Documentary & Photojournalism:
Photography Techniques

Introduction & Definitions

a What Is Documentary &
Photojournalistic Photography?
Both documentary and photojournalism are rooted in truth-telling

through visual imagery, but they serve different functions and
timelines. Let's explore each term in depth:

Documentary Photography

Definition: A form of long-term, often immersive visual
storytelling that aims to chronicle real-world events, people,
environments, and social issues over time.

Key Traits:

e Narrative Depth: Aims to tell complete, context-rich stories,
often over weeks, months, or even years.

e Non-fictional: Based in real life, without staging or
fictionalization.

e Emotional Arc Seeks to engage audiences not just with facts,
but through the lived experiences of subjects.



Photojournalism

Definition:

A branch of journalism where photography is used to report
news and current events, often with urgency and editorial
integrity.

Key Traits

« Real-time Coverage: Newsworthy moments captured as
they happen (e.g. protests, conflicts, disasters).

 Factual Integrity: No manipulation—what’s captured
must reflect reality.

« Speed & Access: Often involves being on-site quickly and
getting photos published fast.

- Editorial Framing: Works as part of a larger written news
article or broadcast segment.

Purpose

Deliver timely visual information that informs, alerts, and
sometimes shocks the public, often prompting civic or

governmental action.
« Kevin Carter’s Pulitzer-winning photo of a starving child in

Sudan (1993)



|| Key Differences &
: Shared Foundations

Documentary

Photography Photojournalism

Timeline Immediate or short-term

In-depth stories,
human experionens

Emotional, thematic, Informative, timely,
expansive concise

Books, exhibits,
galleries, blogs

fi _— | | News outlets, agencies,
’ [ —\ | magazines
=

Coverage of wars,
elections, protests

Projects on migration,
rituals, or environment

Awareness, empathy, News deliV_E_ry,
cultural preservation accountability



.+ Shared Principles & Philosophies

Despite differences, both forms share foundational
ethics and technical mindsets:

1. Truth & Authenticity

- Editing must not alter
the reality of the moment.

« Content must reflect
the subject’s real conditions,
not the photographer’s bias.

2. Respect & Consent

 Especially when working with vulnerable or marginalized
groups.
» Gaining trust and understanding cultural context is essential.

C——

3. Impactful Storytelling F"

« Good photographers in cither
genre know how to build a B =
visual story: opener, T L
emotional core, climax, Ny MY N
and resolution

4. Compositional Strength

« Great composition amplifies the message—whether
through contrast, expression, framing, or movement

5. Safety & Adaptability

« Especially in high-risk zones like conflict areas or remote
locations. Safety training, ethical readiness, and
situational awareness are critical



Real-World Crossover

A photographer may
cover a protest for
the news
(photojournalism)
but return to follow
one of the activists
for a year-long story
(documentary).

Visuals captured
during a breaking
event may later
be expanded into
a deeper series

Key Takeaway: While the immediacy of
photojournalism contrasts with the long-form
depth of documentary work, both serve as powerful
tools of visual truth - and are often practiced by the

same photographers.




Why It Matters
+ Modern Evolution

The Importance of These Techniques in Society

i

Historical Record Social Change
Both forms preserve culture, Iconic photos have historically
crises, and milestones sparked movements
that may otherwise forgotten. (e.g, Civil Rights, anti-war).

Civic Accountability Emotional Connection

Photojournalism exposes Personal narratives in
corruption, war crimes, documentary photography
and injustice in real time. foster empathy and

reduce ‘issue fatigue”.



B The Digital Shift & Democratization

In the 21st century, technology has transformed
both genres:

Smartphones & citizen
journalism allow anyone to
document events

Social media accelerates the
spread of visual stories (e.g.,
Instagram activism, Twitter
news threads)

Independent creators now
self-publish zines, blogs, and
visual essays without
Institutional gatekeepers

Al & deepfakes introduce
ethical complexities around
image authenticity

‘v What hasn't changed?

The need for trustworthy, thoughtful, and responsible
photographers to cut through noise and preserve truh.



For Aspiring Photographers

©  CARTIER-BRESSON

Study the Greats - f
Cartier-Bresson, Nachtwey, |
Addario, Salgado, Mittermeier |

=
a 5
E’r

_af:i FRER-OCHDERA With _carts

Build Projects - ADDARIO

SALGADO
Choose a theme, document i =
consistently, and reflect

contextually.

Be Patient -
Let stories unfold naturally®
Stay open and curious.

Stay Grounded -

Your voice matters,

but your subjects come
first.

