
Photography Guidelines
A guide to selecting professional quality 
photography for your marketing deliverables
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Introduction
So, you’ve been handed a deliverable that requires 

photography. But how do you choose? When it comes to 

communicating your message while remaining on-brand, 

“pretty” just isn’t going to cut it. So how do you find the 

right photography asset(s) for your project?

Not to worry! We’ve got you covered. 
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Getting Started
Photography is an emotionally powerful, highly 

memorable method for communicating with your  

target audience—so, that’s where we start.
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WHO

Before looking for photography, make (or review) a brief 

list of demographic and psychographic information about 

your target audience. This will help with both asset 

discovery and focusing your intent. With this information, 

you can search for, schedule, or hire out photography 

that uses imagery that will appeal to your end user. 

For more on demographics and psychographics, check 

out our Resources at the end of this document.

For example, your target audience description may end up looking something like this...

...and your photo selections may look something like this...

Demographics Psychographics

Predominately male Confident

35–45 years old Hardworking

College grad – BA or higher Devoted to family

Homeowner Desires recognition from authority

Married with children Needs a more efficient way to work

is your target audience?
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WHAT

If you have access to a brand guidelines document, take 

a moment to review the font, color, and photography 

specifications. Brand guidelines run the gamut from 

extremely specific to very general and may not have a 

dedicated section on photography. That’s okay—even a 

general understanding of the color palette can be helpful. 

If your company does not have a defined set of brand 

guidelines, but does have a designer on staff, they may 

be able to provide general guidelines based on past 

deliverables and stakeholder preference.

If you do not have access to a brand guidelines 

document, or a professional design resource, take a look 

at your company’s website and other current digital  

and/or print assets. These resources can provide an idea 

of what photography fits the brand—and what doesn’t. 

are your brand guidelines?
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WHERE

While it’s always preferable to use a professional 

photographer to perform a photoshoot customized 

to your target audience and brand, time and budget 

constraints often require alternative solutions. 

Stock photography websites are a good resource for 

professional quality photography. These assets may 

be free, free with accreditation, available for individual 

purchase, or require a subscription. If you frequently 

require stock photography for your marketing or 

advertising materials, purchasing a subscription to a 

reputable stock photography site with a broad, high-

quality selection is an excellent investment. 

For your convenience, we’ve provided a list of popular, 

reputable stock photography websites in the Resources 

section at the end this document. 

will you find photography?



© Copyright The Odigo Group 2020 7

HOW

Whether you are collecting photographs for a document 

you are working on or providing assets to a third party, 

such as a designer, it’s important to understand and 

communicate the requirements of the final deliverable.

will your photos be used?

Output Orientation Dimensions Resolution Ratio Interaction
What is the final deliverable? Is it 

physical? Is it digital? Is it a one-off or  

part of a set? The final output can impact 

how you select your photography, as well 

as the visual and emotional impact it has 

on the end user.

What space will this photograph be 

filling? Is it vertical? Horizontal? Is it an 

odd shape, such as a circle or square? 

Understanding your deliverable’s 

orientation beforehand allows for a  

more refined search.

What are the physical dimensions of 

the output? This measurement may be 

in inches, pixels, or some other unit of 

measure. Understanding the dimensions 

will help determine the resolution of the 

photography required for your deliverable. 

High-resolution photographs will ensure 

crisp, clear imagery that can be repurposed 

in future deliverables. For print, look for 

resolutions at or near 300dpi (dots per 

inch). For digital, look for resolutions at or 

above 150ppi (pixels per inch). 

Some brand and social media guidelines 

require meeting a specific ratio instead of a 

specific resolution. Common ratios include 

1:1 (square), 16:9 (horizontal rectangle), or 

4:5 (vertical rectangle). 

Will this photo be in the background or 

foreground? Will copy or other content 

be overlaid on your photograph? Will this 

photo act as a touch or click point? Try to 

select photographs with a composition 

that supports the intended interaction.

V
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r
t
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a
l

Horizontal

Square Odd
Shape 11" x 17"8.5" x 11"

w: 1224px
h: 792px 

1920 x 1080

768 
x 

1024 750 
x 

1334

16:9

4:5 1:1

Many photos 
feature lengthy 
text headlines.

