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D
id   you ever wonder why your snapshots taken last weekend at the  sports event 
look so different than those pictures published in those glossy magazines? 
Yes, you are not a professional photographer but by considering some 

points, you might improve your results at least.
Text and pictures: Markus Seidel, sportsphoto.ch



Intro
Who am I (the author of this 

document) daring to “teach” you 
(the reader) about photography, 
sports photography in particular? 
Don’t worry, I do not want to teach 
anything, I am just writing down 
the things I have learnt over the 
last few years exercising my favorite 
hobby. I learnt by trying, failing, 
reading, experimenting and so on. 
To advance you will need exactly 
that, too. But being familiar with a 
couple of principles your learning 
curve might by steeper - that’s all!
In principle the collection of ad-
vice applies to all sports in gen-
eral. With my preference to Wa-
tersports like Wakeboarding or 
Kite-Boarding, I might often re-
fer to those sports in particular.

Some ref lection 
before shooting

I am talking about sports photog-
raphy. In sports everything is about 
action. Ok, I admit that there are 
some exceptions, but who is con-
sidering Chess an action sport? 
Back again to the subject: action. 
So action means movement, fast 
movement most often. That means 
that things are generally happen-
ing pretty fast. That’s why I sug-
gest to do some of the thinking 
before shooting to be quicker and 
more focused during the event.
Think of what are the particular 
moves or tricks in this sport? What 
single picture will be able to trans-
mit the emotions of 
t h e 

s p o r t ? 
And what do you 

want to convey with your photos.
Based on this you can make the 
photo in your mind first and then 
“just” try to take it in real. This 
will help you to focus on your mis-
sion and in getting your photo.

N.B. It is always a good thing to get 
inspired by other photographers 
work. Look at some pictures and 
try to understand why you pre-
fer some of them and more and 
why you like less some others. 
From there, develop what you like.

I know, you know - 
just a reminder

Photography is taking one single im-
age. A triple loop looks the same as 
a single loop in a photo. A 720-de-

gree rotation looks the 
same as a 360. 

So try 

to get 
some varia-
tion in your images. 
Simple moves often cary the 
same emotion as difficult tricks 
and look as good as those many 
times. Simple moves (e.g. a “grab” 
in Wakeboarding or Kite-Boarding) 
can be done much more precisely 
by the athlete and the duration 
of the trick is usually longer. That 
will give you much more time to 
plan, compose and take the photo.

Back to the Ba-
sics

I don’t want to make this guide 
an introduction to photogra-
phy, but let me nevertheless 
resume some of the basics.
Point and shoot vs. SLR
While basically you can be 
“lucky” to make a great 
photo with any camera, 
modern SLRs (single lens 

reflex camera) will give you a 
much better chance to do so.
Why? SLRs give you much 
more possibilities to prese-
lect the behavior of the camera.
The most important advantage 
of SLRs is the shutter delay. This 
is the time between pushing the 
shutter button and the moment 
the camera actually takes the 

photo. This delay is composed of 
many things like time for expo-
sure measurement, auto-focus etc. 
SLRs have so called “shutter lags” of 
under 60 milliseconds while point 
and shoot cameras are around 
some 10th of a second. Both 
seems pretty quick - but action in 
your favorite sport might even be 
quicker and so you click in the de-
cisive moment to take the photo 
but you might just have missed the 
action by some 10th of a second. 

Another advantage of SLRs is the 
possibility to interchange lenses. 
This will allow you to mount any-
thing between super-wide-angle 
lenses (14-20mm, you can cover a 

large scene from very close) 
to super tele-photo lenses 
of 200mm or more (200 

to 800mm, to get close-up 
shots from 

action that 
is very far).

I usually carry 3 
lenses with me: 

a 24-105mm “all-round” lens for 
wide angle shots, group portraits 
etc., a 70-200mm for close-up 
shots catching the action and a 
15mm “Fish-eye” for special effects.