Keep Learning - Ethics, g8
safety, editing, and narrative
flow all take time.



Truth-Telling and
Story-First Mindset

Y2 1. Truth-Telling:
Authenticity Over Aesthetics

Definition: >
The central pillar of
documentary and \
photojournalism
photography is truth— \
images must reflect
reality as it was, not as ‘
the photographer
wishes it to be.

Why It Matters:

« Audiences rely on
photographers as
witnhesses to the world.

» Distortion—whether through digital
manipulation, misleading captions, or
dishonest framing—breaks trust.

« Truth builds credibility, influence, and
long-term respect for the work.




Truth-Telling In Practice

No staging or posing
unless fully disclosed
(e.g., environmental
portraits).

No major retouching—
avoid removing elements,
altering colors dramatically,
or cloning.

Use minimal editing:
Adjust for exposure,
clarity, and crop only
when it doesn’t alter

the story’s truth.
Present events = ¥ 4z
- -0 —
chronologically or S
factually— do not e
rearrange timelinesto = o+ & 2
mislead. ~/ %



&« 2.Story-First Mindset:
Meaning Over Aesthetic

Definition:
In this genre,
an image’s
purpose Is to
tell a story,
not just to
look beautiful.
Powerful
storytelling
takes
precedence
over perfect
composition
or lighting.

Why It Matters:

o Viewers are emotionally moved by what a photo
says, not just how it looks.

o Story-first photography builds empathy,
awareness, and urgency.

e A good photo can act as a standalone headline,
communicating an entire situation in a single glance



Story-First Practices:

« Capture moments of tension, resolution, or emotion
rather than posed perfection.

* Look for the “decisive moment” — the sdit second
when action and meaning align.

* Prioritize relevance and honesty over visual
symmetry or color harmony

 Use visual sequences: capture multdle frames that
form a narrative arc (beginning, middle, end)

Story Elements in a Single Frame:

« Who is involved? « What is happening?
* Where is it happenin? « Why does it matter?

H® An imperfectly focused shot of a child watching their
home being flooded can carry more meaning than a
technically flawless image of the empty waterlogged
street.




3. Contextual Depth:
Show the Full Picture

DEFINITION:

Rather than isolating subjects from their environments,
great documentary and photojournalistic work
embraces the surroundings to give viewers perspective,
scale, and meaning.

WHY IT MATTERS:

e Context builds credibility and clarity.
e Images without context can be misinterpreted

or weaponized. |
e Depth reveals social conditions, power structures@
relationships, and broader realities.

TECHNIQUES TO ADD CONTEXT:

Include backgrounds that tell more
of the story (e.g, damaged buildings,
observers, signs).

Use wide shots as well as close-ups
to orient the viewer in space and time

Capture small details that anchor
the event or issue (e.g, a torn ID card,
empty food shelves)

Follow subjects through various
aspects of their daily experience (e.g.
work, home, rituals)




Types of Context to Capture:

Type Example

Environmental @ A workerin afactory surrounded
by machinery and dust

Social A child at school among peers,
showing interaction or exclusion

Cultural Religious festivals, traditional dress,
or ancestral homes

Political Visual evidence of laws in action,
censorship, or protests

Example:

b~ ‘_:\.
e
BTy

A close-up of a refugee’s face is moving—but pairing
it with a wide shot of their camp or migration journey
provides urgency, scale, and understanding.



y 4. Human-Centered Narratives:
| Emotion & Identlty

lrr{«"'

Definition:
Documentary and
photojournalistic
photography centers |
on people, not just
events.

Stories are more
impactful when
viewers can relate

to individuals, see
themselves in others,
or withess raw
human emotion.

Why It Matters:

» Human faces evoke empathy, connection,
and memory.

« Highlighting emotions (fear, joy, defiance, sorrow)
turns statistics into stories.

A single person’s experience can reflect the
broader impact of a social issue




ESSENTIAL
TECHNIQUES

COMPOSITION &
MOMENT SELECTION

COMPOSITION WITH PURPOSE

Good composition isn't just aesthetic—it
directs attention to meaning. In documentary
and photojournalism, it supports the story
without distorting truth.

RULE OF THIRDS JUXTAPOSITION

Use a 3x3 grid; Contrast elements
place key elements (e.g. wealth vs. poverty)
at intersections to highlight deeper
for visual impact. themes




Framing with Natural Surroundings

Use windows, arches, fences, mirrors, or doors to
frame your subject. This creates visual interest,
emphasizes location, and draws focus.