Click here!
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WHY

Using photography in your marketing or advertising 

deliverable is about more than aesthetics. While it may 

sound cliché—a picture is worth a thousand words. Great 

photography communicates a point, reinforces your 

brand, and creates a lasting emotional connection with 

your end user.

Understanding what you are looking for prior to 

beginning your search will shorten the discovery process, 

shorten feedback cycles, and set you up for delivering a 

successful product.

is this important?
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Understanding Genres
There are many different styles or “genres” of photography. 

Some brand guidelines require only imagery from specific 

genres be used. 

If your company does not specify which genres of 

photography should be used, select photographs from the 

3–5 genres that best reflect your brand. This will provide 

consistency in your selections, while still allowing for some 

creative flexibility in aesthetic.
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Portrait DO DON’T
Featuring a single human (or animal) subject, 

portraiture can range from cold and impersonal to 

highly personalized and emotionally charged. This 

genre should be used intentionally and cautiously as 

images of faces have a strong emotional impact and 

are highly memorable. Overwhelming the audience 

with faces can dilute the message or emotion you are 

trying to convey.

Lifestyle DO DON’T
Lifestyle photography captures real-life people, 

situations, or events. While people are often the focal 

point of Lifestyle photography, it may alternatively 

feature “everyday” objects in staged environments 

that communicate an identifiable emotion. Lifestyle 

imagery works in a wide variety of situations and is 

easy for viewers to connect with emotionally.

Conceptual DO DON’T
Conceptual photography aims to demonstrate an idea. 

This style of photograph is often staged beforehand 

and used to reinforce an idea promoted by the 

accompanying text. Conceptual photography is a 

popular genre most often used to communicate a 

concept rather than an emotion.

Aspirational DO DON’T force it or fake it. Sincerity is key in this genre.

use obscure references or overly complicated visuals.

use cluttered or awkward compositions.

use photos with unnatural poses or insincere smiles.

show how happy or satisfied your subject is. A smiling face is a powerful image.

look for photos that represent your concept clearly and simply.

use photos featuring circumstances to which your target audience can relate.

use photos with subjects looking at the viewer or in the direction of your content.

More subjective by nature, Aspirational photography 

can heavily influence the target audience. It aims 

to show the subject achieving the same goal that a 

member of the target audience desires to achieve. 

Aspirational photography is very emotional and, to 

avoid diluting its impact, should be used judiciously.

Emotive Genres
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Product DO DON’T
Product photography features the product that you 

are selling—by itself, in its natural habitat, or in use 

by a person (or animal). Product photography that 

features the product in use by a person (or animal) has 

a higher emotional impact. Products by themselves are 

very effective when discussing technical specifications.

Environmental DO DON’T
Environmental photography often features outdoor 

landscapes or seascapes, but it can also include indoor 

photos, with or without human subjects, such as 

offices or living spaces. Environmental photography—

even with human subjects—tends to be less emotional 

and more aesthetic. They make great backgrounds.

Architectural DO DON’T
One of the most dramatic, and yet impersonal, forms 

of photography, Architectural photos make use of 

geometry, patterns, light, shadow, and depth of field 

to create aesthetically pleasing images. This genre of 

photography is most effective for background images 

and as accent imagery.

Aerial DO DON’T
Aerial photography offers a birds-eye view. These 

photographs may be captured by aircraft or drone with 

the goal of creating an overhead view of the subject 

or landscape. This more impersonal photography style 

lacks emotion but offers strong aesthetic impact which 

works especially well for backgrounds.

Aesthetic Genres

use obstructed views.

substitute collages for architectural photos.

use poorly lit or staged photos.

use photos where the product is obscurred.

consider open spaces and simple textures.

look for visually interesting patterns. 

use photography that feels natural and authentic.

select photos that show your product in a setting with which your audience is familiar.
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Travel DO DON’T
Travel photography spans a wide variety of situations 

and subjects. It’s very common for Travel photography 

to offer a series of similar images featuring the primary 

subject and its environment. Often taken outdoors, 

Travel photography works very well when a series of 

similar images is required to tell a story.

Sports DO DON’T
Sports photography is a specialized field that features 

subjects from, or participating in, athletic pursuits. 

