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Figure 1. Before and after photos of Darwin. 

Introduction  
More and more shelters are recognizing the power of photography and how a great picture can 
compel a viewer to visit a shelter whereas a bad picture can scare them away. They are also realizing 
that higher quality images give the impression that the shelter posting them has better pets, a better 
facility or just plain cares more about their animals than shelters that don’t.  
 
Why, then, is the Internet littered with so many terrible pictures of adoptable pets? Because 
producing great shelter portraits is incredibly difficult, even for professional photographers. Luckily, 
there are organizations like Shelter Me Photography (SMP) that provide professional photography 
assistance to the animal welfare community (Figures 1 and 2). No other organization has the 
longevity, credentials and applicable experience as SMP. 

Figure 2. Before and after photos of Sherlock. 
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Workshop Details 
SMP’s Shelter Photography Workshop is taught by SMP’s Executive Director and founder, Nanette 
Martin (Figure 3), a formally-trained, professional photographer with more than 20 years of shooting 
experience. Nanette designed the Workshop for attendees of all skill levels, including those with no 
experience to seasoned professionals. It lasts one full day and is divided into morning and afternoon 
sessions. 
 
The morning session takes place in a classroom setting and typically lasts three to four hours. 
Nanette uses a slide presentation and live demonstrations to teach basic photography principles and 
tips, tricks and techniques that simplify the challenges unique to photographing shelter pets (Figure 
4). Specifically, attendees will learn: 
 

• Why great pictures are necessary; 
• What makes a great picture great; 
• How to choose and use digital camera 

equipment; 
• How to recognize and control light; 
• How to determine the best location for a studio; 
• How to build dog and cat studios; 
• What to use for the background and foreground 

and why; 
• How to control facility traffic and minimize 

distractions; 
• Where to position the photographer, handler 

and helpers; 
• How to check and adjust exposure; 
• How to frame and crop the subject; 
• How to connect with the subject; 
• What camera data to record and how; 
• And more... 

Figure 3. SMP’s Executive Director and Founder, 
Nanette Martin. With Ryleigh and Oedi. 

Figure 4. Nanette uses demonstrations during the morning classroom session. 
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The afternoon session gives attendees an opportunity to apply what they learned in the morning 
session and lasts until the shelter closes for the day (Figure 5). Attendees will identify the best 
locations for cat and dog studios, build them and then photograph some of each. If requested, 
Nanette will stay additional days to photograph adoptable pets and/or work with attendees one-on-
one at the host and other shelters represented at the workshop. 
 

Is a Workshop Really Necessary? 
It's just pictures of dogs and cats, right? How hard can it be? Actually, plenty hard. In fact, it may just 
be the most difficult kind of photography there is. Your “studio” doubles as a hallway, storage room, 
loading dock, break room, closet or bathroom. Your subjects don’t talk and are often scared, 
confused, hyper, depressed, distressed or anxious and in need of a bath. Sometimes you know 
nothing more about them than their species, breed (or best guess), gender and approximate age of 
their teeth. Yet to do them justice, you must capture their spirit in a picture that ignites interest and 
triggers connections that leave viewers wanting more. Depending on the situation, your picture 
might even make the difference between the life or death of your subject! (Figure 6) 
 
Why Teach Untrained Shelter Staff and Volunteers? 
Having photography training or experience is not typically a requirement to qualify for a job at an 
animal shelter. However, few are better situated to capture potentially life-saving images of shelter 
pets than those who are around them on a daily basis. Why? Two words: emotional capacity. Those 
who work in a rescue or shelter environment are used to (and somewhat hardened by) seeing pets 
behind bars and in cages, pets that have been abused, pets who have departed this life and those 
who are not long for it. For an outsider, those realities can be burdensome and compromise the 

Figure 5. Attendees get a chance to photograph pets under Nanette's supervision during the afternoon session. 
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longevity of their ability to serve. To truly succeed as a shelter photographer, you must have 
unconditional commitment and infinite patience for every pet you photograph plus the emotional 
armor to cope and keep you coming back. We can teach photography to shelter workers. We cannot 
teach the emotional capacity of shelter workers to photographers. 
 
