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About This Guide
This guide is here to give a starting point for people who have never done product
photography before, or are looking to improve the quality of their pictures.
We understand that not everyone has easy access to camera equipment, so we’ve
written this to make use of something that’s very common now - smartphones. It doesn’t
matter whether you have an iPhone, an Android device, a Windows phone or any
other type, the basic principles still apply (and work just the same for tablets, compact
cameras and DSLRs!).
We also understand that when you’re starting out it’s important to watch your costs, so
the equipment we’ve used can either be found around the house or bought for the price
of a fancy coffee. In photography you can do a lot with very little.
A smartphone with a tripod adapter

All the product photos in this guide have been taken
and edited using a smartphone. We used a DSLR
for the setup shots where you can see the phone.
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Product Photography: Why Bother?
Think for a second about how important
photos are for you when buying online.
There’s a good chance that a lot of the
products you skip over are the ones with
lower-quality images. By using this guide
you will learn some simple techniques
that should help your products stand
out, without spending a lot of money.

What Is Covered In This Guide?

IMPORTANT: We are not suggesting that
just using a smartphone will give better
results than a professional photographer
with a decent camera, a full lighting kit
and editing it up in Photoshop - these
things exist for a reason. What we
ARE saying is that with a few simple
tips you can dramatically improve
the quality of your photos, which will
make your products more attractive to
potential buyers.

•

Tripods

•

Setting up a background

•

Using a reflector

•

Using HDR mode

•

Exposure compensation

•

Flash

•

Using natural and artificial light

•

Quick and easy tips

•

Basic editing using your Smartphone

What Is Not Covered In This Guide?
This guide will not talk about any of the more technical photography terms like ISO,
f-stops, focal length, depth of field and so on. We will delve into those in another guide.
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Setting Up
Prepare to win

Do I Really Need
a Tripod?

Smartphone mounted
onto a tripod with
an adapter

If you want to make your life easier and get the best quality images
possible, yes you need a tripod. And here’s why - the ‘perfect’
photo almost never comes on the first try, so there’s going to be
some testing and changing things about. Not having to worry about
holding the camera in the same place removes a lot of headaches,
and it also stops camera shake being an issue.

A blurry product photo is unlikely
to help your products sell.
The good news here is that even the cheapest tripod is about a
million times better than no tripod, and you can get hold of them
really cheap now. There’s a range of tripods and mounts designed
just for smartphones - for this guide we’re using this tripod adapter
(see image on the next page) and a tripod that we already had,
but just about any tripod will do and you can find them from about
£10 online.
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It’s also worth getting a ball head if your tripod doesn’t have one, as it will make it
easier for you to take both portrait and landscape photos.
If your tripod doesn’t have an adjustable head don’t worry, as you can always crop the
image afterwards to whatever proportions you want. Just make sure you leave enough
room to crop the image. We’ll talk about cropping in the Editing section later on.

And if you feel the urge you can leave the tripod and go hand-held - it’s up to you!
If you’ve got enough light you can get away with this, but on a cloudy day you’ll be
running the risk of blurry photos and won’t be able to get the exact same angle on
multiple images.
Having the same angle can be really helpful if you’ve got a series of products to shoot,
say different options for a pair of shoes. If you can take all the photos from the same
angle then it is easier for a customer to compare and make a decision.
Portrait
Orientation
Portrait
orientation - tall

You can go hand-held, but make sure there’s
enough light to avoid blurry images.

Landscape
Landscape
Orientation
orientation - wide
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Using the Self-Timer
Most camera apps have the option of using a Self Timer - some even give the option
for a 10 or 3 second delay.
Self timers can be super-useful for product photography. If you have a long exposure
(i.e. the camera’s shutter needs to be open for a while) it’s possible to nudge the phone/
camera when starting the capture, leading to blur. By using the self timer you avoid this
because you press the button, then the camera counts down before taking the picture
and any shaking should have stopped.

This is the symbol for the Self Timer - it’s the same on phones and cameras.
You can sometimes select how long the timer runs before taking the photo.
Use this when the camera is on a tripod.

Even a little camera blur
can be distracting
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Using a Background
To make this background
we used the following:
•

1x large sheet of cartridge
paper (£0.50)

•

Some sticky tape

•

A cardboard box

•

A table

A clean background looks more professional and means the viewer can concentrate on
looking at the product. If they can look without distractions you’ve got a better chance
of holding their attention.
Notice how the desk background distracts from the product? You might even find that
your eye is moving between the bear and the orange chair.
The image on the right is shot using an infinity curve background. On the next page
you’ll learn how to make one.
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How to make the background
Attach the paper to the wall or a box, then drape it down to make
a gentle curve as shown. We also attached to lower edge to the
table to avoid slipping. We’ve set up next to a large window to
make use of natural light.
This one change will help your photos look more professional.
The background doesn’t have to be white, but it’s a good point
to start out.

Adding a
Reflector
The reason for using a reflector is to fill in the shadows
and stop the image looking too ‘hard’. This does a
similar job to adding another light on the other side of
the product, but if you’re using daylight then you can
get the sunlight for free!
For the majority of the images in this guide we’ve used
a large piece of mountboard (which cost less than £5)
as a reflector. The setup is shown to the right.

The reflector is placed on the
opposite side to your light source.
In this example the window is on the
left, the reflector is on the right.

