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Check out our experts’ websites for more 
information and share your experiences on 
the Nikon Pro Facebook page.

Most photographers work 
alone, but what are the 
advantages of getting together 
with other creatives, pooling 
resources and working as 
a team? Three people who 
founded collectives talk about 
their experience.

Joining 
forces

During the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, two photographer 
friends of mine – Kadir van Lohuizen 

and Stanley Greene –came up with the 
idea to start their own agency and asked 
me to help out. Working at the World Press 
Photo Foundation, I knew all the great 
photographers they had put on their “wish 
list”. I liked their idea and gave a hand with 
the initial research and budget development. 
At this early stage, I never thought I would 
become NOOR’s managing director.

Joining forces works for some 
photographers and not for others and 
every collective or agency has a different 
business plan. Many are driven by the need 
to pool resources; all pay a little bit so they 
can hire people for sales or other office 
work. I think one of the main advantages 
of joining an agency is that you stand 
stronger in the market together. You can 
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‘It’s also really important to not 
be purely financially driven and 
work with people you like and 
can sit around a table with over 
a coffee or beer and come up 
with really exciting ideas.’
STEVE SCOTT

‘I think sharing space and 
resources is the first step towards 
a more sustainable lifestyle.’
MALIN KUNDI

‘The concept of Noor was that 
most of the money would go 
straight to the photographers.’
CLAUDIA HINTERSEER

I am a product and portrait photographer, 
but also do my own art projects. I moved to 
Cologne in 2004 and used shared studios 

when I needed one for an assignment. There 
seemed to be fewer photographers sharing 
studios back then, it was really only artists who 
were doing it. A few years later I wanted to start 
my own studio share and was lucky enough 
to find an affordable studio in the centre of 
Cologne. In the beginning there were only 
two of us, but now we are five, including a 
portrait photographer and a fashion designer 
who uses it to shoot his own collections. 

We book the studio through an online 
calendar. Sometimes the studio is already 
booked on the only day another client is 
free, but so far we have always managed 
to rearrange things, so that everybody 
is happy. None of us works in the studio 
exclusively, so there is usually enough 
availability, although sometimes the studio 
is very busy and at other times fairly quiet.

I have put on exhibitions with other 
studio members and we share contacts 
and  equipment. One of the other studio 
photographers lent me his fisheye lens for 
an architecture job, while another colleague 
was part of an agency and recommended 
me, so they also put me on their books. 

We have an intern programme and our 
interns get to spend time with each of us, 
so that they get to know different types of 
photography. We also model for each other 
if somebody needs to do some portraits 
for their portfolio or try something out.

Sharing the studio is not just about saving 
money and resources, but also be part of a 
community, which is I think is better than 

working completely on your own, day in and 
day out. It’s nice to have some company.

It’s important to respect and appreciate 
each other when it comes to punctuality 
and tidiness – it only works if there are 
clear agreements and if you treat others 
as you would like to be treated yourself, 
but so far it has worked very well. However, 
it’s important to get together with people 
who are on the same wavelength.

It won’t work if you’re only focused on 
saving money – you also need to want 
to be part of a community and believe in 
sharing things. I personally really like being 
part of the sharing economy – I am also 
part of a car share, because I think we live 
in a society of excesses and waste, where 
everybody always has to have everything 
much to the detriment of the planet. We 
can’t continue like this, and I think sharing 
space and resources is the first step 
towards a more sustainable lifestyle. 

CLAUDIA’S TIPS FOR 
SETTING UP A COLLECTIVE:
• Make sure that you and everybody 

involved takes it really seriously 
–see it as a marriage, not with 
one person, but with many.

• Be very clear in your communications, 
rules and what you and everybody 
else can invest, both financially 
as well as in terms of time.

• Make sure the legal paperwork 
is up to scratch. We gave the law 
firm we worked with prints for their 
art collection and in return they 
created the statutes of NOOR.

• Know that you and everybody else has 
to work harder, because you all work  
for the whole group. It only works if 
everybody gives as much as they can.

• Have fun and enjoy what 
you’re setting up!

share clients and experiences and your 
communications will be more powerful when 
you unite. It’s nice to be part of a group in a 
field that’s normally pretty individualistic. 

That was also one of the main challenges: 
It’s not always easy to get photojournalists 
and documentary photographers, who 
are often quite opinionated, to agree on 
business strategies and find middle ways.

For minor matters at NOOR we would 
generally accept a majority vote, but for the 
bigger questions we wanted everybody’s 
buy-in. The most difficult decisions weren’t 
always the obvious ones, such as finances. 
One of the tougher questions we faced 
was what logo to go for. It seems a minor 
detail, but it was difficult to reach consensus, 
maybe because everybody is very visual 
and it was of course about our identity.