Depth (Foreground/Midground/Background)

Layer your images to show both the subject and its
context. For example, a child in focus in m midground
with conflict unfolding behind them adds powerful

storytelling.

Pro Tip: Use diagonal lines and leading lines (e.g.,

roads, shadows, fences) to lead the eye toward your
crihiect or noint of action



MOMENT SELECTION

The ‘Decisive

Moment’

Coined by Henri Cartier-
Bresson, it refers to
capturing a moment where
emotion, action, and context
align perfectly—often

in milliseconds

Anticipate Action

Observe body language
and prepare to shoot just
before an event unfolds—
whether it's a protester
raising a fist or a child
breaking into laughter




Burst Mode for Speed

Especially useful during high-action or
unpredictable scenes, Shoot multiple tames
per second to catch that one perfect
reaction or interaction

Capture Emotion
Over Perfection

A blurry or tilted photo
with raw emotion often
tells a more powerful
story than a technically
flawless image

Pro Tip: Listen with your eyes—watch for
tension, shifts, and rhythms in movement.
Over time, you'll develop an intuitive sensefor
“when it’'s about to happen.”



Candid vs. Composed

Why It Matters: The balance between candid
realism and composed clarity defines the
ethical and artistic boundary In

documentary work.

Candid Techniques

Stay Unobtrusive:  Move Lightly:

Use silent shutters, Avoid sudden

small mirrorless movements. Be slow,
cameras, or long respectful, and
lenses. Your goal Is observant. Establish

to disappear intothe  presence before
scene so that subjects raising the camera.
behave naturally.



Composed Techniques

Gain Trust:

Especially in sensitive
environments (refugee
eamps, hospitals), it’s
essential to build rapport
before shooting.

This improves access
and authenticity.

Posed with Consent

Occasionally, it’s ethical
and effective to pose a
shot for clarity (e.g., a
portrait of a survivor). Be
transparent, avoid
manipulation, and always ask permission.

Hybrid Shots

Some images are
naturally posed—like
someone glancing at the
camera while carrying
out a task. These retain spontaneity while
delivering focus.




COMPOSED
TECHNIQUES

(O Gain Trust

\_ ' Build rapport in sensitive
: settings to ensure

authentic access.

- Pose with Consent

Ethical posing is fine if
transparent and approved.

*¢ Hybrid Shots

Naturally posed moments
(like glances) blend clarity
with realism

/A Ethics First

. \_) Never stage fake candids;
always prioritize authenticity




Backlithing

Use the sun or a
light source behind
your subject to
create silhouettes
or separation from
the background.

Avoid Flash
(Unless Contextual):

Flash can flatten an
Image, distract
subjects, or make
scenes look artificial.
Exceptions include
press conferences,
indoor reportage, or emergency
documentation

Pro Tip: If light is low, bump up your ISO and embrace
grain—it adds realism to dark, emotionally heavy scenes



MINIMAL EDITING

Why It Matters

Editing should enhance clarity and realism, not
alter truth. Periserve the integrity fot moment.

Basic Workflow

o oo Exposure Correction

| | | Adjust brightness to
match what your eyes saw.
Avoid overly dark or

bright scenes unless it

fits the story

Contrast & Sharpness

Boost clarity only slightly —
over-sharpening can

make images look
unnatural or aggressive




Minimal Editing
& Ethical Finishing

Color Correction

Balance temperature (cool/warm),
tint (green/magenta), and
saturation for natural skin tones
and accurate lighting

Cropping
(With
Integrity)

Remove
distractions or
reframe only when it doesn’t
misrepresent or change the
meaning of the image. Never rrop
out critical context (e.g., a.gun,
police badge, or protest sign).




WHAT NOT TO DO:

Forbidden Action

Why It's Unethical

Cloning objects or
people

g, Removing | Deceptive
= background | storytelling
= or elements
Composite Not factual unless
or double clearly labeled as art
exposures
f _ Heawy | Misleads viewers

W filters or
golor grading

and distorts mood

7~ Ethical Post-Processing
/ - Rule of Thumb:

“Iif it changes the story, don't touch it.




@ Genres & Approaches
& 1. Conflict / War Photography

Purpose:

To capture the raw,
unfiltered truth of war
and armed conflict.
Often harrowing, this
genre exposes the
human cost of violence,
the chaos of combat
and the resilience

of civilians.