Sports photography is often editorial in nature and 

works best with descriptive copy. 

Fashion DO DON’T
Fashion photography is heavily stylized and features 

articles of clothing, accessories, or makeup. Fashion 

photography can feature either people or objects as 

the subject but are always staged for high emotional 

and aesthetic impact. 

Educational DO DON’T
Used specifically to instruct or demonstrate an idea, 

Educational photography rarely features people unless 

they are specifically associated with an educational 

institution or the act of learning. Educational imagery 

has low emotional impact but works very well in 

conjunction with Aspirational imagery.

Thematic Genres

use symbolic imagery or photos with special effects.

reveal more than the viewer wants to see.

use photos with poor lighting or special effects.

use ambiguous or generic photography.

find photos that demonstrate the end result of the point you are illustrating.

pay close attention to color, lighting, and the positioning of the model or product.

use photos that look authentic and natural.

consider using photos that are not staged or professionally photographed.
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Event DO DON’T
Featuring a lot of light and motion, Event photography 

often has multiple human subjects, features action or 

motion, and may not have a single focal point. It works 

particularly well for larger dimensions where there is 

no direct interaction with any other copy or shapes 

(overlays, cut-outs). 

Editorial DO DON’T
Perhaps the most difficult to visually identify, Editorial 

photographs are specifically shot for the purpose of 

accompanying written content. The subjects of these 

photographs are often photographed in such a way 

as to be informative or evocative. Fortunately, many 

stock photography websites will allow you to filter (or 

filter out) Editorial photos.

Action DO DON’T
Action photography shows the subject (model or 

product) in motion. Action photography may use  

long exposures to capture the blur of movement or 

short shutter speeds to capture a single, clear moment 

in which the action or movement is implied, rather 

than visualized.

Standalone Genres

use photos where the action obscures the subject.

use photos that look “stock-y” or fake.

select staged or dull, boring photos.

find photography that captures the energy and motion of the action.

select imagery that illustrates the story you are telling.

look for photographs with high energy and multiple people.
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Understanding Composition
Understanding the basic elements of a photograph’s 

composition will help you better understand its capacity 

for manipulation. 
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Orientation Subject Framing
What physical space is your photograph going to fill? Is it 

horizontal or vertical? Is it an odd shape such as a circle, square, 

or triangle? Identifying orientation can speed up your search as 

many stock photography websites will allow you to filter your 

search for a horizontal or vertical orientation. Choosing a subject 

that mirrors your photo’s orientation will reinforce the flow of 

your imagery causing the eye to travel along the same vertical or 

horizontal path.

The subject(s) of a photograph can be a person, place, or 

thing. When selecting photography with human subjects, 

look for people who reflect your target audience. Faces are 

particularly memorable and powerful at expressing emotion. 

For products and other objects, consider their relationship 

to other objects or people in the photograph and what story 

those relationships are telling.

Where is your subject placed within the photograph? An easy 

way to understand your subject’s placement is to divide your 

photo in thirds horizontally and vertically—resulting in nine 

segments. In cases where text, or other objects, will be overlaid 

on the photograph, it’s recommended to select photography 

in which the subject is not centered—allowing visual space 

between the subject and the copy.
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Cropping Depth of Field Environment

Text on a busy 
background is 
harder to read.

The most versatile compositions allow for a variety of cropping 

solutions. If you plan to use the same photograph in multiple 

deliverables with varied orientation and framing, select 

photography in which the subject has more space around it. This 

also applies when collecting photography for images that will be 

placed within an oddly shaped space.

Depth of field determines how much of your photo’s subject is 

in focus. The farther out of field your subject is, the blurrier the 

background will appear. Photos in which the subject is in focus, 

but the background is not, work particularly well when there is a 

need to overlay copy or other objects onto the photo.

As important as the subject of a photograph is, understanding 

the environment surrounding the subject is equally important. 

A busy environment in a photograph can make placing copy or 

other objects over a photo especially difficult. Additionally, the 

environment creates the overall aesthetic for the photograph—it 

may be dark or light, clean or busy, colorful or muted, and so on. 

Place photos with similar environmental aesthetics together to 

create a cohesive visual identity.

Use high-
contrast text 
for best results.

