News photography
Pictures are worth 1,000 words – in the newspaper business that equals about 25 inches
of print. Images are one of the most powerful forms of communication, especially in
journalism. One image or sound can summarize an event or person or motivate a nation;
one image can upset people more than endless pages of print on the subject. Kenneth F.
Irby from the Poynter Institute describes photojournalism as “the craft of employing
photographic storytelling to document life: it is universal and transcends cultural and
language bounds.”
In the early days of newspaper journalism the photojournalist’s role was relatively
straightforward. Armed with a camera he captured a moment in time – a reality. Back at
the newsroom he spent hours in the darkroom mixing chemicals and perfecting his art.
The photojournalist emerged with a snippet of reality, ready to show the truth to the
public. The development of news photography in the 19th century supported claims by
newspapers that they reported events as they happened, objectively.
When we talk about "pictures", we are usually talking about photographs, but there are
other kinds of pictures, too. Good drawings, paintings and other graphic work also work
well as news pictures.
Why do we need news pictures?
There are three main reasons why newspapers need news pictures. To brighten the page
A page without a picture is just a slab of grey text. It looks boring and many people will
not bother to read what is written on it.
That is a pity if some of those stories are well researched and well written, but it is true.
The readers who pay money for a newspaper expect their job to be made easy for them.
They expect the news to have been sorted out into big stories and little stories, to have
been written clearly, and to be presented in a way which is easy to read.
Newspapers without pictures do not make the news easy to read. They make life hard for
the readers. The newspaper's journalists are not doing their job properly.
To tell the news
What is news?, news is something which is new, unusual, interesting, significant and
about people. It is obvious that new, unusual, interesting and significant things about
people can be communicated by pictures as well as by words.
Not all stories will be ideal for pictures. Some will be told more easily in words than in
pictures, while other stories may be told with one picture more easily and more clearly
than in many words.
There is an old saying in English that "one picture is worth a thousand words". That can
be true, but only if it is the kind of story which is suitable to be told by a picture, and only
if it is a good picture. We shall look in a moment at what makes a good news picture.
Pictures can sometimes tell the news just by themselves, with a caption to say who the
people are and where the event is taking place. At other times, the picture may go with a
story, to work as a team with the words. In either case, a news picture must always leave
the reader knowing more than he did before. It must carry information.

To show what it looks like
Only a very gifted writer can use words in a way which lets the reader visualise exactly
what a scene is like. Not every reporter can write as well as that.
A picture can let the reader see what a person, or a place, or a building, or an event looks
like.
In societies which do not have television, newspaper photographs are probably the only
way that most people can know what these things look like. They may be the only way
that people outside the capital city will know what their own leaders look like. Even in
societies with television, some areas of the country and some levels of society may have
no access to it, and many of the programs may be imported from overseas. The
newspapers still have an important job to let readers know what their own news looks
like.
What makes a strong news picture?
A strong news picture has to be about the news. That is, it has to be about something
which is new, unusual, interesting, significant and about people. To that extent, it is no
diﬀerent from a news story. However, news pictures also need three other qualities:
Life
To the photographer, a picture assignment may seem dull. It may just seem like yet
another cheque presentation, or yet another graduation day, or yet another retirement.
To the people involved in the story, though, each of these is a big event - the culmination
of months of fund-raising, the fruit of years of study or the end of a lifetime's service. It is
the news photographer's job to feel the same excitement which the people involved in the
story feel, and to convey that through the picture to the readers.
If the people being photographed look alive and involved in the subject of the
photograph, then the photograph will have life.
Relevant context
A photograph of a man behind a desk tells us nothing, and no newspaper should ever
publish such a picture.
Some people sit behind desks because they are business people, running companies
which produce soft drinks - photograph them in the factory, surrounded by bottles of soft
drink.
Some people sit behind desks because they are head teachers, running schools photograph them in the school grounds, surrounded by students.
People sit behind desks for many reasons, and it is the reason which matters, not
the desk.
Also, it has to be a very unusual desk for the picture to have any interest for the
reader. A desk with a phone and some papers on it is very boring.