Yes, there are professional photographers who graciously volunteer their available time to 
photograph shelter pets, unfortunately, a lot can happen and lives can be lost in between visits. Also, 
“professional photographer” is a loosely used title that no longer signifies a formally trained and 
experienced photographer. Being a professional photographer no more qualifies you to be a 
successful shelter photographer than being a doctor qualifies you to be a successful heart surgeon. 
Every discipline of photography poses unique challenges and requires special training to become 
truly proficient. Shelter photography is no exception. 
 

 
  

Figure 6. This photo of Scooby saved his life. Although on the "list,” 
the staff could not bear to destroy him after looking into his eyes. 
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Why SMP? 
What separates SMP from the pack is our director, founder and lead photographer, Nanette Martin. 
Nanette’s credentials bring an element of professionalism to SMP that no other organization can 
offer. She is a summa cum laude graduate of the Art Institute of Colorado’s Photography School and 
has over 20 years of experience as a shooting professional. Her work has been published in LIFE, 
People, Sports Illustrated, Reader’s Digest and other magazines as well as newspapers, textbooks, 
coffee table books and film and received an international award. Nanette experienced a brutal 
introduction to animal rescue in 2005 while on assignment for People Magazine in post-Katrina New 
Orleans. Deeply affected by the site of starving and injured pets, she returned numerous times to 
document and assist the rescue effort. That work quickly evolved into photographing rescued pets 
for rehoming, fostering and adoption purposes. 
 
When her images were credited with saving the lives of a transport of Katrina dogs, Nanette chose to 
leave her career and become a full-time shelter photographer. She incorporated as SMP in 2009 and 
launched SMP’s Workshop program in 2013, after eight years of using trial and error to develop a 
simple, affordable and repeatable process that anyone can follow regardless of skill. To date she has 
photographed over 10,000 homeless pets and taught hundreds of workshop attendees how to 
capture images that touch hearts, change minds and save lives. 
 
What You Can Expect 
• Professionalism 

SMP personnel will conduct themselves in a professional, safe and courteous manner with 
respect for all shelter personnel, pets, operations and safety regulations. Nanette will teach the 
workshop in a manner that encourages all attendees regardless of skill level to participate and 
seek individual attention when necessary. The workshop curriculum covers an extensive amount 
of information, which can be overwhelming for attendees who are not familiar with photography 
or the use of a camera. Therefore, Nanette will remain in town to work one-on-one with 
attendees at their respective shelters. It is imperative that at least one attendee fully grasp the 
information so others have on-site guidance after SMP leaves.  
 

• In-House Photography Studios 
SMP will build cat and dogs photography studios to fit the limitations of each facility. 
Unfortunately, we are no longer able to donate the supplies and equipment needed for building 
fully functional dog and cat photography studios but will provide itemized lists of the supplies 
needed as well as assistance with building them. 
 

• Web-Ready Pictures 
SMP will provide web-ready images of any adoptable pets we photograph at the host or 
attending shelters within 72 hours of completing all services, including one head- and one body-
shot of each pet (Figures 7 and 8). 
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For shelters using Chameleon® tracking software, SMP will provide additional images formatted 
specifically to fit the program’s template to avoid stretching. 
 

Figure 9. Chameleon-formatted images fit the 4:3 ratio software requirement. 

Figure 7. Web-ready headshot. Figure 8. Web-ready body shot. 
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• Increased Adoptions 
Shelters that implement the practices taught in SMP’s Shelter Photography Workshop have 
reported increased website traffic followed by increased facility traffic and ultimately, increased 
adoption rates. They have also reported boosts to the morale and motivation of their staff as 
they realize their ability to positively affect the fate of the animals in their care. 

 
 
What We Ask 
• Managerial Support 

Most workshop attendees are volunteers and non-decision-making staff members that have little 
to no authority to designate studio space or commandeer assistants. Unfortunately, the 
acquisition of both are fundamental to the success of a shelter photographer’s efforts. Thus, it is 
intrinsic to the success of the program that management take an active role in supporting the 
needs of the photographers. 
 

• Fundraising Support 
SMP asks the host shelter to diligently support our fundraising efforts so that we may continue to 
provide low-to-no cost services without taking money out of the shelter’s budget. The money 
raised will be used to help get us to the next shelter and equip in-house photography studios. 

• Image Handling 
SMP asks the host shelter to post to their website(s) any images we capture of their adoptable 
pets within 24 hours of receiving them. 

