Guidelines for Image Critique

The purpose of critiquing photographs is to inspire and support photographers in developing their skills. By
evaluating images thoughtfully, we encourage a deeper understanding of what makes a photograph
effective, impactful, and memorable.

These guidelines can be used in several ways:

Self-Critique: Use these criteria to evaluate your own images and identify strengths and areas for
improvement.

Group Critique: In group or one-on-one sessions, these points help foster meaningful discussions about
each image.

Image Selection for Competitions: These criteria can assist in selecting images that align with the standards
of inter-club competitions.

Judging for Competitions: They provide a structured approach for judges to evaluate images fairly and
transparently.

The goal is to create a consistent, informed, and transparent approach to critiquing images, allowing
photographers to appreciate both technical and artistic aspects of their work.

While each section could be expanded further, this guide remains concise.

Remember that not all criteria apply to every photograph; each image is unique and may excel in different
areas. Likewise, the order of these items does not imply priority, as each photographer and critic may
weigh different aspects according to their own vision.
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Using the Criteria

While each criteria is detailed below, don’t overlook your initial reaction to the image—often, your first
impression is a reliable indicator of the image’s impact.

It’s essential to recognize the difference between intentional and unintentional choices. Some elements
that might seem like “errors” (such as underexposure or motion blur) may be deliberate, used to create a
particular effect. In these cases, critique should consider whether those creative choices support the
image’s overall message or mood.

Since evaluating an image is partly subjective, each critic will bring their unique perspective. Some criteria,
like identifying dust spots or noise, may be straightforward, while others—like assessing atmosphere—can
be more interpretive. For example, while technical quality may be more easily quantifiable, aesthetic or
emotional elements vary widely in interpretation.

Using the Criteria in Selection Processes

For image selection in competitive contexts, it’s helpful to keep a checklist of the criteria, ensuring a
balanced assessment of each image’s strengths. Emphasize both objective technical qualities and the more
subjective artistic elements to reach a well-rounded conclusion.

Using the Criteria for Self-Critique and Group Discussion
For a self-assessment or group critique:

Set an Intention: Begin by understanding the photographer’s goals. Ask yourself or the photographer what
they wanted to express or communicate.

Identify Positives and Negatives: Look for aspects that stand out positively as well as elements that might
detract from the image.

Offer Suggestions for Improvement: Consider what could be done differently to enhance the image, either
at the time of capture or in post-processing.

Always aim for constructive feedback. Kind and supportive comments make it easier for photographers to
absorb suggestions and feel encouraged in their learning journey. Compliments, coupled with improvement
ideas, lead to a more engaging and motivating experience than simple criticism.

© Graeme Webb - October 2024



Comprehensive Guide to Image Critique and Improvement

1. Content

Content refers to what the image is about — its subject, story, and impact. Improving content involves selecting
interesting subjects, capturing moments with purpose, and thinking creatively.

Criteria Description & Improvement Tips

WOW Factor Description: Does the image make an immediate impact?
The ‘WOW'’ factor often stems from uniqueness, vivid colours, unusual subjects,
or a captivating composition.

Improvement Tips: Think about what will stand out to your audience. Try
incorporating striking elements, such as vibrant colours, unusual angles, or rare
moments. Avoid clutter — keep the frame simple and focused to let the main
subject shine.

Storytelling Description: Can the viewer imagine a story? A strong story can make an image
feel alive and compelling.

Improvement Tips: Think of your subject’s context and how to present it in a way
that evokes curiosity. Capture moments with expressive actions or interactions
that suggest a narrative. Look for subjects that convey emotion or a sense of
place — such as candid shots of people or animals.

Originality Description: Is the subject or approach unique? Originality can set a photograph
apart by bringing a fresh perspective to familiar subjects.

Improvement Tips: Challenge yourself to avoid clichés by finding a unique
viewpoint or subject. Consider using unusual framing or juxtaposing unexpected
elements. Ask yourself, “How can | show this differently from the usual
approach?” Experiment with themes, props, or settings that aren’t commonly
seen.