Key Traits:

e On-the-ground
presence in active or
post-confiict zones

e High-risk conditions;
often working with
body armor and fixars

o Emphasis on civilians,
aftermath, and silent
moments between
battles

May focus on war crimes, displacement, or the
psychological toll of conflict



JAMES NACHTWEY

ICONIC PHOTOGRAPHER

Known for powerful images
from Rwanda, Irag, and

the Balkans

CHALLENGES

e Physical danger
(crossfire, kidnappping,
landmines)

e Ethical lines
(respecting victims'
dignity while showing
reality

IMAGE THEMES

e [njured combatants
and civilians

e Destroyed homes,
abandoned towns

e Refugees on the move

e Soldiers at rest or
In action




SOCIAL
ISSUES

PURPOSE: To shine a light on injustice,
inequality, systemic oppression, or hiidden
societal struggles. These stories go beyornd
headlines to give voice to the unseen and
unheard.

Poverty and
homelessness

LGBTQ+ struggles Incarceration and
judicial bias




PHOTOJOURNALISM

Goals

» Raise awareness
e Inspire activism
or policy change
e Humanize statistics

through personal
stories

Approach

e Emphasis on empathy

and dignity A mother working multiple

o Often requires long-term  jobs while raising children
access and trust

* Frequently published in
documentaries, zines,
and activist media

Image Examples

A youth shelter for LGBTQ+
teens

A protest for prison
reform




Environmental
Documentary

Purpose: To document the state of the
planet—from destruction to resilience.
Environmental photographers often show the
relationship between humans and nature,
and the impact of modern industry.

Core Focus Areas:

» Climate change (melting glaciers, wildfires,
droughts)
« Habitat loss (deforestation, overfishing, mining
 Pollution (plastic, oil spills, urban waste)
e Sustainability movements
and environmental defensers



Common Techniques

e Wide-angle shots
for scale

e Before-and-after
visual comparisons

e Use of drones
for aerial views

e Macro detalls of
pollution (e.q.
microplastics)

Ethical Edge:

Environmental documentary often blends
advocacy with journalism—balancing urgent
messaging with truth-telling.

Photographers to Explore:

e Cristina Mittermeier & Paul Nicklen (Sealegacy)
e Edward Burtynsky (industrial landscapes



Cultural / Anthropological

Purpose

To preserve, document, and celebrate cultural identities,
rituals, and ways of life—particularly those under threat
from modernization or displacement

Key Subjects

» Tribal ceremonies and dances

» Rural and indigenous communities
 Festivals and religious practices
 Traditional crafts, dress, and architecture

Approach

« Often done over long periods to build trust

« Deeply immersive and respectful of local customs
« Requires cultural sensitivity, patience, and humility



VISUAL STORYTELLING GUIDELINES

Use of natural light and
wide scenes to capture
ambience

Details (textures, colors,
heirlooms) that evoke
cultural richness

Ethical Notes

e Avoid exoticizing or
romanticizing ‘otherness’

e Always respect sacred rites
and taboos

Ethical Notes

o Portraits of elders,
artisans, and communitcy

o Always respect sacred rites
and taboos

e Be mindful of how photos
are shared or published

Fameus Project

Steve McCurry's Afghan Girl

Is one of the most iconic—
though ethically controverrsial—
examples of this genre.




Street Photojournalism

Purpose: e

To document
urban life in
motion—protests,
celebrations, daily
routine, poverty,
politics, and
everything in
between. It merges
artistic spontaneity
with journalistic
urgency.

Key Characteristics:

e Quick reactions, minimal gear
» Real-time documentation of city life
o Captures expressions, coincidences, and contrasts

Focus Areas:

o Political protests and civic unrest

e Public transportation scenes
 Homelessness and economi-disparity

e Youth culture, fashion, graffiti, subcultures



Popular Techniques

Zone focucing and
manual shooting

Using a 35mm or 50mm
lens to stay discreet

Shooting from the hip
for truly candid moments

Example
Photographers

Garry Winogrand

Joel Meyerowitz
Vivian Maier (posthumously)

Challenges

Navigating privacy laws
and public spaces

Staying alert in fast-
moving, often tense
environments




Long-Form Projects
& Hybrid Approaches

%% 6. Long-Form Projects

Purpose:

To deeply embed in a story or community over
time, offering evolving perspectives that short
assignments cannot. These projects become
visual chronicles of transformation, struggle,
or resilience.

