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Judges
How to beat them at their 
own game
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Why enter competitions?

• To find our level
• Recognition
• Credibil ity
• Our moment in the spotlight
• Awards
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Background

• Is photography art?
• Subjective
• All judges are different
• Seminar: 

• Don’t choose an image just because you 
like it

• It has to be good of its type
• Sometimes they like or dislike it
• Some comp standards are so good, the 

deciding factor can be personal taste
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So, what does “good” look 
like to a judge?

• Technica l :  

• Sharp

• Exposure

• Compos it i on

• Appro pr iate use of :

• Aperture  /  DoF

• Shut ter  speed

• Timing

• I f  yo u break any o f these “ru les”,  make  sure 
i t  do esn’t  loo k l i ke  a  mi s take

The Basi cs
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• Viewp o in t

• L i gh t in g

• S pac e t o  b reat he -  wat ch  t he  ed ges

• Ce nt re  o f  i nt ere st

• I mpac t

• App rop r i a t e  u s e  o f  c o l ou r

• S ens ib l e  c onve rs i on t o  mono

• Ca tc h l i g h ts  a re  g ood  i n p ort ra i t s

• Att en t i o n t o  sma l l  d et a i l s

• Ori g ina l i t y /c re at i v i t y :  un iq ue  pe rsp ec t i ve ,  cr eat i ve  
t ec hn iq ue s,  imag inat i on ,  s t y l e

• I n  a  p r i n t ,  ap pr opr i a te  cho i c e  o f  p ap er

So, what does “good” look 
like to a judge?


The Not -So -Bas ic
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• B lown h i g hl i g ht s

• B loc ke d s ha dows

• Di s trac t i n g  b ack gr ound s  e sp  i n nat u ra l  h i s t o ry  images

• Co lo ur  ca st s  es pe ci a l l y  i n  mono  imag es

• Halos  a ro und  edg es  o f  objec t s  i n  the  ima ge

• Clu t ter  round t he  ed ges

• Over - s ha rpe ning

• Cr opp ing  to o  t i g ht

• Are as  o f  l i t t l e  o r  no  i nt ere st  i n y ou r  image

• S l oping  hor i zon s

• Co nve rg ing  ve rt i c a l s

• Over us e  o f  HD R

• Dus t  s pot s

So, what does “good” look 
like to a judge?

 The Not -So -Bas ic
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A Few Pointers

• Ac hie ve t he  be st  pos s i b l e  qua l i t y
• Co mpos i t i on  -  ru l e  o f  t h i rd s,  l ead ing  l i ne s,  f raming,  b a l ance
• P roc es s in g  t hat  l ook s  nat u ra l  b u t  w i th  a  p er sona l  to uc h  -  d on’ t  

ove rdo  pro ce ss ing  eg  g ar i s h t ec hniq ues (HDR !)
• An  ou ts tanding  ima ge o f  s omet h ing  commo np l ace  i s  b et ter  than  

an  average  image  o f  some th ing  ra re
• Pe rs ona l  i n t erp ret at i on a nd  or i g i na l i t y
• Be c are ful  ab ou t  p rod ucing  ima ges  o f  some one e l s e’s  wor k
• S tor y  te l l i n g  =  emo tion ,  i nt er est i n g  narrat i ve ,  c ap tu re s  a  

mome nt
• Not hing  wr ong  i n p os ing  a  cha l l enge  f or  t he  j ud ge
• Don ’ t  t ak e  p ho tog rap hs  s pec i f i c a l ly  fo r  a  j udg e.  Take  the  

p ho tog rap h  fo r  you

So, what does “good” look 
like to a judge?
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As a judge, what do I look 
for

(beyond the standard stuff)?

• Why have I  been presented wi th  th is  image?

• I l l us trat ive,  pi ctor ia l ,  documentary,  

educat ional ?

• Do I  unders tand  the  purpose of  the  image?

• I s  there a  c lear  express ion  of  an  idea?

• Am I v isua l ly  exci ted?  Or  the  oppos ite?

• How do I  feel ?  

• Emot ion,  sadness ,  humour?

• Has  the image been ed ited  appro pr iatel y?
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The Aftermath

• Judges  can co me over  as  very  cr it ica l  and at  t imes  
quite personal  =  you might come out  of  a  
co mpet it io n fee l ing  hur t

• I t ’s  ve ry  easy  to  s l ag  o ff  the judge,  but  remember 
they do th is  in  the ir  own t ime,  voluntari ly  and,  for 
the most  par t , they try  the ir  ve ry  best

• Don’t  be  put  of f  by  a  judge’s negat ive  comments
• Learn  f rom them or  ignore them
• I f  yo ur  image doesn’ t  do wel l ,  don’ t  g i ve up,  don’ t  

take  i t  to  hear t,  keep  t ry ing
• There wil l  plenty  o f ups and downs.  You’ l l  ge t used  

to  it  and  eventual ly  enjoy competi ti ons
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So, what makes the ideal 
judge?