• Continued Implementation 
SMP asks attendees to make every effort to implement the skills they learn in the workshop and 
use any equipment and materials SMP donates or otherwise provides. If for any reason the 
equipment and/or materials cannot or will not be used, SMP requests they be returned so they 
can be donated to another shelter. 

• Data Collection and Reporting 
SMP requests shelters collect information regarding whether or not a photo taken by us or a 
workshop attendee played a role in an adopting family’s decision to visit the shelter. This 
information is helpful for SMP’s grant applications. 
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Cost 
SMP recognizes that shelters have limited budgets so we strive to keep our fee as low as possible. 
Since 2012, we have enjoyed and appreciated the support of Purina, which has enabled us to travel 
extensively, offer low-to-no cost services and donate equipment and supplies to shelters and rescues 
throughout the country. Sadly, that partnership has run its course and we can no longer afford to 
teach our workshop at no cost. Until we secure other funding, we must ask shelters and workshop 
attendees to pay whatever they can afford. 
• Workshop 

We ask each attendee to pay $25 or whatever he or she can afford for this unique and valuable 
learning experience; no one will be turned away even if they cannot pay anything. We also ask 
the host and any attending shelters/rescues to pay $250 or what they can afford. If they cannot 
afford to pay anything, we ask they raise their contribution by selling our shelter pet coloring 
book or calendar. The money raised will help get us to the next shelter. This pay-it-forward 
platform is designed to encourage participation and reinforce the interconnectedness of the 
national animal-welfare community. Any money raised that exceeds our projected needs will be 
used to purchase studio materials and equipment for the shelter that raised it. We have found 
that attendees are more likely to implement the proven techniques they learn when they have 
the tools and space necessary to do so. The images they produce will not only affect adoption 
rates, they will also change the face of their facility to online viewers and provide a source of in-
house marketing material. 

• Photography 
SMP does not charge to photograph and promote shelter pets when service is offered in 
combination with teaching a Workshop. If not, SMP requests assistance with travel-related 
expenses. 

• Equipment and Supplies 
As discussed, SMP is not currently able to donate studio supplies and equipment due to a 
significant loss of funding. SMP will provide an itemized list for the equipment and supplies 
needed to build fully functional dog and cat studios. On average, shelters can expect to pay less 
than $500 for a cat studio or inside dog studio and approximately $150 for an outside dog studio 
(camera not included). SMP recommends a Nikon D3400 DSLR (or latest version) camera kit 
(includes one wide and one telephoto lens and sometimes a case). Memory cards sold 
separately. The kit can be purchased new for less than $500 on sale. If a DSLR is not a possibility, 
a smart phone works just fine. No point-and-shoot cameras (they have a delay between pressing 
the shutter and firing). 

 
Testimonials 

Ø “This is not a request for another seminar but an endorsement of Nanette and the 
photography. Back in July, we had our seminar from Nanette. Since then, our adoption rates 
(particularly dogs) have SOARED. People have driven far distances because they are so taken 
with the dog’s pictures. I won’t say we’re perfect but you can see our pictures at our website – 
www.humanesociety.biz.” Humane Society of Pagosa Springs. 
 

Ø "Shelter Me Photography arrived on the scene after hurricane Harvey hit Houston and 
rendered thousands of pets homeless! Not only did Nanette spring into action to photograph 
dogs and cats in less than ideal conditions, but she frequently jumped in to help with animal 
care as well. Her calm presence and spirit of teamwork were greatly appreciated by all, 
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humans and pets alike! Shelter Me came in at an extremely difficult time and provided an 
invaluable service snapping high quality photos of the dogs and cats displaced by Harvey 
living in our shelter, and these photos helped showcase the pets to fosters, adopters, and 
other rescue groups who brought these flood survivors into their homes. We are so grateful 
that she was able to donate her time and experience to help us during this unprecedented 
disaster." Houston Pets Alive 
 

Ø "Concordia PAWS in Ferriday, Louisiana, faces an incredible challenge every day. Not only is 
our parish overrun with stray dogs, we are also in one of the worst areas across the nation for 
dog fighting. We have no spay and neuter laws in Louisiana, so our task is daunting.  In our 15 
months of operation we have remained at full capacity. 
 
Our adoption rate was almost nil. Because we got a lot of publicity when we started due to a 
dog fighting bust, everyone assumed all we had in our shelter were mean pit bulls. We have a 
very active social media presence and posted photos begging people to adopt but had no 
success. 
 