Scope:

e Can last from several
months to decades

e FOCUSEeS on one
subject, family, village
or theme

e Buiids layers of trust,

access, and
complexity

Common Topics:

A recovering addict's life over 5 years

e The gentrification of a single neighborhood
A refugee child growing up in exile

« A community rebuilding after disaster



Format

Often published as photo
books, exhibits, visual
essays, or multimedia

May incorporate interviews
audio recordings, maps,
or handwritten notes

Strengths

Captures cause and effect
over time

Allows subject evolution
(not just momentary
snapshots)

Yields both intimacy and
insight

Example Projects = il

Born into Brothels -

Zana Briski’s long-term poject
with children of sex workers
in Kolkata

The Americans by

Robert Frank — a cross-aintry
examination of American
culture and identity




Hybrid & Emerging Approaches

Modern photographers often blend genres:

 Combining cultural anthropology with environmental focus
» Mixing street photography with social justice storytelling

» Using long-form projects to chronicle war survivors or
migration

Interactive & Multimedia
Extensions

* VR experiences of
refugee camps

* Web-based photo
essays with voiceovers

* Augmented reality
photo galleries

» Social media-first photo
series (e.g. Instagram
journalism)

New Frontiers

 Drone storytelling (e.g.
deforestation from above)

 Al-assisted archiving
of visual histories

» Collaborative storytelling |
(subjects becoming co-
creators)




Core Camera Body & Lenses

1. DSLR or Mirrorless Camera
with Silent Shutter

Why It Matters:

Documentary and
photojournalistic
work often
depends on being
unobtrusive,
responsive, and
reliable. A good
camera is your
tool for capturing
truth without
distraction.

Recommended Features:

 Silent Shutter Mode: Crucial for photographing in
sensitive environments (e.g., hospitals, courtrooms,
quiet rituals).

e Fast Autofocus: Essential when photographing
fleeting moments or subjects in motion.

o Weather Sealing: Important for working in unpredictable
or extreme environments like protests, floods, or deserts

e High ISO Capability: Enables shooting in low-light
without flash (e.g., night shelters, candle-lit ceremonlei).



DSLRs vs. Mirrorless

Type Advantage

DSLR Longer battery life,
robust feel,
exceilent optical
viewfinder

Mirrorless Smaller, lighter,
slient shooting,
better live preview

Examples CanonRG6G/
Nikon 26 Il

Sony A7 llI

Canon 5D Mark IV / Nikon D780
(DSLR)

Q Prime Lenses (35mm, 50mm)
Why It Matters:

Primes are often lighter, sharper,
and faster than zooms—ideal for
working discreetly and shooting
in natural light.

Focal Length BestUse

35mm Classic for street,
documentary, and environmental portraits—
wide enough for context, tight enough for inimacy.

50mm “ Standard” view close to human perspective.
|deal for portraits and general storytelling



Advantages:

Wider apertures
(f/1:4 or f/1,8)

let you shoot in
low light and
iselate subjects
with shallow

depth of field.

Compact and
lightweight.
reducing fatigue
during long shooting days.

Pro Tip:

Shooting with a fixed lens forces
you to move your feet; improving
your framing and engagement wit
the scene.



Zoom Lenses
(24-70mm, 70-200mm)

Why It Matters:

Zooms provide versatility—you can quickly adapt to
unfolding events without switching lenses, making
them ideal for fast-paced situations.

Top-Choices:

« 24-70mm /2.8: Great for
events, street scenes,
and portraits.
Covers wide-angle
to short telephoto.

e 70-200mm f/2.8:
Ideal for capturing
distant action—press
events, protests, or
emotional moments from afar

Advantages:

« Covers a wide focal range without compromising
image quality.

» Useful in dynamic environments where you can't
physically move closer (e.g. war zones, political prallies).

» Wide aperture ensures good performance in poor
lighting and enables beautiful subject-background
separation.



Additional Essentials

4. Fast Aperture ,!
(f/1,4 = f2.8)

Why It Matters:

A fast aperture allows you
to let in more light—critical

when you can't use flash. \i 14" 16

It also helps create selective \1518 88 1 4 22
focus, emphasizing the "8 556 2
subject while subtly blurring

the background.

Benefits:
e Shoot in dim environments (refugee camps, temples,
night markets)

 Highlight your subject emotionally by isolating them
from background clutter

e Adds visual drama and professionalism to your shots

Best Practices:

e Use f/1.4-f/2.0 for shallow depth and intimacy
(portraits, emotional moments)

e Use f/2.8 for general use while maintaining light
flexibility and detail sharpness




Dual Memory Card Slots

Why It Matters:

A technical failure could mean the loss of once-in-a-
lifetime images. Dual card slots offer real-time backup,
a must-have for serious documentary or
photojournalistic work.