• Knowledge  of  the photographic craf t /ar t
• No t over  cr it ica l
• Not over  simpl is t ic
• Dip lomat ic
• Gives  a  ba l anced  assessment (good/bad/good  

sandwich)
• Unders tands  the emot ional  content of  an image:  

why has  i t  been produced  and  presented  as  it  has
• Marks  awarded  wi l l  be bro adly  in  l ine wi th  the  

judge’s  comments
• F inds something  good to  say  about every image



Click to edit Master title style

12

How to approach 
competitions

• Open i s just  that :

• Anything  goes

• Problem for  the  judge :

• How do you asse ss a  po rt ra it  vs  a  l andscape?

• Or a  spor t s image vs  a  creat i ve?

• Enter  yo ur  best

Open
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• Remember,  judges  are  s imp le  peop le so :

• Think very  carefu l l y

• St i ck to  the  theme

• Read the ru les ! !
• Make  sure the  theme comes  over  l oud and clear
• Don’t  try  to  be too clever
• There’s  noth ing  wrong with  mak ing a  judge  th ink  

but do n’ t  make the  th ink ing  to o d if f i cu lt
• With pr int s,  most  judges  wil l  cons ider  the  qual i ty  

of  the  pr int  but  not  the  presentation.  I  do,  but  
not  to  the extent  of  dock ing  marks for  i t .

Set subject / themed

How to approach 
competitions
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Nature / Natural History

Check  natura l  h is tory  ru les ! !

Nat ur e  E l i g i b i l i ty  ( PAGB May  20 2 0)  

• Nat ure  me ans  i mage s wh er e l i v in g  o r gan isms  a re  th e 
p r i mary  su b j ect  matt er.  T he  s to ry  t e l l in g  va l u e o f  an  
i mage  w i l l  no rma l l y  be  we ig he d  more  th an t he  p ic tor ia l  
qua l i ty.  

How to approach 
competitions
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Nat ur e  i n cl ud es:

• I mage s t ake n w i th  s ub j ec ts  i n  co nt ro l l ed  co nd i t i on s  su ch  
a s  z oos ,  game  pa rk s,  bot ani c  g a rden s ,  aqu a r i ums  an d  
e nc l os u re s  wh er e t he  su b j ec t s  a re  de pen de nt  on  man f o r  
f oo d.  S c i en t i f i c  band s ,  tags  o r  co l l a r s  a r e  per mi ss i b l e.

How to approach 
competitions

Nature / Natural History
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Nat ur e  exc lud es :  

• I mage s wh er e t he  su b j ec t s  a re  o bv io us l y  dome s t i c  an i ma l s  
o r  p lan ts .  

• I mage s wh er e an  obv io us l y  a r t i st i c  t r ea t men t  h a s  be en  
app l ie d .  

How to approach 
competitions

Nature / Natural History
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• Pr oc e s s i ng  o f  t h e  ca p t u re d  i m a ge ,  b y  c r op p i n g ,  e x p o s u r e  
a d j u s t m e n t ,  co l o u r  c o r r e c t i on ,  n o i s e  m i n i m i s a t i o n ,  
d o d g i n g/ b u r n i ng ,  H DR ,  f o cu s  s t a ck i n g  a n d  s h a r p e n i n g ,  i s  
p e r m i t t e d ,  a s  i s  c l on i n g  o f  i m a ge  d e fe c t s  a n d  m i no r  
d i s t r a c t i on s  i n c l u d i n g  o ve r l a p p i n g  e l e m e nt s .  

• A n  i m a g e  a p p e a r i n g  t o  m ee t  t h e s e  c r i t e r i a  w i l l  b e  a c ce p t e d  
a s  N a t u r e .  T he  j u d g e s  w i l l  n o r m a l l y  a s s u m e  t ha t  a n y  i m a g e  
p r e s e n t e d  t o  t h e m  i s  e l i g i b l e .  

• A c ce s s  t o  s o m e b i o l og i c a l  s u b j e c t s  m a y  b e  r e s t r i c t e d .  Wh e r e  
t h a t  i s  r e l e va n t ,  t he n  p h o t o g r a p h e r s  wa r ra n t  t h a t  t h e y  h a ve  
f o l l o w ed  r e l e v a n t  c o d e s  o f  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  ho l d  a n y  n ec e s s a r y  
l i c e n ce s .  

How to approach 
competitions

Nature / Natural History
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• In  the case  of  creat ive  images,  the idea/author  
i nput /insp irat ion  is  probab ly  more  important  
than the image it sel f .

• The author  must be the  o ri g inator  of  every par t  
of  a  c reati ve image

• Try to  make the judge th ink:

• Why have I  p roduced th is  image?

• What  am I  t ry ing  to  say?

Creative

How to approach 
competitions
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• Can be impo rtant in cl ar ify ing  the story/intent 
behind  an image

• But :

• So me judges  wil l  l ook at  them,  some won’t

• Most  external  compet it ions  ignore them

Titles

How to approach 
competitions
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• Dif ference  between internal  and external  
co mpet it io n judging

• For  every  competi ti on:  READ THE RULES

How to approach 
competitions
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A few 

examples
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Before

After
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Before

After



Click to edit Master title style

24

Thank you

and

good luck
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