
Improve Your Backgrounds  
A Post By: Piper Mackay 

 

The background in your image can quickly reveal your skill level as a 
photographer. Learning to see past an exciting subject, to catch the details in 
the background, is what will distinguish you from a beginning, hobbyist 
photographer to an experienced professional.  

Most times, the difference between a snapshot and a strong, compelling 
image can be as simple as one small step, slightly changing your perspective, 
or blurring out a background. If the photograph is about an exciting subject, 
then try to eliminate the background, making it about your subject. If you wish 
to photograph your subject in their environment check to make sure that: the 
background is equally as impressive as your subject, is part of the story, and 
adds value to the image. 

 

https://digital-photography-school.com/perspective-photography-dont-just-stand-move-feet/
https://digital-photography-school.com/how-to-achieve-blurred-backgrounds-in-portraits/


Keep it simple for a more powerful image 
Here are several examples of how one simple movement or adjustment can change an 
unusable image into a very powerful one. In the portrait below, the light had become too 
harsh to make a usable image. I moved my subject into a hut, but then the light coming 
through the wood created a horrible background. 

 

Watch for bright, distracting spots in the background.  

I looked around, picked up one of the skins lying on the floor, and put it up 

behind the subject. This removed the distractions by making the background 

solid and created a powerful portrait. 

 

 



The image below on the left is beautiful, but once you look at the subject your 

eyes wonder up to the sky and out of the photograph. The sky is not part of 

the story. My subject is the story, so therefore the sky is a distraction. I got a 

little higher and zoomed in a little closer, filling the frame with my subject, 

eliminating the distraction of the sky.  

 

Where is the horizon? 

 

Look where the horizon falls in respect to your subject.  



If you are going to have sky in your image, you want to make sure the horizon 

does not cut through the head of your subject, like the image above. To adjust 

and create the image below, I dropped down about a foot lower and zoomed 

in slightly so the horizon line is below the subject’s head, creating a stronger 

image. 

 

Create separation between subject and background 

 

Separation between the subject and the background is essential to draw your viewer’s eye to the subject.  

In the image above I was careful not to clip the toes and have the subject’s 

shadow in the frame, but the background around his head was distracting. I 

simply took a step to the left and the v-shape of the tree-line now leads the 

viewer directly to my subject. The man’s face is now in plain view without any 

distractions (image below). 



 

Watch for bright spots 
In this image I wanted to show the subjects connection with nature, but I was 

challenged by not being able to create a composition without the distraction of 

the bright sky coming through. 

Where does your eye go in the image on the left?  

To the bright sky.  

 

The solution was to slightly change my angle and shoot it as a vertical. 



 

Color can be a distraction 

 

When you are filling the frame with your subject always check for distracting 

elements in your background. In this first image (above) there is a brown line 

going directly across the background. Your eyes look directly at the cheetah, 

but then immediately pick up the break of color, distracting you as the viewer. 

The next two images have solid backgrounds. Your eyes go directly to the 

subject and stay there. 

 

Great subject alone is not enough for a great image. 
The image below looks more like a photograph that was taken because it was 

the first time the photographer saw a lion or because the photographer did not 

have a long enough lens. Sometimes a situation is what I call eye candy; just 

for looking at, and not for taking a photograph. 

 



 

If the background does not add to the photograph or story, then remove it. Get 

up close and make the photograph about the subject. 

 

Notice how much stronger this image is than the one above? 

RESPONSE QUESTIONS: 

1. Take notes on this article by writing down the highlighted text.  

2. What are the six suggestions the author gives for improving your backgrounds? 

3. Which image from the article do you think is the most powerful? Describe the image you 

picked in detail and explain why it is a strong image.  