PUSHIN
STUIN

REMOVE

Uses:

e Write RAW files to one card, JPEG to the other.

e Automatically backup images in case one card gets
corrupted.

e Enable faster workflow: assign video to one card,
photos to the other

Pro Tip: Always carry extra cards, formatted and
ready, especially on long shoots or travel assignments



External Microphone
(for Hybrid Shoots)

Why It Matters:

Today'’s visual storytelling often extends to multimidea—
short films, interviews, or behind-the-scenes clips, Clean,
high-quality audio is essential for hybrid photo/video
projects.

Ideal for:

e Recording interviews with subjects
e Capturing ambient sound for audio sliideshows
e Creating mini-documentaries or press packages

Recommended Gear:

e Shotgun Mic (e.g. Rode VideoMic): Focused sound,
minimal background noise.

e Lavalier Mic: For eapturing voice during interviews

o Audio Recorder (e.g. Zoom HS): Professional-grade
sound capture




Storytelling Framework
The 5 Core Shots of Visual Storytellling

Creating a powerful photo essay requires more than
Isolated, impressive images—it demands a nerra-
tive are. just like in flimmaking or writing. This
framework helps photographers build a cohesive,
emotionally resonant visual story

1. Establishing Shot—Where Are We?

Purpose:

To orient the
viewer by showing
the eminonment.
context, and tone
of the stary

What 1 Looks Like:

* Wide or viizra.
wirle compositian

* Includes landscape.
buildings, crowds
or geographic
markers

» Shows lighting, weather, or setting to
Indicate mood (eg., dusk at a a retugeee camp)




i Medium Shot
— What's Happening?

Purpose:

To show the subject interacting with the
environment or others, giving narrative depth

"

What It Looks Like:
* Waist-up-or fail-bodyframing
 Subjects in metion
or engaging with tools, &
psople, or sutroundings .
e Captures activity

without isolating it -
from context

'

ﬂ} .
-

b =
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Why It's Crucial: &
» Provides the story’s

“meat —what the
subject is doing
and why

e Helpsdevelop
empathy by- showmg
real moments:

Example: A nurse treati a patie
a vendor preparing food a chll -
studying in a.crowded class-oom.



3. Close-Up - What Do They Feel?

Purpose:

To humanize the story
by focusing on emotion,
detial, or a critical
symbolic element,

What it Looks Like:

« Tight shots of faces,
hands, rears, touls,
expressians.

« Captures emotions
like pain, joy, tdligue.
pride.

« May also show key
details. la protesters
sign, teligious relic, a bruised hands)

Why it’s Crucial;

« Connects the viewer emotionally

* Turns a general situation into a personal experience
* Allows the viewer to "look into the soul of the subject

Tip:

» Make sure the background doesn’t distract from the
emetional center. Use shallow depth of field it approp-
priate



Action Shot — What'’s the Energy?

Purpose

To show momentum,
struggle, change

or urgency—an image
that radiates life in motion.

What It Looks Like:

e Movement, marching feet,
fleeing people, dancing,
laboring

e Slight blur or frozen action |
(e g., water splashing,
hands clapping)

e Can be chaotic, vibrant,
or high-tension

Why It’s Crucial:

e Captures the pulse

of the moment Tip:

e Breaks the stillness of Use burst mode or h|gh
portraits or environmental shutter speed to freeze
shots critical moments (or

e Helps communicate slower shutter for motion
intensity, tension, blur effect).

or vitality



CLOSING SHOT -
WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

Purpose Wyh 1ts Crucial

To leave the viewer with « Provides emotional
reflection, closure, or a payoff or takeaway
lingering question. Thisis  « Encourages

often the emotional peak contemplation: “What
or resolution of the essay happens next?”

Why It’s Crucial

« A protester embracing
their child post-rally

A destroyed school
replaced with a
temporary tent
classroom

A subject’s silhouette
walking into the horizon




How These Shots Build
a Photo Essay

Establishing

Context and orientation

Medium
Narrative progression

Close-up

Emotional anchor

Action
Tension, drama, movement

Closing

| @ NN J Reflection, resolution

e Form a visual arc, like a short film or article
e Provide variety in pacing and emotion

e Allow the viewer to understand both the macro
and micro levels of the story



Ethical Guidelines

Informed Consent

Explanation: When photographing
individuals—especially children,the elderly,

or those affected by trauma, poverty, or
displacement—it is crucial to obtain permission.
Informed consent means the subject
understands who you are, what the photos

will be used for, and has the right to say no.

