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05 Foreword

It wasn’t obvious to me at first, but that assumption 
held me back in my career. I now know that successful 
photographers need networking the way they need light: 
you can work without it, but it’s a lot harder. 

The truth is, building a professional network is crucial for 
anyone who wants to succeed in the photography industry. 
Of course, fostering those relationships takes work, and 
starting that process can feel daunting and unclear. But 
there are a lot of ways to make it easier—and that’s where 
we come in.

My hope, in contributing to this book, is not only to share 
my insights and practical tips for building a network, but 
also to provide some of the help that I thought I didn’t 
need to photographers who are just starting out. Let me 
save you some time: we all need other people.

I started out in photography with the 
completely wrong mentality. I achieved  
some  success  early  on  in  my  career,  
and I  took  it  to  mean  that  I  was  doing  
perfectly well on my own. I thought I didn’t 
need other people. So, I failed to build a 
professional network.

Jared Polin
 
—



06 Meet the experts

Contributors

Photography looks like a solitary pursuit from 

the outside. But successful photographers 

know that getting to know your peers and 

mentors is critical for pushing your career 

forward. Building a network is how you 

land jobs, get helpful advice, and grow and 

improve as a professional.

We know the value of community at 500px. 

So to help empower the next generation of 

passionate photographers, we tapped some 

of today’s most influential and sought-out 

shutterbugs for their bond-building wisdom.

Lindsay 
 Adler

Jared
    Polin

Mark
   Del Mar

Jeremy
 Cowart

Andrew
 Kearns

GMB
   Akash

Réhahn

Meet the experts —
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Contributors

09 Jared Polin & Réhahn

500px.com/lindsayadler

Lindsay Adler is a New York 
City fashion photographer, 
photography educator, author, 
international speaker, and has 
been called one of the top 10 
best fashion photographers in 
the world for her incredible work, 
featured in dozens of fashion and 
photography publications.

500px.com/froknowsphoto

Jared Polin is the photography 
mastermind behind FroKnowsPhoto. 
Jared is a YouTube superstar with 
over 650,000 subscribers, who 
come to his channel for preeminent 
photographic tips, tricks, advice, 
information, and entertainment.

500px.com/gmb_akash

Documentary photographer GMB Akash 
has created a global presence by crafting 
stunning visual works, which have landed his 
photography in over 100 major international 
publications like National Geographic, 
earning him numerous international awards.

500px.com/rehahn_photography

Réhahn is most well-known to the 
world for his portraits of Vietnam, 
Cuba, and India. But his subjects 
know him best for the positive 
and lasting impact he makes 
through his “Giving Back” Project, 
which seeks to improve the living 
conditions of those he shoots.

Réhahn

Lindsay Adler Jared Polin

GMB Akash



10 Mark Del Mar

Contributors

11 Jeremy Cowart & Andrew Kearns

500px.com/jeremycowart

Named the “Most Influential 
Photographer on the Internet” by 
Huffington Post, Forbes, and Yahoo!, 
Jeremy Cowart is one of the world’s 
most prolific photographers, with four 
published books, a social networking 
app called OKDOTHIS, and bevy of 
photography awards.

500px.com/andrewtkearns

Andrew Kearns is a globetrotting 
photographer, videographer, and 
YouTube vlogger who has amassed 
more than a half-million followers. 
His jaw-dropping imagery has earned 
him partnerships with the likes of 
Airbnb, Sony, eBay, and Polaroid.

500px.com/bleebs

Mark Del Mar, better known as 
Bleeblu, is a conceptual and 
portrait photographer best known 
for his intimate representations of 
women, a pursuit that has earned 
him publications in Dark Beauty 
Magazine, Lomography, 
and others, in addition to a 
partnership with Sony.

Mark Del Mar

Andrew Kearns

Jeremy Cowart
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Networking

13 How to make connections

GMB Akash — Photography workshops are GMB Akash’s 
strategy of choice. He credits the many 
“tremendously helpful” workshops he’s taken 
throughout his life with connecting him to other 
professionals, which led to opportunities for 
study and mentorship that continue to this day. 
The payoff didn’t stop there: those contacts 
were GMB’s introduction to a broader network, 
including publishers, museums, and galleries.

Of course, not all networking happens in person. 
It’s the 21st century: opportunities to make 
professional connections are everywhere online. 
Photographers like Réhahn take advantage of 
online communities like 500px, not only to find 
valuable contacts, but to build an audience. 
Réhahn’s also a big proponent of one of the 
most valuable tools every photographer has at 
their disposal: social media.

Réhahn —
There are millions of photographers in 

the world—you can look at that solely 

as competition, or as an opportunity for 

connection and shared learning. Having 

a professional network will not only help 

you grow and establish yourself as a 

photographer, but the right contacts can also 

connect you to gigs, new techniques, and 

mentors. There are limitless ways to find and 

develop working relationships, but here are a 

few tried-and-true methods.