News pictures should always try to capture this context, the job which the person does,
or the reason why they are in the news. If a schoolteacher is in the news because they
have won a painting competition, then the relevant context would be the painting. A
photograph of them teaching would not provide the correct context.
However, a photograph of the teacher
painting, surrounded by the students, might be the complete news picture.
In the case on the right, the man is an editor, so show him doing something special to his
job.

Meaning
Every news picture must earn its space on the page. That means that it must tell the story
clearly, without needing people to read the story first in order to understand what the
picture is all about. In other words, every news picture must have meaning.
A picture of a man pointing at a broken window means nothing. If this is a man whose
house has been broken into, by the thieves breaking a window and climbing in, then the
story is about the way he feels, as well as the damage done. The picture should show his
anger, or distress, in his expression and gestures; behind him and to one side can be the
broken window; all around him may be the mess which the thieves left behind. In this way
the picture can have meaning to the reader.
Types of news picture
It is not possible to give a complete list of types of news picture, any more than it is
possible to give a complete list of types of people. People come in all sorts of shapes,
sizes and characters; so do news pictures.
The list which follows is just a guide to the most common types.
Some news pictures will fit into more than one category - a portrait of a person may well
be humorous, for example. And there will always be good photographers who can
produce good pictures which book authors cannot fit into any category at all. That is what
makes journalism so interesting.
The happening
There are all sorts of news story, but the big one is the thing which just happened.
Perhaps there was an unusual act of nature - an earthquake, a cyclone, an eclipse of the
sun. Perhaps there was a man-made drama - a murder, a robbery, a demonstration, a
parade. Whatever happened, it was new; and if it was unusual and interesting, then it was
news. A photograph of it is just what a newspaper editor wants.
A photograph of a happening helps the readers in many ways. It provides proof that the
event really happened, since the readers can see it with their own eyes. It also takes the
readers there, and lets them see the setting in which the event happened. In this way, it
helps the words to tell the story, by making clear what they mean.
The epitome
An epitome is something which shows, on a small scale, exactly what something larger is
like. For example, a photograph of one student with her head buried in a book might
epitomise all the studies being done by all students, and could be a strong news picture
as the time of national examinations comes near.
Epitomes are important to news pictures. It is impossible for the human mind to imagine
10,000 people starving to death, or 500 refugees being turned back at a border, or 30,000
miners on strike. These numbers are too vast, and our minds cannot cope.
What people can understand is one thin mother, with no milk in her breasts, watching her
baby starve to death.
They can understand the despair of one refugee as the door of hope is shut in his face.
They can understand the hopes and fears of one striking miner, as he balances the desire
to stand up for what he considers to be his rights against the need to provide for his
family.
In each case, by reducing the vast scale of the story to the human scale, the story gains
in emotional power. The epitome is the picture which shows in one person what the story
actually means to 500, 10,000 or 30,000. It turns statistics into people.
There are also pictures which epitomize situations, in that each part of the picture stands
for something bigger. For example, when the Soviet Union sent its army to occupy
Czechoslovakia in August 1968, and end the liberal reforms of the Dubcek government,

people went out on to the streets of Prague to protest. One memorable photograph
showed a young man, still wearing his pyjamas, standing in front of the gun of a Russian
tank baring his chest defiantly. The picture summed up the whole situation - the weak
humanity of Czechoslovakia being defeated by the metal inhumanity of Russia, but still
refusing to accept it. It was a brilliant and memorable epitome.
People
News is about people. It is about things which people do, and things which happen to
people. To tell the news, we need to let the readers know who those people are and what
they are like.
A picture can do this, if it shows the person's character and the person's context. If the
news story is about a man's house being burned down, then we do not want a picture of
him smiling: he needs to look sad. He needs to be photographed either in the burned
remains of his house, or on the beach where he has to sleep now, or in whatever other
context tells the story.
Revelations
Most of our readers see only a few places and meet only a few people in their everyday
lives. They do not see a lot of what goes on around them, because it happens in places
which they never visit.
There are many other things which most of our readers do not see because they do not
want to see them, even though they may be happening in places which they visit regularly
- beggars on the street, people looking in rubbish bins to find food, pickpockets and car
thieves.
