years ago is still prevalent, there are signs that
social media is also creating more space for deliberate
image creation and use. Speaking about Instagram’s lat-

est Snapchat-like feature “Stories”, Hugh Pile, L’Oréal’s
Chief Marketing Officer for Western Europe, explains
that the appeal of this new approach comes from a
duality: “Within the same platform now we’ve got this
lovely juxtaposition that allows you to tell a richer story,
but maybe [providing] a more authentic, or more earthy
experience alongside the more polished core visuals”
(Handley, 2016). It is crucial then to unlock the possi-
bilities in our students to find these opportunities on
platforms that will continue to engage the consumer as
brand co-creators.
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