When Nanette Martin with Shelter Me Photography contacted me to offer her help by coming 
to take photos of our dogs I almost thought it was a hoax. Who would give up their successful 
career to do something like that, and why? But once I saw on her website that she was 
sponsored by Purina. I knew she must be trustworthy. 
 
When Nanette arrived she immediately jumped into action to get us a good set up for taking 
our own photos.   We didn't understand the importance of that until we had our training 
session with her. The presentation made it so clear that we had been doing everything wrong 
when we posted dogs for adoption. Our photos of the dogs from behind the bars of their 
kennels, pulling hard against their leash, or hunkered down in fear were totally non-
productive. Who wanted to adopt those dogs? 
 
It is amazing what we learned from Nanette in such a short time. We were very impressed 
with Nanette's knowledge and friendly way of showing us the proper way to showcase our 
dogs. The opportunity to work with her while she photographed our dogs was invaluable. 
Because we were so impressed with Nanette, we requested the newspaper do an article on 
her, her work and the great opportunity she has to help shelters around the country thanks to 
Purina's financial support. It was a great article and we got lots of positive feedback. (And lots 
of Purina dog food!). 
 
Once Nanette's photographs went up on our Adoptable Shelter Pets page on Facebook, we 
started getting inquiries about the dogs right away. It was clear she knew what she was 
doing. We adopted out several dogs within a few weeks. Even pit bulls! We were thrilled. 
Clearly people felt a connection to the dogs through these photos. 
 
Now we use Nanette's techniques and our adoption rate has gone way up! We are very, very 
grateful to Shelter Me Photography and Purina for their help. Shelters around the nation need 
this program to help them succeed with their mission." Concordia PAWS 
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Ø "Nanette's passion for her work and for the animals is limitless and that shows in the way she 
teaches - whether it be for a room full of people or just one on one. Since leaving Chicago, she 
still checks in regularly to inquire about the animals she photographed. She also goes out of 
her way to adapt to the unique needs of each shelter she works with. We definitely had some 
space challenges and CACC and she was happy to "think outside the kennel" and find a way to 
make it work. We are so excited about the equipment she left including lights and cat photo 
studio! I highly recommend Nanette and Shelter Me Photography! Thanks so much, Nanette! 
Please come back when the weather warms up again!" Chicago Animal Care and Control 
 

Ø “Dear Nanette, 
I really enjoyed meeting you and learning from you at the workshop you offered at the Animal 
Welfare Association in Voorhees, N.J. What a great opportunity this was! First of all, you are a 
very talented, personable, and generous person! I would say, just a really "cool" person! Your 
workshop was educational, entertaining and so very beneficial! This work you do for the 
animals is amazing and the sharing of your knowledge is likewise! I learned so much and 
enjoyed every second I spent with you. The information you share will help in finding homes 
for our homeless animals and we are all members in this mission. Your love of the animals 
comes forth in your photos and shows them as the unique individuals they are. Your workshop 
showed me that we all can, through better photography, help our homeless animals. I know 
that all the people who attended your workshop were inspired to do better and that is a great 
accomplishment! Thank you so much for sharing with us, inspiring us, and the work that you 
do!! Animal Welfare Association in Vorhees, NJ. 
 

Ø “We are getting great feedback on pics. I know of about 12 that locked in adoptions on the 
one they chose and another 15 or so that came in based off pics but chose a different dog. 
People who aren’t adopting are saying that they love the pics and think they are wonderful. I 
will say a lot of people I have been talking to don’t even know we have a website or Facebook 
page. I spoke with a shelter affiliate yesterday and a vet clinic about ways to boost that for 
people that can’t find us in 2018. We are making some changes to our business cards and 
handouts as well as some mounted signs to place at front desk to have them follow us on 
social media. 

 
Also. I really want to thank you for the advice. And for taking the time to spend with our 
animals. I also want you to know that I can't say how helpful you were on your insight and 
thank you for giving me hope that everything can be accomplished.  
 
I hope you will come visit us in the new facility. I will keep in touch with any more updates.” 
Tupelo-Lee Humane Society 
 

Scheduling 
Please contact Nanette to discuss and/or schedule a visit: 
nanette@sheltermephotography.org 
303-929-5655 


