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Sports Photographs Are Everywhere! 
 
Outstanding sports images taken by professionals are seen almost everywhere—
newspapers, magazines, billboards, online and advertisements. Their omnipresence 
sometimes lends the impression that excellent sports shots are easy to take, especially if 
you are just photographing your kid’s soccer team on a lovely weekend afternoon with 
your DSLR and a kit lens. That initial assumption is quickly proven wrong for most 
photographers after they start reviewing the many blurry and mis-aimed images later 
that evening, 
 
As one who started taking sports photographs after decades of shooting other things 
(landscapes, macros, events, products), I’ve found that creating good sports photos is 
among the most challenging types of photography I’ve ever done. It is also highly 
satisfying. 
 
My advice here is aimed at people who desire to use their DSLRs and telephoto lenses 
to expand their skills. Many of you are parents with athletic kids who are just entering 
organized youth sports leagues. Some of you may be aiming to kickstart your 
photographic career by selling images to the local newspapers or parents. I’m assuming 
you possess an intermediate level of knowledge about photography, and you know how 
your camera works. 
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Local youth sports provide plenty of opportunities for photography. The objective is to 
both freeze action and capture the emotion of competition. 
 
Photo by Michael Elenko, Eye In The Triangle Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 7D, EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L, USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 
800, available light, aperture priority, 150mm, 1/2000th sec at f4.5 
 
 

Still Photos vs. Video 
 
For many sports followers, the majority of images we absorb stem from television or 
video captures. All this rich input can shape our perceptions about what constitutes a 
good sports photograph. There’s value in noting the differences between photographs 
and video because it helps narrow your scope of work as a photographer and begins the 
process of flushing those video images from your mental database. 
 
The purpose of a video capture of a sporting event is somewhat different from the 
approach favored by a still photographer. Video is apt for capturing a broad scope of 
movement. From a perch on high, you can fit most of the soccer pitch in the screen and 
follow fluid passes between players in the myriad ways the ball travels during the game. 
While one can quickly zoom in to a particular area or play, during a broadcast that's 
often accomplished seamlessly by using multiple cameras, one capturing the big 10,000-
foot view, the others on the goalkeeper's area and the corner kick. 
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Later, scenes can be replayed and paused instantly. All this makes video serve as a stellar 
teaching tool. Compared with still photography, however, the relentless stream of 
moving imagery makes it harder to burn an indelible image into the viewer's mind.  
From this void originates the heart of your mission as a sports photographer: to create indelible 
images. 
 
 
 

 
 
An unforgettable moment for a team and the community. 
 
Photo by John Sage, Finchhaven Digital Photography 
 
Image info: Canon EOS 1DM4, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 6400, 
available light, manual exposure, 1/320th sec at f5.6 
  

Global Passion For Sports 
 
Let’s start by examining what encompasses sports photography.  The Olympics always 
demonstrates how huge sports are and how much passion sports fans possess globally. 
Love of sports is equally intense locally as vocal audiences turn out for events from 
cricket to wrestling in villages and cities everywhere.   
 
Most of us immediately think of sports images as being action shots—and many are—
but our job as photographers is to illuminate all the interactions happening in front of 
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us. That includes emotions reflected in the faces of both players and fans. These feelings 
are the glue that binds sports fans everywhere. 
 

 
You can almost feel the intensity reflected by the coach and his players during a local 
high school basketball game. An image like this rekindles memories of our own days of 
playing sports in school. 
 
Photo by John Sage, Finchhaven Digital Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 1DM4, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 6400, 
available light, manual exposure, 1/1000th sec at f3.2 
 
 

Understanding Your Audience and Your 
Limitations 
 
I would advise treating the sporting event as a personal assignment. During a typical 
game there is simply too much going on for you to capture everything, so you need to 
prioritize your efforts. This constraint forces you to do some planning.  
 
Part of your preparation is mental: decide who are your audiences and determine what 
they would like to see. Many of us think of sports matches strictly in terms of scoring, 
winning, and losing. Your audience, however, may have other goals in mind. 
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My former employer, a large corporation, used to have me photograph their soccer 
team that was composed of employees. The matches against other corporations 
featured very high quality performances with pride and bragging rights at stake. 
Sometimes we played in the same stadium that is used by our local major league 
American football and soccer teams.   
 