It is part of the job of all the news media to reveal to their readers or listeners what their
society is like, and newspapers in particular can publish pictures which force people to
see clearly the society they live in.
These pictures may show that crime is committed, that some people live in poor
conditions in squatter settlements or shanty towns, that there is social injustice, that there
is fighting going on between rival clans in remote parts of the country.
All this may sound very negative, but it is only possible for things which are wrong to be
put right when people know about them. When you sweep out a room, the first job is to
get all the dirt out from under the furniture into the middle of the room. Only then can it be
cleaned right out of the door. In the same way, journalists often need to bring the dirt of
society into the open, so that it can be cleaned up.
Not all revelations need to be negative, though. It is just as valuable to make your readers
look for the first time at the life of a person or a family which overcomes diﬃculties perhaps dealing with physical handicap, or finding ways to make money when there are
no jobs available, or getting on with life while tribal fighting is going on all around.
Humour
A newspaper without a sense of humour is missing out on an important part of life.
People enjoy a joke, and they will like a newspaper more if it can see the funny side of life
as well as the serious side.
Pictures can often be funny by bringing together things which are not usually seen
together, or by using contrasts of extreme sizes.
Pretty pictures
People do like to look at pictures of pretty scenes or attractive people, and newspapers
need to recognise that. But a picture of a pretty scene or a pretty girl which has no news
value should not be used in a newspaper as if it was a news picture.

That does not mean that we cannot use these pictures. Pictures of attractive young
people, in particular, can find their way into the paper in connection with any artistic or
cultural activity, such as dancing, or using the youngsters as models wearing clothes
which have been designed or manufactured locally.
More than one picture
If you get back to the oﬃce, and find that the one picture you have taken does not really
tell the story, it is too late to do anything about it. You cannot gather everybody together
again for another attempt.
So when you are sent to cover a story, and when it has picture possibilities, you should
always take more than one picture.
In the first place, cameras can be held two ways, to take both horizontal and vertical
pictures. You should always take at least one picture of each shape.
You should also come up with more than one picture idea, in case one of them does not
really work. That means thinking in advance about the story, and imagining what the
finished picture could look like.
So, for each picture idea, you will have a horizontal and a vertical shot.
Now, for each of those, you will need to try a number of diﬀerent camera settings, to
make sure that you get at least one picture with the right light quality. Try several diﬀerent
shutter speeds and several diﬀerent f stops. (If your camera is fully automatic, this does
not apply to you.) In particular, even if the light is not very good - inside a building, for
example - always try at least one shot without flash, using available light. If it is too dark,
you have lost very little time; if it works, you will almost certainly have a better picture
than one which uses flash. Flash makes everything look very flat and dull, and should only
be used when there is no alternative.
This is why you need to take more than one picture even when the newspaper will only
use one picture. There are also some types of job which require more than one picture to
be published in the paper, and these make special demands on the photographer.
Sequences
A sequence of pictures can show a story unfolding, and therefore tell that story better
than a single image can do. Very often, the editor will want to use the last picture like the
punchline of a joke, using it bigger than the rest, so that the early pictures give the
background to the main news, which is shown in the final climax picture. Be prepared
when news is happening in front of you to keep taking one picture after another, in rapid
succession, so that you may have a good sequence.
In any case, whether you have used only one frame or 30, the photos must be developed
or downloaded as soon as you return to the newsroom. If you are using film, it should not
sit in your camera for several days, waiting for you to finish the roll, while the news
becomes old; you may as well use all the film on the current assignment.
Big events
A big event, like an independence anniversary celebration, or the visit of a foreign head of
state, may well need many photographs to tell the whole story. Such an event will
probably be too diverse to be captured in one picture.
At these times you will need to look for pictures of all the types listed above. You will want
a picture of the moment the flag flies out of the hands of the soldier, perhaps; a picture of
the proud and emotional face of a person in national dress looking up at the flag as it is
raised, to epitomise the nationalism of the day; lots of pictures of people, of both high and
low rank; a picture of a drunk collapsed under a tree; funny incidents; happy children.

All aspects of human life are there on these big occasions, and it is the job of the news
photographer to capture them all.