One of NOOR’s strengths has always 
been its international focus, selling work 
all over the world in different national 
markets, even as budgets diminished. It was 
sometimes difficult to decide whether to 
invest in trying to break into new markets. 
For example thanks to our relationship with 

We work with many big international 
outdoor brands, who usually have an 
in-house design team and marketing 
department. The flipside of an in-house team 
is that they can sometimes become blinkered 
and only focus on certain key objectives 
or the bottom line. A lot of the creative 
output of these companies is similar, even 
though every firm wants a unique story. 

As a creative agency of people with many 
different skill sets and experiences, we have 
a helicopter view of the industry that enables 
us to be decisive as well as challenging. 

When working with people from 
different sectors and organisations, 
you get a better input as well as a more 
balanced overview, which is important 
in an increasingly competitive market. 
Our combination of creative minds is 
very powerful and enables us to make 
an ad or film look different and new. 

We have a core team of eight people 
and can quickly expand our collective 
according to a brief and budget. You can 
pick the best team for each client and 
select the photographer who is perfect 
for the job. It allows us to be flexible and 
react to time and budget constraints. 

We work with very big companies as 
well as small startups, which allows us 
to keep an eye on the industry. I also 
lecture at a local college, which keeps 
me on my toes and interested in trends 
and new developments in the industry.

Even in a collective, I think that it’s 

Before we started the Mountain 
Creative, a couple of us ran a small 
agency. As individuals we – as well as 

some other creatives I knew – were getting 
exposure to some large, international outdoor 
clothing and equipment manufacturers. We 
knew we could work for them if we had a bigger 
team, so I hand-picked a group of professionals, 
combining many skills sets to create a unique 
group of experts for the outdoor industry. It 
filled a niche in the market. It helps that we’re 
based in Kendal, a real hub for the UK outdoor 
industry, on the edge of a national park.

interesting stuff like the educational and 
group projects and to future-proof the 
agency. We were living in a time, where 
paying for photography was becoming 
rare, so the foundation would give us 
the means to raise funds through other 
means and still be able to tell our stories. 

NOOR is based on every member being 

equal, in terms of contributions and voting. 
Everybody pays a monthly fee, so that the 
rent and basic expenses can always be paid. 
The concept of NOOR is that most of the 
money goes straight to the photographers, 
but the agency keeps a small percentage 
of any sales. That means, that if you have 
a lot of work you can make a lot of money, 
because the agency cut is so low. The agency 
gets a cut of absolutely everything, including 
print sales, prizes and even speeches. 

We weren’t only business partners; we were 
also friends, which made it more emotional 
and complicated at times. Many said that we 
wouldn’t make it past the first year, which 
made us maybe pull together even more to 
prove them wrong. It wasn’t a smooth ride, 
but we worked hard and were always honest 
and transparent. I left NOOR after six years; 
setting up the agency was a great experience 
and a lot of fun. We are still friends and keep 
in touch. I think NOOR works well, but it’s also 
a bunch of incredibly good photographers 
and that’s the most important thing of all.

important to have a leader – as the creative 
director I conduct the orchestra. It’s key 
that somebody manages the process and 
deals with the client. It’s important to have 
one point of contact for the client – we 
don’t have account managers as our clients 
like dealing with the creatives directly 
then nothing gets lost in translation.

What also really helps us is we run the 
Kendal Mountain Festival. This award-
winning international event has really 
raised our profile and helped us to be 
respected within the market and industry. 
We focus on film and video, which is the 
new commercial medium for promotion, 
with the decline in print advertising. 

These days you can have quite a 
compact team when it comes to film, 
especially on location. We just did a video 
in two weeks with four people plus the 
models: the camera specialist, who was 
also the drone pilot, his assistant, myself 
and an art director. Of course you need 
a bigger team for a studio production as 
well as editors for the postproduction. 

My advice? Find your niche and stay true 
to your skill set and talents. It’s also really 
important to not be purely financially driven. 
Work with people you like, people you can sit 
around a table with over a coffee or beer and 
come up with really exciting ideas. You have 
to have the right kind of chemistry to start 
off with or it will show in your end product.

Nikon the photographers had the means 
to experiment with video because of the 
cameras they received, and many did. But 
we weren’t sure at first if we should make 
forays into the field of video production 
and distribution. It takes time and effort to 
establish relationships in a new industry.

We set the collective up in two parts – a 
commercial branch, which is the agency 
selling images and a foundation. We 
added the nonprofit side to it for the real 