At first my shooting plan was to stay by a goal and capture the exciting scoring and 
defensive plays--after all that’s how the magazines do it. If I caught a great header on a 
corner kick then it was wonderful. I realized however, that my employer’s needs were 
to publish these photos in a human resources professional magazine as part of a story 
highlighting employee morale. 
 
So my real job was to highlight the contributions of each and every player, the volunteer 
coaching staff, and our fellow employees cheering loudly in the bleachers. 
 
The same can be said for photographing your kid’s soccer team. Of course you want to 
capture that diving save by your daughter the goalkeeper, but you also want to 
photograph all the other kids playing hard too. Their parents are also going to be 
looking at your shots online. And the opposing team’s families will be too. 
 

Learning the Game 
 
Another challenge with sports photography is learning enough about what you are 
shooting so that you can anticipate the action. I, like many of you, grew up playing and 
watching traditional American sports like baseball, football, and basketball. Soccer (called 
football everywhere else), however, is what my kids (and most other kids around here) 
play now. It took a YouTube crash course and many conversations with soccer fanatics 
to understand the basic flow of the game. 
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Anticipate the action. Three seconds prior to the shot, I knew that this would be a close 
play at the plate and was able to frame the scene accordingly. 
 
Photo by Michael Elenko, Eye In The Triangle Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 7D, EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L, USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 
400, available light, aperture priority, 100mm, 1/6000th sec at f5.6 
 

Practice and Exercise 
 
My suggestion is to treat shorts photography as a sport itself that requires practice and 
exercise. Shooting a fast moving game like basketball requires the ability to adjust a 
zoom to frame the action as it happens. You simultaneously need steady hand and eye 
coordination to freeze what’s happening. That’s not easy. 
 
You also need to be strong enough to hold a five-pound camera-plus-lens combination 
steady for the two hours of the event.  To prevent shakes and slippage that will ruin 
your shots, exercise with weights to build up your shoulders and arms. 
 
Image stabilization technology in the lens is not a shortcut to success here. I disable the 
function on my lenses because it slows operations down too much. 
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Equipment 
 
With most types of photography, obtaining a high-quality image depends more on the 
individual photographer’s skill rather than the equipment used to capture the image.  
Excellent sports photography however, requires this balance to be shifted more in favor 
of gear—heavy and expensive gear at that.   
 
A DSLR camera body requires a minimum of 5 FPS (frames per second). Equally 
critical is that the camera must have a predictive AF system that is configurable. For a 
weekend sports shooter, I would recommend a cropped-sensor camera such as a 
Canon 7D Mark II or a Nikon D500. So-called full-frame cameras such as the Canon 5D 
Mk III and the Nikon D750 are very good for sports, though they lack the higher frame-
per-second rate of the leading sports-centric models. 
 
A grip can be super valuable for sports shooters. Long telephoto lenses are relatively 
heavy and gravity tends to pull things down during shooting. A grip provides better 
balance and control when using heavy telephoto lenses. Many will also boost the frame-
per-second rate of your camera. Plus you always have a spare battery (if you keep them 
charged!) 
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A grip provides better balance and control when using heavy telephoto lenses. Many will 
also increase the frame-per-second rate of your camera. 
 
 
Lenses—for both indoor and outdoor sports you will need a lens that has quick, 
accurate, and reliable auto-focusing.  Some lenses that are valuable for indoor sports 
can differ significantly from lenses for outdoor sports. 
 
A very fast lens is necessary for indoor sports because lighting inside gyms and sports 
centers, especially in small venues, is often dismal. It is also inconsistent among 
communities.  
 
Most zoom lenses don't get faster than f2.8, so sometimes a single focal length lens that 
is two stops faster will be the best solution. Bear in mind that your goal is to freeze 
action with the fewest possible artifacts. This assumes you won’t be able to use a flash 
as it is not allowed in many indoor competitions involving kids (see Flash Equipment 
below). 
 