Consent should be verbal at minimum, and
documented in formal projects. In emergency
situations, photographers must balance
urgency with ethics, using discretion and later
seeking retroactive consent when possible.

Best Practice: Build trust first, introduce
yourself clearly, and explain the purpose.
Never pressure someone into being photogaphed.



No Staging

Explanation:

Documentary photography relies on truthful
representation. Manipulating a scene—by asking
someone to pose unnaturally, reenact an event, or
act out emotions—violates the integrity of the
moment.

v
€ X

While posed portraits with consent can have a
place in visual storytelling, they must be clearly
identified. Anything that changes the natural flow
of events without transparency risks

misleading viewers.

Best Practice:

If any image is not candid or spontaneous, clearly
disclose the method (e.g. caption: “portrait taken
after interview”)



Q) Avoid Stereotyping

\

Explanation

Images can perpetuate harmful narratives if they
reduce subjects to tropes (e.g. “the helpless refugee,’
“the angry protester’). Ethical photographers strive to
present people with complexity, agency, and dignity.
This means showing not only suffering but also
resilience, joy, daily life, and strength—capturing the
full humanity of the subject.

Best Practice

Diversify your lens. Include images that show multiple
sides of the story and challenge simplistic
assumptions.



Cultural Sensitivity

Photographers often work across
cultural, spiritual, or geographic
boundaries. Being unaware of
ritual restrictions, taboos, gender
roles, or privacy expectations can
cause deep offense—or even harg
the subject. |
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Best Practice: |
Do your research, ask-questions. and never
photograph sacred rituals. burial sites, or
private spaces without clear permission.



=4 Accuracy

Explanation:

Captions, metadata, and context shape how

a photo is interpreted. Mislabeling a location,
misstating a name, or manipulating background
elements can result in misinformation and
damage public trust.

Photographers must also refrain from editing
photos in a way that changes meaning—such
as removing people, altering lighting to change
mood, or misleadingly cropping.

Best Practice:

Be precise. Include names, dates, and verified
facts in your captions. Ensure post-processing
remains minimal and faithful to what you saw.



Historical Influencers

Dorothea Lange -The Great
Depression’s Human Face

Dorothea Lange is best
known for her haunting
Image “Migrant Mother,’
taken in 1936 during

the Dust Bowl.

Working with the U.S.
Farm Security
Administration, she
documented the lives
of displaced families,
sharecroppers, and
struggling workers.

Her portraits combined
technical brilliance with
empathy, giving a voice to the forgotten and
destitute. Lange’s work shifted public policy
by raising awareness through human-centured
imagery—a model that continues to influence
socially conscious photographers today.



¥ ROBERT CAPA - THE
BIRTH OF WAR PHOTOGRAPHY

A co-founder of Magnum Photos, Robert Capa is
famous for his dramatic, close-up images from
five major wars, including the Spanish Civil War
and World War Il. His motto, “If your pictures
aren't good enough, you're not close enough,’
embodied his fearless approach.

Capa’s blurred, emotionally charged shots broke
conventions, proving that impact mattered more
than perfection. His D-Day landing photos, taken
under heavy gunfire, remain among the most
visceral war images ever published.



Sebastiao Salgado:
The Epic Human Storyteller

Brazilian photographer Sebastiao Salgado is
renowned for his long-term, large-scale projects such
as Workers, Migrations, and Genesis. With a deep
commitment to social justice, his black-and-white
images capture the suffering, dignity, and strength of
humanity across continents.

His work often focuses on laborers, retugees, and
environmental themes, and blends documentary truth
with fine art aesthetics, setting a gold standard for
immersive photo essays that honor their subjects
over time.



W. Eugene Smith — The Master
of the Photo Essay

Smith revolutionized photojournalism through
deeply immersive essays in LIFE magazine. His
groundbreaking series, such as Country Doctor and
Minamata, offered intimate, layered insights into
individual lives and social crises.

Smith’s obsessive pursuit of visual storytelling,
often at great personal cost, demonstrated the
power of a multi-image narrative over a single
photograph. He laid the foundation for how modern

photo essays are structured, emotionally and
visually.



Lynsey Addario — Modern
Conflict Through a Gender Lens

Lynsey Addario is a Pulitzer Prize-winning
photojournalist known for her coverage of
conflict zones, maternal health, and gender
iInequality. From Afghanistan and Syria to
South Sudan, her images highlight the civilian
toll of war, especially on women and children.

Her work stands out for Its courage, intimacy,
and unflinching honesty, showing that female
photographers are critical in shaping the
visual record of 21st-century global issues.



