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THE BUSINESS 

A Bit of Everything

“O ne thing leads to another”, says
Sarah McKenna-Ayres. “I’ll
talk to anyone, and within five

seconds they know where my passion lies.
You build up your contacts by talking to peo-
ple, and that leads to work.” 

A sole trader, McKenna-Ayres founded her
company, TigerBean Media, two years ago,
which she runs from her home in Teddington,
west London. She photographs for architects,
construction companies, and estate agents, as
well as shooting PR and events.  

Becoming a single parent about 11 years
ago, and suddenly needing to make a living,
McKenna-Ayres took an office job, studying
photography in the evenings at Richmond
College at the same time. 

“I was at home with my three children
before that”, she says. “I’d always had a pas-
sion for photographing people, and I’d take
pictures of my children and their friends. 

“It’s a bit bleak being a single parent, and I
needed to find an outlet that interested me. The
old adage says that in adversity comes strength,
and I took pictures, morning, noon and night.
I even built my own darkroom at home. 

“I’d been taking pictures of children, and
I remember asking my tutor ‘When can I call
myself a photographer?’ He said, ‘You can
call yourself a photographer now. You’re
already taking pictures, and you’re already
charging for them.’ I wasn’t charging much,
but I found that, on the whole, rather than be
given them, people preferred to pay.” 

McKenna-Ayres sold her piano, bought a
Nikon D70, and started freelancing. “I was
approached to take some shots by legal firm
Harcus Sinclair, which I’d had dealings with
through my divorce”, she says. “It was just start-
ing up in central London, and wanted artwork
for its boardroom, and PR shots of the partners. 

“And someone I knew ran the events com-
pany Clear Island Productions, through which

I was commissioned to photograph the switch-
ing on of the Oxford Street Christmas lights,
which I did for several years. 

“Then, through my brother, who worked
in the financial software market, I started

doing PR shots for financial software com-
panies at events, and for the International
Banking Systems magazine. 

“That led to a contact with another finan-
cial software company, for which I went to
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Bangkok in 2007 for four days, and pho-
tographed its senior global team. I now reg-
ularly photograph for Quorum 150 in the
London Gherkin, and PR shoot for DST
Global Solutions in the City.” 

McKenna-Ayres set up TigerBean Media at
the point when she was offered a retainer by
construction and project management compa-
ny John O’Neill and Partners, to photograph
its back catalogue of architectural projects. 

“It gives you more kudos to say that you
are a company”, she says. “People believe in
your product more. 

“I took very arty shots of buildings initially,
until one of the architect staff at John O’Neill’s
pointed out that what architects and construc-
tion people want is as much detail as possible. 

“The plug socket at the end of the room
needs to be as in focus as the grouting on the
tile in front of your feet. So I did some
research, looked into HDR, and found a dif-

ferent way of photographing architecture.” 
Although initially McKenna-Ayres didn’t

think she’d enjoy it, she found that the con-
trary turned out to be the case, and photo-
graphing buildings has come to be the
mainstay of her business. 

“A company will only do PR shots every
couple of years”, she says. “Although that’s
all well and good, it’s a one off payment. You
might be called in to do a couple of new
members of staff, but architectural work is
going on all the time.  

“I like to have a retainer arrangement with
my construction and property clients if possi-
ble, as this means I know what my income will
be, and the client gets a better deal. 

“If you stay focused on what you’re
doing, keep producing really sharp work, on
time, and being personable and well pre-
sented when you go to do a job, whether on
a building site or anywhere else, you give

them no reason to look elsewhere for a pho-
tographer. And that’s what you have to do. I
don’t want them to find someone else. I want
them to want me.” 

McKenna-Ayres photographs £1m+
properties for Antony Roberts Estate Agents
in Kew and Richmond, and is currently
working for John Paul Construction, doing
in-progress shots of the redevelopment of
Wivenhoe House in Colchester, and Glynde
Mews in Knightsbridge. “I go down once a
month”, she says, “and will continue until
the jobs are finished.”  

These days, sticking to Nikon, McKenna-
Ayres shoots on a D700, with a D200 as back up.
“I use the D700 to take portraits and final shots,
and the D200 for progress shots”, she says. 