For volleyball, gymnastics, and basketball I recommend an 85mm f1.8 lens to start. Make 
sure that the lens' AF capabilities are fast and accurate. Both 35mm or 50mm f1.4 lenses 
can capture closer in action shot from baselines. 
 
Recommended zooms include the classic 70-200mm f2.8 models sold by a few brands. 
Sometimes this range is a little too long for cropped-sensor DSLRs as that lens’ focal 
range was designed for 35mm format bodies originally. To ensure closer coverage, I 
favor a 50-135mm f2.8 which is sold by Tokina and Pentax.  
 
Outdoor events played on long, wide grounds generally require a minimum focal 
length of 300mm.  There are many affordable 70-300mm f5.6 zooms available. These 
will serve as a good starter lens to help you gauge whether you want to pursue sports 
photography for future seasons. While the AF on these lenses is often too slow to 
freeze action in gloomier weather conditions, you should be able to get enough good 
shots during a sunny outing.  
 
Your percentage of dramatic shots will increase greatly when using a longer focal length. 
Most lenses that reach 400mm or longer are more professionally oriented. The 
autofocus is quieter, significantly faster, and more accurate. Weather resistance is 
tighter too. Of course this also means that better lenses are more expensive, larger, and 
heavier.  
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The Canon EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L IS II USM Autofocus Lens provides a wide focal 
range for many outdoor sports. 
Image: Canon 
 
During the past few years high-quality, affordable superzoom telephotos have suddenly 
entered the market. Tamron and Sigma both make very good 150-600mm f5-6.3 zooms 
that can cover large field sports like soccer and lacrosse. When coupled with newer 
DSLR bodies that can shoot at very high ISO, these lenses can be a bargain.   
 
For a seasoned photographer shooting community sports outside there are many 
choices available. In addition to the Tamron and Sigma superzooms noted above, 
consider the Canon L 100-400mm f 4.5-5.6. Mark II (the original version is still available 
and is quite good for a lesser price), the newer Nikon AF-S FX 80-400mm f4.5-5.6G ED 
VR, or the Nikon AF-S FX Nikkor 200-500 f5.6E ED VR. You will be able to cover both 
near action and longer shots up to 65 meters away.  
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The newer version Nikon AF-S FX 80-400mm f4.5-5.6G ED VR provides a wide focal 
range for many outdoor sports and fast AF capability. 
Image: Nikon 
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Both Tamron and Sigma make nearly identical 150-600mm f5-6.3 superzoom lenses with 
stabilization. The quality of these lenses is surprisingly high and the price a bargain under 
US $1200. 
Image: Tamron 
 
The use of flash equipment is banned from youth sports in many areas of the US as 
a safety measure. Some believe that players can get distracted or temporary blinded by a 
discharging strobe, especially indoors. As some localities do allow it, consider using flash 
with an attached diffuser which will soften the light for everyone. My advice is to see if 
you can access a team practice and then test whether it affects the athletes. 
 
Outdoor applications of artificial lighting are more allowable, but it is wise to check the 
league policies prior. The challenge of using flash with sports is that the maximum synch 
speed at full power is 1/250 per second for most DSLRs. Also the effective reach of 
most smaller flashes is only a few yards. 
 
That said, I’ve seen some fantastic sports shots with flash. While sophisticated flash 
setups are beyond the scope of the article, the key tools you should pursue are HSS 
(High Speed Synch) and a sports snoot. 
 
The value of a weather-and dust-resistant DSLR camera body is dependent on your 
shooting environment. I work in the moist US Pacific Northwest and appreciate the 
peace of mind offered by weather resistance when I’m mercilessly exposed to the 
elements on a wretched November morning!  
 