In the very beginning of my career, I
developed a network with other photo-
graphers by joining my local PPA 
(Professional Photographers of America)
chapter. This was a great way for me 
to learn and assist local photographers as I
got my head around the basics of
photographic technique and business.

Kate Yu 
500px.com/kimilonely

How to make
   connections —

Lindsay Adler
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“
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14 Building a social following

Ah, social media. It’s a love-hate relationship 

for many creatives. Raise your hand if you 

frequently go from happy-dancing over 

great feedback to simmering furiously at 

trolls. Us too. But while it can seem like 

a pain, social media is unmatched in the 

wide net of potential contacts it provides 

for photographers. The best social media 

connections offer more than just likes—they 

push your career forward.

I wouldn’t be where I am without my social 
media following. They’re very engaged in what 
I’m doing and their kind messages mean a lot. 
But it goes both ways: 

I always try to encourage 
them to push their limits and 
be better photographers.

My Instagram following is a fantastic group of 
supportive and passionate creatives that love 
art, photography, fashion, makeup, and other 
elements of visual art. Many of them are talented 
and inspire me.

Growing a social media following is like
becoming a better photographer: You need
to put in the time and effort every day if you
ever want the results you seek.

Like offline relationships, making a quality connection doesn’t happen 
overnight. It takes time, effort, and commitment to reap the rewards: 
patience, grasshoppers. Posting frequently and consistently is a crucial 
first step, but there are other strategies to help set your content apart.

1. Focus on quality —

Don’t just post for the sake of it—post because you have something to 
say. Sharing consistently is important, but it won’t matter if your content 
is mediocre.

Juan Pablo Bayona 
500px.com/jbayona3

Building a
   social following —

Andrew Kearns —

Lindsay Adler —

GMB Akash
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Jeremy Cowart puts it simply: 

The best solution to building 
a following is to crank out 
amazing work. Quality work 
will bring a quality following.

Quality content looks different to everyone, 
so it’s helpful to consider what kind of posts 
would be relevant to the kind of people you 
want to attract. GMB Akash advises starting 
with a collection of your best work, and 
treating it like a curated exhibition.

2. Different platforms 
need different strategies —

Once you’ve figured out what your quality 
content will look like, you have to decide how 
to share it. 

There isn’t one “magic bullet” platform that 
will make or break your chances of building 
a following, so it’s a good idea to post your 
content on more than one.

But it’s critical to tailor your strategy and 
posts to the platform, as mass-producing 
your content for “social media” in general 
will result in less-engaging posts. A video 
that works on YouTube may not work on 
Facebook, and a killer Instagram post may 
not translate well to Twitter, Jared Polin notes.

You’ll also create more effective content if 
you’re not spreading yourself too thin. While 
it’s smart to post on more than one social 
channel, it’s smarter to focus on the ones 

that make the most sense for you, says GMB 
Akash. Instagram is a great visual platform, 
but your style may translate better in other 
places—don’t be afraid to experiment.

For instance, Lindsay Adler has a presence 
on Facebook and Twitter, but she also views 
her blog as a crucial social channel. There, 
she’s able to showcase her newest shoots, 
share stories in a longer format, and create 
an archive of her growth and experiences. 
It also helps her SEO ranking, which helps 
her name become associated with relevant 
search terms.

3. Authenticity —

If Aretha Franklin wrote a song about 
social media tactics, this would be the title. 
Authenticity is more than just a buzzword 
online; it’s a must on social media.

But what does authentic content look like in 
practice? Our influencers said it best.

For Andrew Kearns, it means no bots: 
“People (and brands!) can tell if you’re using 
bots or anything of the sort. Let your work do 
the talking and gain you a following; even if 
it’s slower than using a bot, you’ll be better 
off in the long run.” 

Lindsay Adler uses vision to shape her social 
voice: “The best thing you can do is to define 
your vision—the way you see the world. 
Then share that vision and passion regularly, 
while engaging with people that share similar 
passions.” 

Jeremy Cowart says: “Reply to the people 
who are kind enough to comment on your 
work. You also have to remove your ego from 
the platforms. 

In other words, stop 
comparing yourself to 
other artists and don’t 
pay attention to stats.”

We all start 
from zero.

Bob Pietrowski 500px.com/pietrowski9

Yes, I have a large social 
following, but I started at zero 
just like everybody else. I 
engaged every day with people,
asked questions, gave replies, 
put up new content, [and]
had content that didn’t work 
but tried new stuff. Put out 
quality stuff, interact with people 
and don’t worry about the
numbers so much. - Jared Polin 
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Mentorship

19 Finding the right mentor for you

It’s hard to argue with the benefits of 

mentorship, but the term can conjure images 

of serious professor-types handing down 

judgements. The truth is, mentorship is a 

spectrum. There are many different variations 

of the working relationship, and much like 

pizza, there are no bad versions.

In fact, Jared Polin recommends a more 

passive type of mentoring. He advises 

photographers that are starting out to 

focus more on studying others’ work than 

seeking guidance. The wealth of information 

available makes it possible to learn from 

photographers “without latching on.”

