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Changing Demographics 
of Wildlife Photography

Women Photographers Share Their Insights

by Dawn Y. Wilson

Melissa Groo in the field. Photo by Mary D’Agostino.

“Based on the advice of these five 
talented women, being prepared and 

confident will also go a long way 
in getting your nature photography career 

off the ground or into overdrive.”[ ]
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IN 2011, I PUBLISHED A BOOK featuring the 
winning photos from a nature photography contest I 
conducted for women photographers. In my research for 
the book, I learned that the photography industry at the 
time reflected a ratio of three to one, men to women. 
That was an improvement from only 20 percent of the 
industry being women in 1983.
 Although the photography industry today as a whole 
is closer to a 50/50 split, statistics don’t seem to exist 
regarding the demographics specific to nature or wildlife 
photography. It is still pretty common even today to 
see only one, maybe two, women in a group of twelve 
photographers lined up along the road in popular photo 
locations such as the Rocky Mountain or Yellowstone 
National Parks. 
 So I thought I would reach out to other female 
wildlife photographers to get their thoughts on the state 
of the industry for women in wildlife photography. The 
reasons are varied as to why this group of women—
Wendy Shattil, Sandy Sisti, Megan Lorenz, Melissa Groo 
and Ashleigh Scully—ventured into the realm of wildlife 
photography, but their talents are all very noticeable. 
 Wendy Shattil is a seasoned veteran in wildlife 
photography with more than 35 years of experience 
documenting and telling the stories about wild animals, 
including being the first woman to win the highly 
coveted grand prize in the BBC Wildlife Photographer of 
the Year competition in 1990. 
 Sandy Sisti found wildlife photography as her calling 
when she left her East-Coast pharmaceutical profession—
another male-dominated field—to successfully pursue 
wildlife photography in the Yellowstone Ecosystem. 
Within just a few years she won the top pro wildlife prize 
in the inaugural Nature’s Best Photography Yellowstone 
Forever photo contest. 
 Megan Lorenz, a resident of Toronto, Ontario, 
won the grand prize in the prestigious Nature’s Best 
Photography Windland Smith Rice International Awards 
competition in 2015. It was only the third time a woman 
won the prize in 20 years.
 Melissa Groo has made a steady climb through the 
ins and outs of wildlife photography by winning the 
grand prize in the National Audubon Society’s annual 
photo contest in 2015 and building a solid following 
with her writing and instruction. 

 Ashleigh Scully, the youngest member of the panel 
at 15 years old at the time of the interview, is a rising 
star in wildlife photography with dozens of credits and 
prizes for her photography. Ashley was interviewed by 
Ellen DeGeneres to highlight her photography and she 
recently won the Youth Photographer of the Year award 
from Nature’s Best Photography. 
 We had an interesting conversation about how the 
challenges of entering and making a living in wildlife 
photography do not only apply to women. As a group, 
however, we were in agreement that it seems there 
may be unique challenges women are making strides 
to overcome as we all felt we are seeing more women 
nature photographers in the field today than even just a 
few years ago. 
 “Early on there was a rumored bias against women 
in nature photography,” said Shattil. “I remember a 
few women submitting slides to photo editors using 
initials instead of first names, hoping to be judged 
solely on their work. I heard about encounters in the 
field where women were told they weren’t physically 
capable of doing the job. But I was never aware of 
being discriminated against myself. I grew up with three 
brothers and learned to hold my own.”
 “Women certainly face issues of not being considered 
as members of camera companies, on panels, judging 
contests,” said Groo. “But we need more people at 
every level of the industry to make more of an effort. 
We need more women to speak at conferences, more 
ambassadors, more workshop leaders.”
 “I struggled with the safety side of things when 
I started,” said Lorenz. “The idea of being out in a 
remote location with nobody else and no cell signal was 
my biggest worry. But I had the tools to deal with any 
situation. I made sure I had the right supplies, I knew 
where the closest cell signal was, where the hospitals 
were located. I had a plan.”
 “I used to feel pressure when there were ten men 
[standing there],” said Scully. “Now I have made a name 
for myself and can join them with confidence. It is their 
problem if they can’t deal with it.”
 That theme of confidence was a common one during 
our discussions. 
 Sandy Sisti talked about how her previous career taught 
her how to work harder than her male counterparts.