There is a bit of illusion involved here, however, as some expensive long lenses are not 
particularly weather resistant. A waterproof sleeve will cover your lens and camera 
body effectively while not interfering with your shooting movements.  For one-time 
use I recommend the Op/Tech SLR Rainsleeve.  Longer lasting products are 
constructed of heavy-duty fabric. I really like the FotoSharp Pro Camera Rain Cover.  
Remember to use a lens hood to prevent raindrops from hitting your lens’ front 
element.  
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The Op/Tech Rainsleeve provides inexpensive weather resistance. The thin plastic will 
only last for about two uses in the field. 
Image: Op/Tech 
 
 
Finally, get a pair of fingerless gloves—they are often sold for archery—as they will ward 
off numbness and help ensure better control of zoom lenses in the wet cold weather. 
Newer so called “digital” gloves intended for use with smartphones can provide enough 
control for operating most camera and lenses while covering your fingertips. 
 
How about image stabilization (IS) or vibration reduction (VR)? 
 
I find that IS adds a half second delay to image capture, so for action shots it is disabled. 
When capturing players faces during lulls in action, the value of IS shines. 
 
Charge! A camera's performance will reach its published specification on a charged 
battery. Always have two freshly charged batteries--one as a backup. 
 
Newer higher performance cameras can process image data faster than the capabilities 
of older memory cards. A minimum card speed of 133X should ensure that your 
gear is working in synch. Faster cards are also critical for video. I only purchase well-
known brands. 
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A tripod and a monopod should be in every photographer's tool bag. They provide 
stability and promote sharp photographs. Their value for shooting sports depends on a 
number of factors. If you are in a stationary position and photographing predictable 
objects such as racing cars going around a curve, then a camera support will ensure a 
tight frame. 
 
A lightweight monopod can also relieve the muscle strain of hoisting a heavy camera and 
long lens for several hours.  
 
Camera supports can be a hindrance for some photographers. They tend to limit your 
vertical mobility and may not be the best fit for sports like football that involve random 
up and down movements by both the ball and the players. 
 
I use my monopod about 25% of the time, especially when my shooting position is lower 
to the ground (see below). My aging knees are very thankful. 
 

Your Special Perspective 
 
What should distinguish you as a sports photographer is the special perspective you 
bring to each event.  A fair number of “sports” photographers proudly show me 
pictures taken from their seats that are about 24 rows up from the field. Even with a 
decent telephoto, the players on the field comprise only an eighth of the frame and all 
you can see are the numbers on their backs. These are snapshots and not sports 
photographs because the perspective is the same as if the viewer was in the stands, and 
in fact, he or she was!  
 
Good sports photography enables people to see things they cannot see from their seats. 
What really matters in sports photography--especially youth and community sports 
photography--are the freezing of action, and the capturing of emotion on the faces of 
the players. In the heat of the game, most spectators watch the ball and the people 
around the ball.  They are not able perceive the fleeing intensity, frustration, and joy 
reflected in a player’s face. 
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As a sports photographer, you are providing a memorable image that simply cannot be 
taken by a spectator in the stands. 
 
Photo by John Sage, Finchhaven Digital Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 1DM4, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 6400, 
available light, manual exposure, 1/1000th sec at f3.2 
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Logistics 
 
The best way to help ensure you can fill your viewfinder with action is to shoot as close 
as workable during games.  Working the sidelines will get you the most opportunities, 
however, you also will be attracting attention. I strongly recommend you introduce 
yourself to the game referees prior to the start so they know who you are and what 
you are doing.  Always have a few extra business cards that communicate you are 
“serious.” Consider meeting with the league directors prior to the start of the season; 
you may even become licensed as the official photographer. 
 
Now that you are a legitimate sideline shooter you need to learn the lay of the land and 
your place in it.  You do not want to interfere with either the game or spectators’ 
enjoyment of the game. This means being aware of your immediate surroundings during 
the event so that if you have to quickly back off to fit in close action you don’t end up 
doing a backflip into the bleachers or tripping on a water bottle and falling onto the 
court. 
 
You also need to study the movement of the light across the field prior to the game so 
you are avoiding shadows or direct sunshine as much as possible during the game. It’s 
also better to be mobile. I like to roam the sidelines to accommodate the changing pace 
of a game. If one team is dominating, then I expect more to be happening on one end of 
the field, and I can predict my targets accordingly. 
 

