
Tell your story
a practical manual

A step-by-step guide to develop a project from idea to product.  
Part of the publication ‘Tell your Story’



Consider

Consider what is interesting to you, what you 
are passionate about. Also consider the potential 
social relevance of your idea or project. 

Put this into writing, filling half a page or a full page. 

Research

Study whether the project or idea you are 
planning to execute is visual enough, since you 
will be working on a photography project. As 
part of this research, look at how to visualise an 
idea: which strategies have other artists used 
to visualise an idea or concept? 

Find photographers or artists and study the way 
in which they portrayed a concept.

Draw up a list of potential visual situations. 



Define

Make your idea more concrete and practical: 
how many people will you be photographing and 
where will you be doing this? Start by writing 
an initial project plan and by drawing up a budget 
for your travel and accommodation costs. 

Address the following questions in your project 
plan: What is your project and what is your 
motivation for engaging in it? What story do 
you want to tell? Which specific question do 
you hope to answer with your project? 

What is your motivation for 
engaging in this project?

What is your budget for  
travel-related expenses?

First project plan

Which specific questions do you 
hope to answer with your project?

What story do you want to tell?



Premise

Your initial project plan should yield your premise: 
the connecting thread in your visual story, linking 
all the images in your story together. A premise 
combines the narrative form with a description and 
the objective of the project. Try to sum this up in 
a concise sentence. The main point of the premise 
is to clarify your story for yourself. The premise itself 
is not intended for external communication.

Determine your audience and 
distribution model

People and organizations are interested 
in your project if it is urgent and relevant to 
them. Can you determine the urgency and 
relevance of your premise? Based on your 
premise you can then determine who should 
be interested in your project, and how you 
can best reach them.

Many photographers want to have a book and 
an exhibition, but are these the right ways 
to reach your ideal audience and tell your 
story? Could you also tell your story online, 
or in some sort of publication? Choosing your 
distribution model is closely linked to the next 
step: selecting your narrative form.

Complete this sentence: 
A road trip/report/portfolio/    		   concerning  

in order to understand/prove/study/			              

Make sure to review matters as well: to what 
degree does this premise reflect the aspects 
of your story, whether visual or otherwise? 
How conceptual is your project, and does this 
suit your current approach?



Select your narrative form

What type of photographs will you be using 
to tell your story? And which product will 
you ultimately be selling? A portfolio is very 
suitable for a book or an exhibition, while 
a visual essay is more suited to publication 
in a magazine, and a typology works well 
on Instagram. By consciously using various 
forms, you can benefit from multiple distri­
bution channels. 

In addition to a book, your ‘product’ could 
also consist of lectures, guided tours, meet­
ings based on your subject, prints, postcards 
or posters. Ideally, your premise, audience 
and narrative form should all come together 
in the proper ‘product’. 

This is the ideal moment to draft a grant 
proposal or to approach publishers about 
guaranteeing publication. Discuss your 
project with people in your network and 
already get the primary stakeholders 
involved – maybe you know a gallery that 
would be interested in hosting an exhibition 
about the subject. A candid conversation 
in which no one feels the need to commit 
immediately also provides the opportunity 
to refine your premise or working method.

Various forms of visual 
narratives:

Visual diary: a personal tale 
in which images are often 
combined with texts written 
by the photographer or artist 
from a personal perspective.

Portfolio: a collection of images 
in a consistent style about a 
single specific topic, with each 
image illustrating an aspect of 
the story. 

Narrative: a series of images 
with a clear beginning and 
ending, presenting a story 
that builds towards a narrative 
climax. 

Typology: a series of images 
about a very similar topic, 
with the visual structure of 
the images nearly identical, 
although the object photo­
graphed is different in each 
one. 

Continuous story: a series of 
images about a specific topic, 
where the visual style need not 
be so strictly consistent, but 
where each image represents 
a visual climax. 

Photographic essay: a story 
in images, informed by the 
aesthetic aspect of the page 
layout, combined with a variety 
of visual perspectives. This 
is often used in newspapers 
and magazines. 

Create your story: Take pictures!

You have done your research, know your 
topic and know which images you need to tell 
your tale. Acknowledge your restrictions and 
assignments. 

Make a shooting list: 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 



Complete this sentence: 
A road trip/report/portfolio/    		   concerning  

in order to understand/prove/study/			              

Reconfirm

Having returned with your work, determine 
whether there is a connection between what 
you had in mind for your story and what you 
have actually photographed. Adapt your 
premise to conform to your experiences or 
otherwise continue taking pictures in order 
to better illustrate your premise. 

Edit your work

Bearing your premise in mind and focusing 
on your product, select the images that tell 
the story for your audience. 

Print proofs and spread them out on a table.
Edit with your objective in mind: a narrative 
for a competition or grant proposal, a typo­
logy or a series of highlights for Instagram, 
a smaller selection of these as a set of post­
cards, a portfolio for your exhibition or book. 

Tell (and sell) your story

This is the right moment to start supplying 
your distribution channels: this is in your own 
hands for social media, of course, but you will 
no doubt be collaborating with partners, like 
a designer, publisher or distributor, for a book 
or exhibition. The distribution of your story is 
closely linked to its sale, for example in the 
form of postcards and/or a book.

Tell your tale outside the world of photography 
too: perhaps you could give a lecture, 
a presentation or a workshop at a university, 
conference or theatre. You are knowledgeable 
about your topic, and are able to share your 
experience of how you carried out the project. 
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