Skills to Develop

Visual Literacy
(Context & Symbolism)

Visual literacy is the ability to read, interpret, and
communicate meaning through images. In documentary
work, it's not just about what you see—but what it
represents. A good photographer understands cultural
cues, visual metaphors, and underlying context, and uses
these to create images that speak volumes.

For example, photographing a worn-out flag, an empty
chair, or a half-finished meal can carry emotional and
narrative weight, depending on the story being told. This
skill helps ensure your images go beyond documentation—
they resonate.



Narrative Building

Arranging Images for Flow

A powerful photo story depends not only on strong
individual images but on how they’re arranged.
Narrative building involves selecting, sequencing,
and presenting photos in a way that mirrors trhec
arc of a written story—with a beginning, middle,
climax, and end.

Developing this skill means knowing when to lead
with a wide shot, when to include emotional close-ups,
and how to guide the viewer’s emotional journey
through the story.




Patience and Anticipation

Many of the best documentary photos are not
planned—they are waited for. Cultivating patlience
means spending time in the field, getting
comfortable with the slow pace of real life, Anying
that a powerful mornent may come after hours of

nothing.

Anticipation goes hand-in-hand, you learn to read
body languege, energy skifts, and subtle cuss

that stand| when comething meaningful is abddlio
to happen. Together, these skills allow you to be in
the right place at the right time—ready, not reactive.




4. Interpersonal
Trust-Building

Trust is the bridge between subject and
photographer. Without it, your images may
feel distant or performative. Building rapport
Involves listening deeply, respecting
boundaries, and often investing time before
ever taking a photo.

This is especially vital in sensitive contexts-
suchas photographing victims, refugees, or
marginalized communities. Trust results in
authentic access, and allows subjects to share
their story on their terms, which elevates

the integrity of your work.



FIELD SAFETY
AWARENESS

Fieldwork often means navigating unpredidcable
environments, from conflict zones and protests to
remote regions and natural disasters, Safety awarenss
includes both personal safety (avoiding physical harm,
travel planning) and subject safety (not putting
someone at risk by photographing them).

Photographers should be trained in basic first aid,
understand risk assessment, and know when not to
take a photo—because no image is worth someone’s
life or natal-being.



Cover a Local Event
(Market, Protest, Festival)

Why It Works:

Local events are
dynamic, unpredictable,
and full of compelling
moments. Whether it's
a bustling street
market, a music
festival, or a peaceful
protest, these
environments challenge
you to work quickly,
find meaning in chaos,
and tell a story in real
time.

How to Practice

 Arrive early to scout
the scene and
understand the flow.

e Capture a variety of shots: establishing wide shots,
medium shots of activity, close-ups of key
participants, and emotional moments

» Respect privacy, especially during protests or
political events—avoid photographing vulnerable faces
unless it's safe and ethical to do so




Start a Personal
Documentary Project

Why It Works:

Long-term, personal
projects allow you to
build trust, slow down,
and explore deeper
narratives. You'll learn
how to maintain
consistency, develop
a theme, and build
emotional connection
through visuals.

Ideas to Explore:

e A portrait series of your elderly neighbor,
documenting their routines, memories, or past.

 The daily life of a local craftsman or street vendor.

e An exploration of your own family history or
hometown culture

What You’ll Learn:

e Patience, planning, and narrative structure.
e How to handle consent and gain intimate access.
e Emotional sensitivity iIn image-making



Join Workshops or Courses
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Why It Works:

Formal workshops
provide feedback from
professionals, exposure
to diverse methods,
and the chance to
network with other
photographers.

Recommended
Platforms:

 NatGeo Expeditions & Courses - Offers real-world
storytelling instruction from seasoned
photojournalists.

« VIl Academy - Focuses on visual storytelling for
social impact, often offering scholarships for
underrepresented voices

+ ICP (International Center of Photography) - Offers in-
depth courses both in-person and online, covering
documentary ethics, technique, and editing

Pro Tip:

Apply for mentorship programs or portfolio reviews to
get targeted guidance on improving your documentary
voice.



Pitch a Photo Story to
Local Outlets or Blogs

Why It Works:

Sharing your work publicily creates accountability,
motivation, and real-world feedback. It also begins
your journey into editorial publishing and
strengthens your portfolio.

Steps to Take:

 |dentify a relevant, local issue or story that
hasn’t been heavily covered.

e Create a photo essay or short multimedia piece
(5-10 images with captions).

 Write a short pitch explaining why the story
matters, what your access is, and how the visuals
support it.