It’s not that I didn’t receive advice as a
beginner. It’s that I wasn’t ready to take
the advice. So, people gave me a lot of
advice, but I didn’t want to listen because 
I thought I could do it myself. But I
probably would have been much better off
if I did listen and was open to receiving
what people were saying.”

David Merron 
500px.com/davidmerron

Lindsay Adler prefers a more active mentorship. She suggests beginner 
photographers seek out two types of mentors:

1. A photographer with a thriving business. 
This mentor will help you understand what it takes to establish 
yourself and build a successful photography career.

2. A photographer whose work you love and respect. 
This person will help you better understand technique, vision, style, 
and other artistic elements of the craft. 

If you can find a mentor that fits both descriptions, all the better!

New photographers should keep in mind that mentorship is a 
commitment, notes Lindsay. It’s more than just helping someone out, “it 
usually means a longer dedication to each other and a deep desire to 
help one another succeed in their own way.” Shooting off a quick email 
asking someone how they got a certain shot isn’t the best way to foster 
that relationship.

Finding the right
   mentor for you —

Jared Polin
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Critique

Photo critiques can be a sensitive subject. 

On the one hand, a person’s taste in art is 

subjective. But constructive feedback can 

be incredibly beneficial to a photographer’s 

growth—especially if you’re just starting out. 

Whether you give or receive photo critiques 

in a mentorship is a personal choice, but 

the pros agree there are a few key ways to 

ensure a critique is effective.

I think that today there’s this idea that
you can’t say anything negative about
anything, and that everything’s all roses
and butterflies when it’s not. But it’s how
you do the critiques that’s important.

1. Accentuate the positive —

You can list off everything that’s wrong with the photo right off the bat, 
but it’s not the best way to be heard. It’s a classic for a reason: start with 
what went well.

When he’s critiquing students’ work, GMB Akash points out all of the 
good parts of the photo first. But putting a positive spin on the feedback 
goes beyond what you say: GMB also recommends using an upbeat 
tone of voice, and phrasing critiques in an encouraging way, for example, 
“areas that need improvement,” versus “weak points.”

Jared Polin also includes positive reinforcement when doling out advice 
on what photographers can do differently next time. When speaking 
to the photographer, he acknowledges that he wasn’t at the shoot, so 
doesn’t know if they had access to other lenses, could have gotten 
closer, etc. This helps make the negative feedback feel less personal. 

2. Be specific —

If a critique is too vague, it will just leave the photographer feeling 
discouraged, notes Lindsay Adler. Being as specific as possible with 
actionable suggestions keeps the criticism constructive. 

“Don’t say that the pose is weak—instead, show why it is weak and how 
it could be improved with a simple change,” says Lindsay. “Give people 
the ability to go out and make positive changes in their next shoot.”

Photo critiques
   in mentorship —

Jared Polin

 

—

Ramit Badra
500px.com/ramitbadra
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Critique

GMB Akash also advises evaluating all of 
the visual elements of the photo, and honing 
in on the technical components when giving 
a critique. Explaining the elements and how 
they work together will better prepare the 
photographer to learn and advance.
  
3. Aim to see the full picture —

Correcting an error in a photo is good. Fixing 
an unhelpful pattern in a photographer’s 
technique is infinitely more helpful. When 
possible, Lindsay Adler likes to survey the 
photographer’s larger body of work, to see if 
there are any mistakes they commonly make. 

“If I often see that they struggle with lighting, 
or posing, or subject expression, I can point 
it out to change the way they approach their 
work in the future,” says Lindsay. “This tends 
to make a larger impact than spotting a one-
off error in a single shot.” 

Ultimately, giving and receiving critiques 
is a personal choice. Not every successful 
photographer finds them valuable—take 
Mark Del Mar:

I don’t believe in critiques 
and I don’t give them out. 
I believe art is subjective 
and personal to the artist. If 
I listened to what everyone 
had to say about my work, 
it would no longer be my 
photo or my vision. Sure, 
suggestions are great, but 
I’ve always wholeheartedly 
believed that photo critiques 
are stupid. Ask my college 
professors!

David Merron 
500px.com/davidmerron



Conclusion

NO PHOTOGRAPHER
IS AN ISLAND

Photography brings the stories of 
people and places to life in a way 
that inspires instant, instinctive 
connection. That’s often why we’re 
attracted to the pursuit in the first 
place. Honing your craft without 
sharing it with other people would 
not only be dull, it would kinda 
defeat the purpose. 

We hope that this book has 
inspired you to seek out 
meaningful professional 
relationships and provided you 
with practical direction on how to 
do so. Enormous thanks to Jared 
Polin, Lindsay Adler, GMB Akash, 
Jeremy Cowart, Andrew Kearns, 
Mark Del Mar and Réhahn for 
sharing their wisdom.

Here’s wishing you a photography 
career powered by passionate 
connections.

From the
500px Team —