Managing Big Spaces 
 
Soccer, American football, lacrosse, baseball, cricket, and rugby are among the popular 
sports that are played on fields over 110 meters long. That’s a lot of space. So it is 
unreasonable to expect to capture all the action during the game from any vantage 
point.  
 
Thus it is important to know the limitations of your lenses and where your shots will hit 
the sweet spot for quality. 
 
 
Lens Focal 
Length 

Crop-Sensor 
Camera FOV 

Maximum 
Distance From 
5.25 Ft Child 

Total Arc of 
Distance Coverage 
on Field 

200mm 300mm 22 meters 44 meters 
300mm
  

450mm 34 meters 68 meters 

400mm 600mm 45 meters 90 meters 
500mm 750mm 56 meters 112 meters 

 
Table 1 Distances for child to fill the frame by telephoto lenses an APS-C cropped-sensor DSLR 
held horizontally. 
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Consider limiting your shooting to the range for which your lens excels. Focus on a 
single player for an extended time. Capture her concentration and her great pass 
afterward. How did the opponent react? And how was her coach’s excitement 
demonstrated? Try to include in the frame her family who is intently watching in the 
background. 
 
You can attempt to “zoom in” by performing drastic cropping in software. Sometimes 
this works well, especially if there is sufficient megabyte “headroom” in your camera’s 
image files. Often though, you will be merely magnifying blurry focusing caused by either 
camera shake or the use of an average quality zoom lens. 
 
 

Techniques and Choices 
 
 
RAW vs. JPEG This is a tough one. Because cameras process jpegs faster, action is 
captured faster. You will also be able to fit more images on your memory card. Your 
post-processing time should be lessened with jpeg files. If you have a deadline, this is an 
important difference.  
 
These advantages of the jpeg format have to be balanced with the superior image 
rendering of RAW data by software. If accurate white balance is critical to your needs—
and it often matters for indoor events, then RAW capture is recommended. 
 
Ultimately it may come down to the performance factors of your camera. There is a 
significant difference in the capture ability of 3 FPS vs. 7 FPS.  If a jpeg file format will 
give your camera that extra boost, then use it.  
 
 
Horizontal vs. Vertical Because sports fields are wide, our initial reaction is to 
shoot everything in a horizontal orientation. The more we can fit into the frame, the 
better. We are also conditioned by watching sports on TV through which all 
programming is oriented horizontally. As a sports photographer, however, your job is 
to create an image that engages attention. Shoot vertically to fill the frame effectively 
with sharp compelling action. This is excellent for showing an individual’s determination 
and athleticism. 
 
You can also crop a vertical slice out of your horizontal capture to produce a similar 
effect. 
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A vertical orientation adds a sense of scale and concentrated energy to the capture of 
athletic performance. 
 
Photo by John Sage, Finchhaven Digital Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 1DM4, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 6400, 
available light, manual exposure, 1/320th sec at f3.2 
  
Staying Low Refrain from holding the camera above kids and aiming down at them. It 
lends a subtle condescending tone and sameness to all shots. Stay on your knees when 
following action, or set a monopod to be even with what’s going on in the game. Your 
shots will reveal a special intimacy with the game. 
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Shooting from a low perspective brings more dimensionality to the image and helps 
viewers feel like they are part of the game. 
 
Photo by Michael Elenko, Eye In The Triangle Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 7D, EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L, USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 
800, available light, aperture priority, 100mm, 1/6000th sec at f4.5 
 
 
Watch the game through the viewfinder. Resist the instinctive pull to lower 
the camera and watch your kid--you will see more of your star and capture her 
performance by using your camera. 
 
Use autofocus for fast-paced sports that have a large degree of unpredictable 
action. Manual focus may work, but your number of “keepers” will be far lower for the 
effort put forth. 
 
Configure your auto-focusing system for sports and use the correct 
predictive AF setting. Suggested settings for each camera brand can be found on 
SportsShooter.com and Photo.net. I prefer using a center focus point surrounded by 4-9 
expanded points. 
 