“I always have two cameras with me,
because when you’re changing lenses on top
of a roof, half the building site can get sucked
into your camera.” 
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Although she used large format cameras
when she was studying, despite her speciali-
sation in architectural work, she has never
used them for a job. 

“You’re on and off site quite quickly”, she
says, “and you can adjust vertical lines with
Photoshop CS5 very easily. It’s funny, they actu-
ally like the tilt of the building in the construc-
tion industry, because they want the building to
look larger than it is, and they like a more mod-
ern approach; while with estate agent photog-
raphy, the building has to look exactly upright.
Sometimes that will mean climbing a ladder,
and sometimes that will mean adjusting it slight-
ly in Photoshop, but I don’t seem to have a lot
of problems with converging lines. 

“Technically, I plan my architectural shoots
down to the last detail, so that when I’m there I
can afford to be slightly creative. I shoot all my
pictures in Raw so I can edit them later, and I
don’t do an awful lot of enhancement.  

“Doing this type of photography makes
you fearless. If the site manager says, ‘Go up
to the top of that scaffolding and take a pic-
ture of the whole building site’, you just say,
‘Yes sir’, and go on up.” 

McKenna-Ayres adds that it is of course
important to know the health and safety rules
of the site you are working on, and to wear
protective gear, and that she is usually accom-
panied on her shoots by the site manager. 

“One of the first things I did when I set up
TigerBean Media was to register the name and
build a website”, she says. “I rebuilt it just before
the New Year, and made it a bit more stream-
lined, but it takes time to keep it updated.  

“I have a TigerBean site for Twitter, and
we’ve got two Facebook pages, one that
deals with all the architectural photography
and PR shoots, and one for events.”  

McKenna-Ayres has two assistants - ‘The
TigerBean Team’, Annie and Poppy - who

she calls on when needed. “They generally
help me out with event shooting, and take on
the marketing of the event side of TigerBean
Media”, she says. 

“We like to set up an area that we call the
Photo Zone, where people come to be pho-
tographed, and we move around and take
pictures of groups, too. My assistants and I
wear t-shirts with the TigerBean logo on.
While I photograph, one of them will hold
the Lastolite, and the other will talk.”  

TigerBean is named after McKenna-
Ayres’ family dog. “Unfortunately, she died
last year”, she says, “but we loved her and
she always guarded us as a family, so I
thought I would name the company after her.
It’s important to have a name for your com-
pany other than your own. It gives you more
opportunity to expand, or to sell it on. It
gives you more flexibility.”  

While with regard to business strategy,



McKenna-Ayres is always looking to the
future, she tries not to think more than two
weeks ahead in terms of day to day work. 

“In this financial climate, you have to be
grateful for the work that you get today”, she
says, “because it may not be there in a year’s
time. Companies will have a budget for pho-
tography one moment, and the next it will be
gone; you can’t afford to look too far ahead.  

“That said, I’ve been very lucky. Work is
flooding in, and long may that continue. One of
my clients is having an event next week, and I’ll
go along. It’s a good way to meet architects and
other people in the construction industry, and
perhaps get more work through that.  

“Some people say that photographers
should find their niche and stick to it, but I
think you need to diversify. I did some model
shooting for a jewellery company - pictures
of tiaras, and so on. That’s quite different to

my normal work, but I enjoyed it.  
“I was doing some PR shots for St Mary’s

University when Pope Benedict was on his
state visit to the UK, and the university asked
if I would help with photographs of that as
well. Obviously, I didn’t charge for that,
because it was such a great honour.” 

Asked if she still photographs her children,
McKenna-Ayres laughs and says, “No, because
they’re teenagers now, and as soon as you point
a camera at them they run a mile, although I
still do a bit with my youngest, who’s 14. And
I’ve done teenage parties. They’re quite fun, as
you can get a lot of pictures of them jumping
around and doing silly things, which you don’t
get with adults. It’s all very serious when you
are PR shooting! In this climate, you need to
diversify. You do need to do a bit of every-
thing.” f2 

www.tigerbeanmedia.co.uk 

Top Tips
•Working is a must, 
but if you’re doing 
something you love,
it doesn’t feel like work

•Network as much 
as possible 

•All my jobs have 
come through 
word of mouth

•You can’t afford to 
be arrogant or comp-
lacent in this market
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Pope Benedict XVI