Text on a solid 
background is 
easier to read.
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Lighting Color Palette Treatment
For those without a background in photography, it’s generally 

a good idea to avoid selecting photos with extreme lighting 

effects—unless they are specifically requested. Images 

with lighting effects that obscure the subject or create an 

environment that does not blend with the rest of your color 

palette can have a discordant effect or obscure your message.

While it’s not necessary to select photography that specifically 

matches your company’s brand colors, doing so can result 

in a more cohesive aesthetic for your deliverable. Color also 

has a powerful impact on emotion. Understanding basic color 

psychology can help you select imagery that best tells your 

story. For more about color psychology, check out our helpful 

links in the Resources section of this guide.

If you’ve ever used Instagram, you are probably familiar 

with some of the many treatments that can be applied to 

photographs to create a unique “look & feel.” When selecting 

photography to be used in marketing or advertising materials, 

it’s best to avoid photos with pre-applied treatments. If you 

are using photography with a specific treatment, it’s best if all 

photos in your deliverable share the same treatment.
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There is no hard and fast rule for what to avoid  

when selecting photography for your project.  

First and foremost—trust your instincts. 

That being said, following these general guidelines  

should help prevent pushback from your stakeholders. 

Off-brand Photography Artifice & Fake News Awkward Cropping Excessive Effects Generic Photography Google
It should go without saying that any 

photography that conflicts with your 

brand should be avoided. Not only does 

it dilute your brand, but it can cause user 

confusion and abandonment.

Imagery that viewers perceive as fake or 

artificial not only harms your brand, but 

can actually result in your product going 

completely unnoticed—a phenomenon 

known as “ad blindness.”

It’s best to avoid photography that 

already has close or dramatic cropping 

or framing—unless it meets a specific 

goal. Photographs can be more easily 

customized if the subject is fully in-frame.

While it can be quite desirable to add 

effects to your photography, some stock 

photos already have several effects that 

can result in the image looking artificial. 

Use undoctored photos for the most 

control over your custom effects.

Make sure the photography you select 

tells the story of your product or brand. 

If a photograph isn’t telling your story, 

consider alternative styles of visual 

communication, such as illustrations, 

iconography, or text manipulation.

When inquiring about the source of a 

photograph, the most terrifying response 

a designer can hear is, “I Googled it.” While 

Google is a great resource for discovery, 

it’s always best to go directly to the source 

when purchasing the actual photograph.

What to Avoid
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Licensing & Accreditation
When purchasing photography from any source, it 

is important to read the licensing agreement and 

communicate to any third parties (such as your designer) 

any restrictions or accreditation that may be required. 

Even stock photography websites may have different 

licensing for different types of imagery. Sometimes 

images that are available for personal use are not 

available for commercial use.

If you do choose to use “free” stock photography, always 

be sure to read the licensing agreement. Many free images 

require visible attribution (which can dilute your brand) or 

limited options for editing/alteration of the image.

If you are using a professional photographer, be sure to 

define licensing/permissions and accreditation as part of 

your vendor contract prior to shooting. 

NEVER use photography if you are not sure if you have 

the correct licensing or permissions.
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In Closing
You don’t have to be a designer to choose spectacular 

photography for your marketing or advertising deliverables. 

By following these guidelines, you and your design team 

will be able to find and manipulate photography that 

speaks to your brand, highlights your product or service, 

and leaves a lasting impact on your end user. 
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Resources

Professional Stock Photography Learn More

Adobe Stock Photography

Shutterstock

123RF

Getty Images

iStock Photo

Dreamstime

Pexels

Stockphoto

Demographics & Psychographics

How to Use Psychographics in Your Marketing: A Beginner’s Guide

Psychographics and personas: How to get to the truth about why people buy

How to Define Your Target Market

Color Psychology

Color Emotion Guide Infographic

The Know It All Guide To Color Psychology In Marketing + The Best Hex Chart

Color Theory for Photographers: An Introduction

How to Choose the Right Logo Color

Social Media Resolution Guidelines

Facebook Ads Guide 

The Only Instagram Image Size Guide You Need in 2020

Twitter Business–Creative Ad Specs

LinkedIn Marketing Solutions–Sponsored Content tips




