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plainpicture

•	 plainpicture was founded in 2001 as an alternative source for commercial imagery with  
a strong focus on unusual, unexpected and new photography, showing image solutions 
away from the mainstream

•	 Hamburg-based agency with offices in London, Paris and New York. plainpicture offers 
about 750.000 highly edited images – 1/3 own photographers, 2/3 partner collections

•	 More than 1000 international photographers under contract, providing exclusive  
material

•	 Collections of more than 90 international partner agencies 

•	 Clients with high expectations of creative imagery - advertising, editorial clients,  
book publishers
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I want to talk about

•	 Which metadata do we use?

•	 Metadata in our daily business

•	 Clients expectations and needs

•	 Problems with metadata quality and how to deal with them

•	 Insight into our handling of keywording metadata
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Metadata we use

•	 Object name / ID 

•	 By-line / Creator

•	 Date created

•	 Special instructions

•	 Place names: City/State or Province/Country

•	 Headline

•	 Keywords

•	 Credit/Copyright information
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Release information

•	 We demand model release information as soon as there are people in the image 

•	 Manual check of every  delivered batch of images

•	 Callback to partner agency or photographer to ascertain the possibility of getting 

missing releases

•	 If not successful: exclusion of images

•	 Original model release is stored by the photographer or the partner agency who 

assumes responsibility for it. We store the releases of our own photographers

•	 Sensitive usage: In case of a sensitive usage request we try to contact the model 

via the partner agency or photographer to check a possible usage 

Model release

Property release
The legal situation is extremely different in every country. Partner agencies are res-
ponsible for delivering controlled images.
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Metadata in our daily business

•	 Metadata may be delivered either in IPTC, .csv, .txt or .xls files. We convert all  
metadata into .xls. The control and correction of file names and keywording is done 
in Excel due to its flexibility – every partner and every new batch brings particular  
requirements.

•	 In our internal processing, we don‘t use IPTC which would be too time-consuming.  
In our systems, we hold every image  file more than 10 times (LowRes, HighRes, 
backup copies, different servers, etc.)

•	 For all interfaces IPTC is absolutely necessary: photographers upload their image  
metadata in IPTC, partner agencies deliver or demand IPTC metadata, clients  
download images with IPTC metadata via Internet.

•	 Partner keywording data is mapped with plainpicture vocabulary – with various  
possibilities to adjust it

•	 Only searchable field: keywording

•	 Title and place names are not search-sensitive because they are not controlled/ 
controllable
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Clients needs and business effects

•	 Getting all relevant images for a search – without search ballast. Base: concise,  
relevant and complete keywording

•	 Geographical information: important for specific searches. Often missing or  
incomplete. 

Clients needs

Business

•	 Poor data quality means more human input on all levels of the workflow and  
therefore more costs. But....

•	 plainpicture policy: as a medium-size agency we cannot enforce our standard to 
others. We want smaller agencies with interesting images as partners – and accept 
their sometimes imperfect data quality. We offer support and individual feedback, 
communicate a lot and sometimes even open our indexing interface for them.
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Problems with metadata quality

Bilingual or multilingual keywording

•	 IPTC neither offers fields for an alternative language in keywording and headline  
nor a flexible, undefined field which could be used

•	 Indexing data occurs in more than one language 

•	 Vertical bar is used as a divider between two languages – process data means more  
effort, time and errors
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No separation of languages, 
two or more languages are mixed up
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Non-native speaking keywording

•	 Non-valid or unusual English words and expressions used as keywording terms

•	 Spelling mistakes

Ancient,Antique,Being Made,By Hand,Children‘s toys,Cottage,Country,Country 
House,Detail,Door,Door Handle,Door Knob,Doorhandle,Doorknob,E
urope,Hung,Idea,Indoors,Inside,Interior,Interior Decoration,Interior 
Design,Knit,Knitted,Living Area,Make,Making,Manual Work,No One,No-
One,Nobody,Nostalgia,Room Door,Rural,Rustic,Scandinavia,Series,Style,Suspe
nded,Tiles,Toy,Traditional,White,Whiteness,Whitish 

Effects

•	 Loss of information, terms are not translated

•	 Expanding vocabulary with redundant data

•	 Time-consuming maintenance of vocabulary and  
crevision of incoming indexing data 
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Other problems

•	 Special characters which are cracked or mixed up

•	 Keywording placed in several fields or columns
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All problems mixed together:
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Handling keywording metadata

•	 Dynamic multilingual vocabulary

	 – Partner keywording is mapped on plainpicture vocabulary
	 – New term entries are checked and integrated in the semantic web, if relevant

•	 Regular measuring of search logs

	 – Criteria for relevance of new terms 
	 – Observation of upcoming issues and concepts

	 – Constant evaluation of preferred terms based on searches

•	 Migration of irrelevant database entries into a separate list (Blacklist)

	 – Deletion of (first) names, numbers, codes and irregular strings
	 – Replacement of spelling mistakes
	 – Individual maintenance of divergent keywording terms by certain 
	    partners
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Blacklist
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Online keywording tool for photographers