Action Description: Does the image capture a moment of movement? Action shots
create excitement, drawing the viewer’s eye to the energy of the scene.

Improvement Tips: To capture action, use a faster shutter speed to freeze
motion, or a slower one to blur movement and add dynamism. Anticipate action
and position yourself to catch the moment just before it happens — the peak of a
jump, a splash of water, or an animal in motion.
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2. Composition

Composition is how the photographer arranges elements within the frame. It guides the viewer’s eye and

contributes to the image’s balance, harmony, and focus. Improving composition involves practising basic guidelines
and experimenting with perspective.

Criteria

Balance

Compositional
Elements

Perspective

Element
Organization

Description & Improvement Tips

Description: Is the image visually balanced? Balance makes an image feel complete and stable.

Improvement Tips: Use symmetrical or asymmetrical balance to arrange elements within the
frame. Try the rule of thirds, where the subject is placed off-center, creating a more dynamic
composition. If an image feels “heavy” on one side, counterbalance it by including elements on
the opposite side.

Description: Are there leading lines, framing, or rule of thirds? These guide the viewer’s eye to
the focal point.

Improvement Tips: Use natural lines, such as roads, rivers, or pathways, to lead the eye to the
subject. Frame your subject within elements in the scene, like windows or archways, to draw
attention. Follow the rule of thirds by placing key elements along grid lines for a more pleasing
layout.

Description: Does the angle add interest? A unique perspective can make an everyday subject
appear extraordinary.

Improvement Tips: Try shooting from high above, low to the ground, or with a tilt to change the
perspective. Experiment with wide-angle or zoom lenses to exaggerate or compress space. Get
close to your subject for a more intimate view or step back to capture context.

Description: Are elements like the horizon level and lines organized? Clean, organized
compositions help avoid visual distractions.

Improvement Tips: Make sure horizons are straight, especially in landscapes, for a polished look.
Avoid having too many competing elements; focus on simplifying the scene by eliminating
distractions. Ensure vertical lines (like buildings) are straight unless intentionally distorted for
effect.
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3. Aesthetic

Aesthetic refers to the overall look and feel of the image, including how it evokes mood, the use of colour and light,
and the artist’s creative touch. Improving aesthetics often involves experimenting with light and colour and refining
one’s artistic approach.

Criteria Description & Improvement Tips

Atmosphere Description: Does the image create a certain mood? Atmosphere can transform an image, giving it
depth and feeling.

Improvement Tips: Use lighting and weather to your advantage. Golden hour light (just after sunrise
or before sunset) adds warmth and softness, while overcast skies provide even lighting for moody
images. For portraits, soft, natural light works best to capture a warm atmosphere.

Emotional Description: Does the image evoke emotions? Emotionally resonant images are more memorable
Response and impactful.

Improvement Tips: Capture genuine expressions in portraits or candid shots to enhance emotional
connection. For landscapes, consider elements like mist, colour, or composition to evoke calm, joy,
or wonder. Don’t be afraid to include imperfect moments — often these are the most powerful.

Light Use Description: Is the lighting effective? Light plays a critical role in defining shape, texture, and tone.

Improvement Tips: For impactful lighting, try backlighting to create silhouettes or side lighting to
emphasize texture. Avoid harsh midday light unless looking for strong contrasts; otherwise, opt for
softer, angled light. Use artificial light carefully to avoid overexposing or flattening the scene.

Originality Description: Is the image’s style or approach distinct? Unique artistic choices make your work stand
out.

Improvement Tips: Try various approaches to post-processing, such as black-and-white conversion
for dramatic effect. Experiment with unconventional crops, overlays, or layering to bring something
new to a familiar subject. Push your creativity with themes, symbols, or metaphors.
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4. Technical

Technical considerations involve ensuring the image is clean, sharp, and properly exposed. These skills can be
developed through practice and attention to detail, helping images look more polished and professional.