And don’t forget that many big days are not happy – for example Hiroshima Day in Japan
- or may be sorrowful for some people in the society. In Australia, for example, Australia
Day signifies for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders the day their country was
colonised by the British. A spread of photos of Australia Day celebrations would be
incomplete without some showing the perspective of indigenous people.
Taking the picture
Professional photographers tend to use sophisticated cameras, which allow them to
control just the sort of picture they want. If you feel comfortable with a camera of this
type, that is fine.
Most people, however, become confused by all those lenses and diﬀerent settings. If you
are like this, you will probably get better results with a simple fixed-lens fully automatic
camera than with a fancy one.
The reason for this is simple: you should be concentrating on the picture which you are
taking, not on the camera. If you find that you have to puzzle over the camera settings,
then you would probably do better with an automatic camera. These can now be bought
for as little as US$100, though for newspapers and magazines you will probably need to
spend more for a good quality lens necessary to take pictures which can be reproduced
in large and clear format.
Whatever kind of camera you use, learn to look at the picture through the camera. Do not
look at the scene first, decide it will be a good picture, and then click the camera shutter.
Look at the scene through the camera, and see what it looks like.
Look all around the picture, too, not just at the subject. Look into the corners, and at the
background. Photographers who do not do this often take photographs of people who
seem to have things growing out of their heads - it may be a tree which is behind them.
Always remember that you can move - not only from side to side, and backwards and
forwards, but up and down, too. Your knees bend. Try kneeling down, or even lying down;
try standing on a chair. See what a diﬀerence this makes to your picture.
Remember, too, that the people in your picture can move. However, they can only move if
you ask them to do so. You will need to take control of the situation and be the boss.
This is not always easy, especially if you are a young journalist and you are
photographing important people. You will need to remember that you are a professional
person, doing an important job.
If you can take a better photograph of the President outside the building than inside the
building, explain to him what you want and ask for his cooperation. If he says no, you
have lost nothing; but if he agrees, you will get a better picture. This will please the
President as much as it will please you. (See Chapter 16: Interviewing for details of how to
deal self-confidently with important people.)
Compare the picture above with the one on the right here. You will see similar posed
pictures of presentations - cheques, leaving presents, reports being handed to Parliament
etc - in newspapers and magazines all over the world.
Posed pictures like the one above, which are simply people handing something to
someone else, are quick to set up and easy to take - but they do not grab the readers
attention.
By comparison, the photograph on the right took longer to set up and take, but it is a
more memorable shot. Your subjects will recognise this and may even ask for a copy to
put in a frame on their wall!
When you photograph a group of people, you will need to organise them. Left to
themselves, they will stand in a long line, with big spaces between them. Your photograph
will then look awful.

Try to arrange diﬀerent groupings. Bring more important people closer to the camera, so
that they will appear bigger than the other people. Try putting tall people behind short
people, or get some people to sit and others to stand behind them. Try putting everybody
in a crowd, looking up, and stand on a table to photograph them from above.
However you arrange the group, persuade them to stand closer together than they really
want to. It is a strange thing, but people look unfriendly in a photograph unless they are
very close together, and you will have lots of dead space through the picture if they stand
apart. Explain why, and get them to stand so close together that they touch, unless this is
entirely socially unacceptable. If it is, bring some people nearer the camera to cover the
gaps in the line behind them.
Above all, have ideas for good pictures before you start a job. You can then take control
of the situation. If important people try to tell you what to do - "I think we will have one of
me behind my desk" - take the picture they want first, and then say: "Can we now try
another idea? My editor always likes me to have a selection of shots." Even if you never
use the boring picture of the person behind the desk, it was worth the cost of a little film
or digital processing time to win the person's confidence in you.
Today, the ethics of photojournalism goes far beyond the ethics of the newspaper photo.
It includes the millions of news-related images that appear on our televisions, cell phones,
computer screens and other multi-media devices. We are an image-saturated world.
With these advances photojournalism has become more complicated technologically and
ethically. The claim that photographs and images simply “mirror” events is no longer
plausible. Moreover, photojournalists face tough ethical decisions on what to shoot, what
to use, and if and when images can be altered.
In newsrooms, digital technology has all but eliminated the cumbersome process of film
developing. Digital images are easily transmitted, raising the demand for images. With
fresh demand comes increasing competition for the best, most dramatic photo.