Learn “back button” focusing. Many DSLRs let you decouple autofocusing from 
the shutter button. The autofocusing function can then be transferred to the AF button, 
which is found within your thumb’s reach on the back of the camera body.  This allows 
your camera to activate the shutter without the delay of autofocusing. You choose 
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when to trigger the AF. I find that I can obtain more frozen action images using this 
approach. 
 
Minimize depth of field by using AV mode. I prefer using the AV (aperture 
preferred) mode for sports, though M (manual) works too.  A minimal DOF makes for 
better shots as backgrounds common to sports venues are distracting. Players appear 
more three-dimensional as well.   
 
The key is maintaining a minimum shutter speed of 1/750 per second for freezing action. 
Do adjust ISO as necessary, and it’s OK to go higher. Viewers’ expectations are more 
forgiving about noise artifacts with sports shots vs. fine art. 
 
 
Get the ball in the frame for many action shots. The ball is a natural magnet 
for viewers’ eyes and its existence in the shot shows that you are in the game. Expose 
shots for player’s faces, and try to include their eyes in the frame. People cannot capture 
this detail with their point-and-shoots or phones from the stands.   
 
People's backs are boring--unless something beyond is compelling within the 
frame. 
 
Backgrounds can make or break a shot. The area behind your main subject is the 
background. Most local sports venues have lousy, ugly, distracting backgrounds. 
Bleachers, bystanders, trash cans, scoreboard posts all mar what’s going on in the frame. 
Having a faster lens can blur the backgrounds enough to lessen their visual interference. 
If you have the luxury of time you can blur or darken backgrounds, or even clone away 
objectionable items using software.  
 
Take the background into account if you are shooting portraits of players and coaches. 
 

Telling Your Story Intelligently 
 
There are many stories you can convey before, during, and after the sporting event.  
The duty to report what is happening should guide your efforts.  This journalistic 
perspective should be tempered with sensitivity if you are photographing children, 
especially if your audience includes friends and acquaintances in your community. 
 
By documenting a player's hard effort, you are making them look as "good" as possible. 
This transcends goals or victories. At the same time, you also want to minimize shots of 
kids getting hurt or kids in pain on the field--it's just a little too sensational to me.  That 
said, photographs of kids looking frustrated or disappointed after a close defeat or 
missed goal can convey powerful feelings that we all relate to. 
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Placement of the subject within the front third of the frame while the line recedes in the 
out-of-focus background effectively communicates the graceful movement one feels 
when riding a bicycle. 
 
Photo by David Weller 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 5DM2, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 400, 
available light, aperture priority, 200mm, 1/640th sec at f4 
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Workflow For Better Story Telling 
 
During a typical youth soccer match I'll shoot about 1300 frames. Of these, between 90 
and 120 images tell the whole story.  The key to illustrating what happened is to build a 
strong sequence of pictures that convey the different threads or sub-stories that 
happened too quickly for real-time comprehension by most mortals.   
 
Even if you shoot 100 images, allow yourself many viewings so that you better 
understand what you have captured. Every week there are a dozen shots that reveal 
more detail than I--or other non-players--can recall. These revelations will help you 
refine the story you want to share. 
 
To sift and sort through your photos quickly, I recommend using image management 
software such as Lightroom, Aperture, Capture One or Affinity Photo.  A top-notch 
image browser such as Photo Mechanic works well when you have to quickly cull 
thousands of image files. 
 
Post-event, my first review of all images solely aims to eliminate bad shots. These are 
instances where I totally missed the action, the AF was misapplied, or backs and ankles 
dominate. It's better to be ruthless here, so delete away. 
 
The next step is to flag all possible pictures that tell your stories. The objective here is 
to help recognize the bigger themes of the event. About half of these shots will 
eventually make it to the final set. At this point in the editing process it's important to 
see complete sequences, so I pick freely. At the same time, I also five-star the few 
awesome shots that simply jump off the screen. 
 
Many team sports events unfold with organic sequences that you will capture. Most 
likely there will be too many redundant shots that will weaken your story and bore your 
audience. Your task for the final round of editing is to remove as many shots as possible 
while keeping the story intact and compelling. It's a highly subjective activity, but one I 
find rewarding.  
 