Criteria

Sharpness

Colour
Balance

Dynamic
Range

Depth of
Field

Post-
Processing

Cleanliness

Description & Improvement Tips

Description: Is the image sharp where it needs to be? A sharp subject draws the viewer’s eye.

Improvement Tips: Use a tripod for stability, especially in low light, or increase your shutter speed to
avoid blur. Focus carefully on your subject, particularly the eyes in portraits. If you want a softer
background, use a lower f-stop (wide aperture).

Description: Are the colours natural and appealing? Proper colour adds life and realism to an image.

Improvement Tips: Use auto white balance for most scenes, but adjust manually in unusual lighting
(e.g., sunset, fluorescent lights). Aim for vibrant but realistic colours; avoid oversaturation unless for a
creative effect.

Description: Does the image have detail in both highlights and shadows? Balanced lighting adds
richness.

Improvement Tips: In scenes with high contrast (e.g., bright sky, dark foreground), consider using HDR
or adjusting in post-processing to retain detail. Expose to keep highlight details visible, as it’s easier to
bring up shadows in editing.

Description: Does the depth of field suit the subject? Depth of field can separate or integrate
elements.

Improvement Tips: Use shallow depth of field (e.g., f/2.8) for portraits to isolate the subject, or a
deeper depth (e.g., f/8-f/16) for landscapes to keep everything in focus. Adjust depending on whether
you want more or less of the background visible.

Description: Are the edits subtle and complementary? Good editing enhances rather than distracts.

Improvement Tips: Start with basic adjustments like brightness, contrast, and colour correction. Avoid
over-editing; check your work by comparing it with the original. Small adjustments can often be more
effective than dramatic edits.

Description: Is the image free from dust, noise, and artefacts? A clean image looks more professional.

Improvement Tips: Check for dust spots, especially in skies or flat areas, and use editing software to
remove them. Avoid high ISO settings unless necessary to reduce noise. In editing, use noise reduction
tools carefully to avoid losing detail.
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Guidelines for Effective Critique

e Focus on Intent: Ask the photographer what they hoped to achieve or communicate, then consider how well
that intent is met.

¢ Acknowledge Strengths First: Begin with the positive elements, as this sets a constructive tone and
encourages improvement.

o Offer Specific Suggestions: When noting areas for improvement, be specific and practical. Instead of saying,
“The lighting is poor,” suggest, “Next time, try shooting during golden hour to get softer light.”

¢ Encourage Creativity: Recognize and support artistic decisions. There’s often no single “correct” approach in
photography, so encourage experimentation.
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Photography Critique Checklist

This checklist is designed to help photographers and reviewers systematically evaluate images across four main
criteria: Content, Composition, Aesthetic, and Technical. Each section includes questions to prompt consideration of
key aspects of the image. Checkboxes are included to mark items as you go, aiding in thorough and consistent
critique.

1. Content

e WOW Factor: Does the image have an immediate impact?

e Storytelling: Does the image tell a story or capture a moment?

e  Originality: Is the subject or approach unique?

e Action: Does the image capture motion or excitement (if applicable)?

N

. Composition

Balance: Is the image visually balanced?

e Compositional Elements: Are leading lines, framing, or rule of thirds used effectively?

Perspective: Does the angle add interest to the subject?

Element Organization: Are elements like the horizon, verticals, and lines organized?

3. Aesthetic
Atmosphere: Does the image create a specific mood or feeling?

Emotional Response: Does the image evoke emotion?

Light Use: Is the lighting effective for the subject?

Originality: Is the artistic approach fresh and distinctive?

I

. Technical

e Sharpness: Is the image sharp in necessary areas?

e Colour Balance: Are the colours natural and vibrant?

e Dynamic Range: Does the image retain detail in highlights and shadows?
e Depth of Field: Is the chosen focus depth appropriate for the subject?

e Post-Processing: Are edits subtle and complementary to the image?

e C(Cleanliness: Is the image free from dust, noise, and artefacts?
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