 “I worked hard to make sure I got and gave respect,” 
said Sisti. “Once you get respect, you can work together. 
Do the best you can and speak out when you have to.”
 “Some of the biggest challenges in becoming a nature 
photographer are the years it takes to gain experience, 
develop a body of work and create a network of people 
who are information resources,” said Shattil. “As my 
experience increased, so did confidence when my images 
showed that I’d paid my dues.”
 Another common theme amongst the women was 
having a mentor to help achieve success and confidence. 
 “Initially I had a wonderful mentor,” said Lorenz. 
“Having someone I respected and trusted gave me 
confidence to pursue the career. I learned to take 

constructive criticism and I now have thicker skin. Without 
his guidance I wouldn’t have continued the pursuit.”
 “Doors were opened for me through my mentors, 
especially Melissa Groo and Henry Holdsworth,” said 
Scully. “My mentors helped me see a whole new level of 
composition and looking at a scene to frame it up. They 
helped me further my passion.”
 Scully suggests reaching out and saying “hi” as a 
great way to find a mentor.
 “Ask if they have a workshop or if you can drive 
around with them,” said Scully. “Get up the nerve to 
reach out.”
 Developing the relationships through networking, 
working hard and having confidence seemed to help 
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all of the women to open doors, which helped to 
propel their careers.
 “When I first started, there was a local article written 
about my work in 2011,” said Sisti. “But I also did a 
lot of work with Buffalo Field Campaign; I wrote some 
articles, and I also sent photos to and wrote articles for 
Outdoor Photographer. That led to a cover article in 
Outdoor Photographer about my work, and that opened 
some doors to other magazines.”
 “My career was boosted by winning the Audubon 
competition in 2015,” said Groo. “That helped me 
develop a strong bond with Audubon about bird 
photography, which developed into crafting ethics 
[guidelines] in bird photography with Kenn Kauffman. 

That then led to additional work with Audubon, such 
as being a contributing editor, helping with the photo 
column, developing online content, and assignments for 
their magazine.”
 “To be a successful photographer you have to be 
able to market yourself,” said Lorenz. “A lot of people 
are drawn to [wildlife photography] because they enjoy 
being alone in the peace and quiet of nature. This can be 
a challenge to overcome.”
 “Photograph what you are really passionate about,” 
said Lorenz. “Don’t just photograph what is marketable 
or popular at the time.”
 “I had to really diversify to build my business,” said 
Groo. “I have to teach, write, lecture, edit, sell prints. 

NANPA

Some photographers are just great marketers. I found 
I had to be doing something I was committed to doing 
and sharing and helping other photographers.”
 Wendy added the point that the other 90 percent of 
nature photography—the time not spent photographing—
involves a lot of business tasks, networking, marketing, 
planning, and coordinating details. 
 “The supporting work of nature photography doesn’t 
have anything to do with being a man or woman,” said 
Shattil. “Find your niche. Have a clear vision of what you 
can uniquely bring to your nature photography passion 
and aim for being the best.”
 A photographer from Europe recently contacted me 
through my Flickr account about photographing bighorn 
sheep near my home in Colorado. I suggested to the 
photographer that he hire me as a guide for the day 
to find and photograph the large mammals. As soon as 
the photographer agreed and we made arrangements 
to meet, I realized I just booked a day alone with a man 
from another country who I knew nothing about other 
than what I saw on his website and Flickr pages. 
 Although the situation turned out fantastic and he not 
only saw his first bighorn sheep of his life but captured some 
stunning photos of large rams demonstrating rut behaviors, 
the potential for the situation to be bad was concerning. 

 To overcome this, I left my itinerary for the day with 
my boyfriend. I made sure to check in with him as soon 
as I picked up my client, as soon as we arrived at our 
destination, and shortly after to let him know all was okay 
and that we were having great success with the sheep. 
I also hid a charged iPad in my vehicle with the Find My 
iPhone app available just in case something did happen 
and I didn’t return; the device would reveal my location. 
 Whether you are a man or a woman, security concerns 
do exist. Being prepared and confident will help you 
overcome those situations should they go downhill. 
 Based on the advice of these five talented women, 
being prepared and confident will also go a long way in 
getting your nature photography career off the ground 
or into overdrive. 
 If you are interested in learning more about getting 
involved in nature photography and seeing what 
other women nature photographers are producing, 
consider looking at femalenaturephotography.com, a 
site dedicated to inspiring, connecting and supporting 
women nature photographers. 
 Another option is to join a photography group 
dedicated to the pursuit, education and betterment of 
nature photography, such as North American Nature 
Photography Association (nanpa.org).
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