Some sports like golf are more individually oriented by nature.  They don't involve 
complex processes and associated sequences of actions by multiple players. For these 
sports, your story telling may be relatively straight forward and your editing job less 
complicated. 
 

Starting Post Production 
 
Once the final set is established, the work of post production begins. The most critical 
activity involves cropping away the dead spaces within the frame. The backgrounds of 
most sports venues are unattractive, so you want to minimize the real estate given to 
them. It's also quite OK to crop away other players who are merely tangential to the 
critical scene at hand--even if they are players on the same team. 



	22	

 

 
Be creative with possibilities. A vertical slice made this a winner from a crooked 
horizontal original.  
 
Photo by Michael Elenko, Eye In The Triangle Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 7D, EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L, USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 
400, available light, aperture priority, 310mm, 1/2000th sec at f5.6 
 
Your story should be told in an aesthetically pleasing way. This is where knowledge of 
photographic composition is highly valuable. It helps to be familiar with the Rule of Thirds, 
the Golden Ratio, and the Golden Mean. 
 
Most of the time I crop an image while maintaining the camera's native aspect ratio (3:2 
for most brands of DSLRs). This also helps ensure that images are easy to print and 
frame for clients. Sometimes a square crop works. 
 
Cropping so many images can be very time consuming. One advantage of a tool like 
Lightroom is that the same crop can be applied to multiple images with a few mouse 
clicks. 
 
A lot of new sports photographers are so fixated on capturing action that they overlook 
how crooked their horizons are. It is critical to correct these mistakes; otherwise they 
impart an amateurish feel to the shots. 
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Crooked pictures are unavoidable--especially as your arms suffer fatigue over the 
duration of the sporting event. Quickly moving the camera to capture new exciting 
action will result in skewed shots. Straight lines from field markings and background 
buildings will reveal how off your aim was.  
 
Fortunately, these errors are mostly fixable using software. Simply align a vertical 
structure such as a goal post or horizontal true fence line with the grid provided by the 
software straightening tool as you gently rotate the shot so that it squares. Lightroom 
has a useful Auto straighten tool that for my shots is accurate about 75% of the time.  
 
Sometimes you must fit in a player at the edge of the frame who would otherwise be 
cropped out by a straightness correction. It’s better to show a slightly skewed shot, 
then no shot at all. 
 

 
Sports shooting can also be artful. The photographer anticipated the approach of 
bicyclists in an event and included a scenic view in the finished shot. 
 
Photo by David Weller 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 5DM2, 70-200mm f2.8L IS USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 400, 
available light, aperture priority, 120mm, 1/800th sec at f6. 
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Completing Post Production 
 
The remaining post-production work can take much time as well, so use the right 
software to streamline your steps.  The key controls for post-production work are the 
following: 
 
White Balance: Often sports events have you shooting in poor lighting--both indoor and 
outside--which make obtaining a pleasing color balance very challenging. Once you have 
the sliders right for the particular scene, learn how to quickly apply the same values to 
other very similar scenes. 
 
Highlights and Shadows: Harsh afternoon autumn light can bisect a playing field in two, 
creating very difficult shooting conditions. One player in a scene will be too bright and 
his teammate barely recognizable in the shadows. This is further compounded by the 
capability of uniforms and equipment to reflect glare that can look quite harsh on 
screen. Conversely, uniforms with swaths of black or dark blue fabric can create muddy 
areas in an image in an otherwise well-lit scene. 
 
Judicious use of the Highlight, Shadows, and Darks sliders can bring more dimensionality 
to the players’ bodies. I find these controls to be more precise than simply moving the 
Exposure slider. 
 

 
Proper post-processing for shadows can salvage an image that many would discard  
 
Photo by Michael Elenko, Eye In The Triangle Photography 
 
Image Info: Canon EOS 7D, EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L, USM zoom lens, handheld; ISO 
400, available light, aperture priority, 105mm, 1/2000th sec at f4.5 
Caption:  
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Sharpening, Noise Reduction, and Clarity: All RAW images require a good amount of 
sharpening and noise reduction. Outdoor shooting is much more forgiving with noise, 
so I put more emphasis on getting a sharp image. Clarity is a big help here too. For 
indoor events, try to minimize the noise without turning everyone's face into plastic 
goo. Obtaining a proper white balance will help. 
 