In these shots we’ve used a disposable foil tray (instead of the white
mountboard or card) as a reflector to fill in the shadows.
You can see the difference below.
The foil gives a different quality of light to the mountboard - experiment
to see what suits your style best. We bought 2 trays for £1, but you
could also try a piece of card wrapped in foil or paper.
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Without a reflector
there are harder
shadows making the
image more ‘contrasty’

The silver foil
reflector reduces the
shadows and gives
more even lighting

Taking Photos
Simple tips for photo success

Using HDR
Mode
HDR stands for High Dynamic Range,
and it can help to show more detail
in the shadows. It can also make the
colours look slightly unreal and oversaturated, depending on the subject.
Many camera apps offer it as an option
now, so experiment and see if it works
for you and your products.

HDR off - some
detail lost in the
darker areas

HDR on - more
detail is visible in
the shadows

The images to the right illustrate how
using HDR mode can affect your images:
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Exposure Compensation
Your camera/phone has a light meter built into it - this is how it decides what settings
to use when taking a photo. Sometimes it can get fooled though, like when someone’s
standing in front of a window and ends up in silhouette.
Exposure compensation is a way to manually tell the camera to take a brighter or
darker image. It’s particularly useful for this kind of product photography as the white
background can throw the metering off.
Not all camera apps have Exposure Compensation as an option - at time of writing the
built-in iOS app does not. There are hundreds of camera apps available, so find one
that works for your workflow - you don’t need to go all the way to manual control if you
don’t want to.

0 (Standard)

+1 (Brighter)

This is the symbol
for Exposure
Compensation.
It’s the same on phones and cameras.
You can apply positive (brighter) or negative
(darker) exposure compensation to your
photo when you take it.

+2 (Brighter)
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Flash
As a rule of thumb, turn your flash off for product photography. On-camera flash can
make an image look flat, and cast unflattering shadows.
It is almost always better to use a tripod and other lighting than on-camera flash.
Off-camera flash can be used to great effect, but that’s for another guide.

These are the symbols for
Flash On, Automatic, and Off.
They are the same on phones and cameras.

On will fire the flash every time.
Auto will let the camera decide if
it needs flash.
Off disables the flash completely.
Flash on - Distracting shadows

Flash off - using available light
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Using
Artificial
Light
If you don’t have access to proper
photographic lights then in a pinch you
can use desk lamps. We’re using one
lamp here, but you can add more to
even out the light. Artificial light gives
more consistency than daylight, but
needs to be set up carefully. You can
of course still use your reflectors to fill
in the shadows if you only have 1 light.
You also need to take care not to mix
daylight and artificial light, as while
they both look ‘white’ to human eyes,
they are actually quite different and you
can end up with a strange mix of warm
and cold colours in the same photo.
You can see the difference in colour
between artificial light (orange/yellow)
and daylight (blue) in the setup image
to the right.
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Adjusting for hard shadows
If the shadows from your light(s) are
too hard then you can hold a piece
of paper to diffuse the light and give
softer shadows.
This is another place where using a
tripod is super-useful, because there
will be less light so the camera needs
a longer exposure. Hand-held long
exposures run the risk of camera blur.

Important: Make sure that
there is no danger of the
paper catching fire - never
attach it directly to the light!
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Editing On Your Smartphone
There are hundreds of camera apps available, whether you use an iPhone, Android,
Windows Phone or other type of device.
Spend a bit of time to find the perfect app for you.

Here’s an example
workflow using the builtin Android editing app.

Brighten as needed

Crop the image

•

Raise the brightness or
exposure of the image, but
not so much that you lose
detail in the light areas

•

Crop the image to remove
distracting details

•

#nofilter is usually better for
product photos - you don’t want
to distract from your stock (but
if you’re selling retro stuff then
a filter might be perfect)

•

Save the image and add
to your product page!

Avoid filters you can
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Before and after basic
editing on the smartphone

Bonus Tips
Light bulbs

Background shadows

Fluorescent lights can give a ‘flickering’ or ‘stripy’ effect. Try
to avoid using fluorescent bulbs unless they are designed for
photography purposes.

Keep an eye on your background, particularly if using natural
light. The sun will move and you can end up with distracting
shadows quite quickly.

Stripes in the image
caused by fluorescent bulbs

Direct sunlight causing
distracting shadows
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Wrapping Up
A quick recap and where to go next

Summary
Congratulations!
You’ve taken the first steps towards making your store look better, which should
help you sell better.

We’re here to help!

The tips we’ve looked at show that you can do a lot with only a smartphone and
a few low-cost extras. Here’s a quick list of what you’ve just learned:

We love your feedback, so let us know
if these tips have helped or if there’s
anything else you’d like to see.

•

Put your camera on a tripod. It will make taking consistent photos easier.

•

Use the self-timer to stop camera shake from pressing the button

And if you’ve taken any images that
you’re proud of using this guide we’d
love to see them.

•

Make an infinity curve background by using a large
sheet of paper attached to a wall or box

•

Get rid of harsh shadows by using a piece of white card or
card covered in silver foil to reflect light onto your product

•

Using HDR mode when taking the photos can help, but use with care

•

Turning off the Flash will usually help

•

Crop and lighten your images using apps on your phone

•

Use Exposure Compensation to brighten or
darken your images when taking them
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Next Steps
If this guide’s got you interested in expanding your product
photography skills then you should check out the rest of the series.
The next guide in the series looks at taking more control by using
manual and semi-manual controls. This will apply to compact
cameras, DSLRs, and any camera apps with manual control.
After that we look at basic image editing, using some simple
techniques to make your product photos shine.
To give you an example the photo on the right was taken and edited
using techniques you’ll learn in the next guides, and the background
and lighting tips you’ve just learned from this one.

Thanks for reading and hope to see you soon!

26