Ethical and legal considerations
Photojournalism works within the same ethical approaches to objectivity that are applied
by other journalists. What to shoot, how to frame and how to edit are constant
considerations. Photographing news for an assignment is one of the most ethical
problems photographers face. Photojournalists have a moral responsibility to decide what
pictures to take, what picture to stage, and what pictures to show the public. For
example, photographs of violence and tragedy are prevalent in American journalism
because as an understated rule of thumb, that "if it bleeds, it reads". The public is
attracted to gruesome photographs and dramatic stories. A lot of controversy arises
when deciding which photographs are too violent to show the public.
Photographs of the dead or injured arouse controversy because more often than not, the
name of person depicted in the photograph is not given in the caption. The family of the
person is often not informed of the photograph until they see it published. The
photograph of the street execution of a suspected Viet Cong soldier during the Vietnam
War provoked a lot of interest because it captured the exact moment of death. The family
of the victim was also not informed that the picture would run publicly.
Other issues involving photojournalism include the right to privacy and the compensation
of the news subject. Especially regarding pictures of violence, photojournalists face the
ethical dilemma of whether or not to publish images of the victims. The victim's right to
privacy is sometimes not addressed or the picture is printed without their knowledge or
consent. The compensation of the subject is another issue. Subjects often want to be
paid in order for the picture to be published, especially if the picture is of a controversial
subject.

Another major issue of photojournalism is photo manipulation – what degree is
acceptable? Some pictures are simply manipulated for color enhancement, whereas
others are manipulated to the extent where people are edited in or out of the picture. War
photography has always been a genre of photojournalism that is frequently staged – see
war photography: history for early examples). Due to the bulkiness and types of cameras
present during past wars in history, it was rare when a photograph could capture a
spontaneous news event. Subjects were carefully composed and staged in order to
capture better images. Another ethical issue is false or misleading captioning. The2006
Lebanon War photographs controversiesis a notable example of some of these issue, and
seephoto manipulation: use in journalism for other examples.
The emergence of digital photography oﬀers whole new realms of opportunity for the
manipulation, reproduction, and transmission of images. It has inevitably complicated
many of the ethical issues involved.
Often, ethical conflicts can be mitigated or enhanced by the actions of a sub- editor or
picture editor, who takes control of the images once they have been delivered to the news
organization. The photojournalist often has no control as to how images are ultimately
used.
The United States National Press Photographers Association (NPPA) is a professional
society that acknowledges concern for the public's right to freedom in searching for truth
in a photograph and the public's right to be informed about the events that occur in the
world. Since the same ethical approaches are applied to photojournalism as to other
journalism forms, photographs should illustrate news in an object manner to keep the
public accurately informed. The following are the Code of Ethics that the members of
NPPA follow:
The practice of photojournalism, both as a science and art, is worthy of the very best
thought and eﬀort of those who enter into it as a profession. Photojournalism aﬀords an
opportunity to serve the public that is equaled by few other vocations and all members of
the profession should strive by example and influence to maintain high standards of
ethical conduct free of mercenary considerations of any kind.
It is the individual responsibility of every photojournalist at all times to strive for pictures
that report truthfully, honestly and objectively.
Business promotion in its many forms is essential, but untrue statements of any nature
are not worthy of a professional photojournalist and we severely condemn any such
practice.
It is our duty to encourage and assist all members of our profession, individually and
collectively, so that the quality of photojournalism may constantly be raised to higher
standards.
It is the duty of every photojournalist to work to preserve all freedom-of-the- press rights
recognized by law and to work to protect and expand freedom-of- access to all sources
of news and visual information.
Our standards of business dealings, ambitions and relations shall have in them a note of
sympathy for our common humanity and shall always require us to take into consideration
our highest duties as members of society. In every situation in our business life, in every
responsibility that comes before us, our chief thought shall be to fulfill that responsibility
and discharge that duty so that when each of us is finished we shall have endeavored to
lift the level of human ideals and achievement higher than we found it.
No Code of Ethics can prejudge every situation, thus common sense and good judgment
are required in applying ethical principles.