Applying the same sharpening, noise reduction, and clarity settings to all your shots of 
the same event will increase your efficiency at post-processing. You can always tweak 
images to your satisfaction later. 
 

Getting Your Work Seen 
 
Now that you’ve put all that effort into creating wonderful sports images, the rest of the 
world deserves some looks.  While you want to make it as easy as possible for people 
to view your shots, additional requirements should be considered. 
 
Presentation—there are numerous websites where you can upload your finished 
images. All of them should enable you to send a simple link for friends and family to click 
on for each match’s photographs. 
 
Generally, sites are either free to use or they charge a subscription.  The former tend 
to have limits on the number and size of images that can be both uploaded by the 
photographer and downloaded by users.   
 
If you are sharing a small number of photographs for a very limited time, then a free site 
may meet your needs quite well. 
 
I’ve been using a paid site for many years because it allows me to customize the screen 
with my own branding and design. You can also have your own Internet domain. Most 
importantly, there are zero advertisements. I feel that having advertising surrounding 
your images (and notification emails to customers and friends) cheapens your work.  
 
Security—A significant benefit to a hosting site such as Smugmug or Zenfolio is that 
you can password-protect specific galleries. Many parents of pre-teens are concerned 
(rightly or wrongly) about photos being out there as bait to the creeps of the world. 
Password-only access helps build trust. Generally, this becomes less of an issue as kids 
grow older and their athletic exploits published in the press serves as bragging material 
for the parents. 
 
Sales—It’s your choice whether to charge for your images or not. It is common for 
photographers to charge for printed photographs. Many sites are designed for these 
kind of transactions, often with a percentage of sales going to the photographer and the 
remainder to the site and print shop. The advantage is that the print shop mails the 
finished print to the client instead of you having to deal with printing, travel, and 
postage. 
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Some sites also allow you to control how the digital file is distributed. You can choose 
to sell high-resolution downloads to clients and let them handle printing on their own.  
The screen image that clients see on your site looks OK, but it only has enough 
resolution to produce a decent print about two inches square.  
 
You should also consider overlaying a semi-discreet watermark with your copyright or 
brand on every image you post online. This is more for brand promotion and less for 
thwarting theft. 
 
Publicity—Many youth sports leagues subscribe their teams to a web-based service 
that features game results, standings, schedules, and team rosters. Often there are 
placeholders on the specific team pages for photographs. You may be able to place your 
individual shots there or even post a link to one of your online gallery pages. A team 
coach or manager can share site administrator privileges with you.   
 
Other long-established ways of having your work seen is by either selling them to the 
local newspapers, or just offering them in exchange for a credit line.  There are also 
localized online editions of metro publications and community websites that will gladly 
show high schools sports pictures to demonstrate their “roots.” 
 
An easy way to publicize your work is to use social media such as Facebook, Pinterest, 
and Instagram.  Cool shots from each week’s games can be posted with a follow-up link 
to your own site. 
 
Thank you—My goal is to update this article as technology and trends evolve over 
time. Feel free to contact me at michael.elenko@comcast.net if you have questions. I 
hope this has been valuable. 
 
About the author: Michael Elenko has been exhibiting fine art photographs in the 
Pacific Northwest for over 35 years. His images are held in private, civic, and corporate 
collections.  
 
During the last decade, Michael has been photographing youth and adult sports including 
soccer, girls lacrosse, American football, and baseball. He has been employed by the 
world’s largest sports licensing agency, and by some of the world’s largest brands in 
photographic, technology development, and project management roles. 
 
Currently Michael heads up the POV (Photographers of Vashon), a diverse group of 
professionals who promote photographic art education, community engagement, and 
skills development. 
 
Michael provides consultation services for photographers who need to master software 
workflow, and color management. 
  
Michael is a member of the National Press Photographers Association. 