Laws regarding photography can vary significantly from nation to nation. The legal
situation is further complicated when one considers that photojournalism made in one
country will often be published in many other countries.

Qualities and tasks of a press photographer
A photograph conveys what a thousand words cannot. But to achieve that, there are a
few qualities a photographer needs to possess in order to capture a Kodak moment. Let’s
check them out!
Go Outdoors
To bring the outside inside, you need to go out and explore the great outdoors. That
means travel far and near! It could be your neighborhood marketplace or a nearby park.
Or, it could be going out and exploring on one of your vacations. Either way, you need to
step out of your normal routine and check out the unknown.
Be Curious
Curiosity can result in great pictures! There’s no virtue as fulfilling as that, because if
you’re curious, photography doesn’t become a chore. Instead, it’s a joyful experience.
Also, when it’s all work and all play, you’ll end up with a far greater output than a less
curious photographer who’s doing it only for the money and recognition. Also, curious
people see things around them with renewed interest, as if they’re seeing it for the first
time. You need to perceive
things without your mind being in a hurry. That’s the main secret! Great photos may
come, but being curious itself is greatly enjoyable. Remember, the voyage of discovery
lies not in finding new landscapes, but in gaining new eyes.
Make Mistakes
Know no fear! It’s okay to mess up a photo by trying out all kinds of exposures, angles,
subjects and moods. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes. The way to take great
photographs is to take a lot of them. Learn from the mistakes of others, but don’t be
afraid to make your own as well. Some photographers have a weekly ritual of taking
approximately 50 photos a day and reviewing them over the weekend. Many have
reported that their photography techniques have improved and their level of quality has
gone up. It could be their ability to understand light and manipulate the aperture, shutter
speed and ISO. Or, it could be their creativity that has reached a new high. It could also
just be their constant exposure to photography and its elements. Therefore, the lesson
here is shoot, shoot, shoot!
Be in Control
I don’t mean that in a negative sense. I’m talking about keeping an eye on everything that
makes up a good photo every time you’re out with your camera. That could mean
changing the ISO, aperture value, shutter speed, light, etc. Shooting becomes more fun
when you control the settings. That’s also when you become more creative. When you
can control the settings, you can control anything for a good photo. With control comes
your own style. Be brave enough to do something crazy. Shoot what impresses you and
you’ll impress others!
See Things Diﬀerently
A good photographer is one who notices things others are oblivious to. The best way to
testify to that is to go through interesting photos on the Flickr Web site every other day.
One of the things you’ll notice is that most photos are of ordinary subjects, but are taken
in an extraordinary manner; be it lighting, angle, contrast, background, foreground, focal
length and so on. For example, sometimes a building that appears ordinary by day might
end up looking spectacular by night.
Be Diﬀerent
Great photographers don’t do diﬀerent things, they just do things diﬀerently. So, try and
be diﬀerent in everything you do. Stay away from monotonous angles, subjects and

backgrounds. Step out of your comfort zone and push the envelope of creativity to break
new ground. Know the rules, but also set out to break them. Just be diﬀerent!
View and Review
It’s always good to be pals with other photographers taking similar shots. That way, you
get to learn from their mistakes and even solve some of the problems you’re facing in
your photography. Swap ideas, give each other tips and share the lessons you learn.
Once a sense of sharing develops between you and other photographers, you’ll end up
becoming a better photographer through viewing and reviewing.
Resort to Lateral Thinking
Put disconnected ideas together and see where your creativity takes you! Just place
random ideas together and find new solutions to problems. Do that regularly and you’ll
never be short of ideas.
Be Playful
Some of the best photos come about when you’re just fooling around with your camera
with no agenda whatsoever. Therefore, the key is to play with new angles, with diﬀerent
shooting distances, with shooting from diﬀerent perspectives and so on. A playful
approach to life could very well take your photography to a new level.
Be Patient
Many of us feel happy when we take many photographs, no matter how bad they are.
And to achieve that, we end up racing against time and shortening our life cycle. Instead,
a better bet would be to give time a break and just relax. Just watch the world go by with
no intention of shooting scores of images. At one time or another, you’ll end up capturing
a Kodak moment. Just wait it out and enjoy life at the same time!