Program Selec-
tion

Everything starts with the selec-
tion of the cameras Program. Usu-
ally all cameras come with an 
“Auto” Program. This is just fine 
in many cases - but not for sports. 
The “Auto” Program is calculating 
the best average of shutter speed, 
aperture and ISO sensibility for av-
erage situations. As said sport is 
fast, so we need to help the camera 
in taking better decisions for the 
particular needs of photography. 
You can either choose the “Sport” 
Program on your camera or go into 
“shutter priority” mode. The ob-
jective is the same: make the du-
ration of the exposure as short as 
possible. The “shutter priority” 
mode is usually marked 
as “T” or “Tv”. In 
this mode you can 
manually select the 
shutter speed. The 
rest of the settings will 
be automatically adjusted 
to ensure a proper ex-



posure of the images.  Depending 
on the available light you might 
chose a shutter speed of 1/1000th 
of a second or even shorter. This 
will “freeze” the action and avoid 
too much blur in the image.

Autofocus
Modern cameras have an im-

pressive performance on autofo-
cus. In default mode, the camera is 
measuring the distance of the sub-
ject at the moment you press the 
shutter button down half-way. In 
sports photography you frame the 
subject, press the shutter button 
down half-way and 

you follow 
the subject until you choose to 

take the image. During this time the 
distance of the subject might have 
been changing. If that was the case 
your picture will be out of focus. To 
avoid this there is a autofocus mode 
that continuously recalculates the 
distance until you release the shut-
ter fully. If your camera has this 
option, activate it. It is referenced 
as “AI Servo” or similar, check your 
camera’s user manual for details.

Position
Depending on the sport and the 

kind of photos you want to take it is 
important to position yourself cor-
rectly. Do you want to get close-ups 
of the athletes during preparation? 
You want to capture the start of the 
competition or the finish? Do you 
want to freeze details of action or 

showing the sportive and his 
environment? From the an-
swers you should determine 

which spot is the right one to 
position yourself. (Always think 
about to avoid disturbing or dis-

tracting the athletes or get-
ting yourself in danger) Find 

a place that gives you a straight 
view on the action without other 
spectators in front of you or pre-

venting you to see the action. By the 
way: Nothing is more annoying than 
having the head of another spec-
tator in the frame, an arm or any-
thing else which shouldn’t be there.
Technically, always try to put your-
self in between the sun and the ob-
ject you want to photograph. This 
will help you to get a good lighting 
and will avoid too difficult lighting 
situations. (n.b. there are always 
exceptions to every rule. For crea-
tive reasons you might want to just 
see a silhouette of the athlete).

Composition
Basically it depends on the kind 

of picture you want to take or the 
message you would like to express. 
But there are again some basic prin-
ciples that will help you to get that 
one step closer to the professionals. 
“Fill the frame”, means try to get 
as close as possible to the sub-
ject (physically or via a tele-lens)  
without boring surrounding stuff 
that is not improving the qual-
ity or message of the picture. 
Choose the angle by trying to 
avoid the standard view on the 

sport. Get up to take pictures 
from high views, get down 
very low to take pictures up-
wards, just get a view that 
is that little different than 
the guy’s just next to you.
Get photos less boring by 
placing the subject off cent-
er. The typical “snapshot” 
aims the subject in the 
perfect center of the pic-
ture. Try to position the 
focus slightly off center 
(horizontally and verti-
cally) - this will bring 
much more dynamics 
to the photo and will 
make it distinguish 
from the average.

Flash
Depending on 

the conditions of the 
shooting you may need to de-acti-

vate the flash of your camera. Flash-
es during a competition may be for-
bidden as they distract the athletes. 
In many cases the flash won’t help 
anyway, as the distance to the sub-
ject in most cases is too far away for 
the limited power it can provide.
On the other side, while doing a 
dedicated photo session with per-
mission of the athlete, you may use 
the flash as “fill-in”. This can be very 
useful when you are close to the 
sportive and the sun or any other 
major light-source is behind him. 
The flash will then help to obtain a 
decent exposure of the athlete, in-
crease contrast and color intensity.

Shoot “standards 
then get crea-

tive
Once you start to cover events “for-
mally” you need to have at least 
some standard shots that you can 
deliver what ever comes. Take some 
photos on the safe side. Once you 
have those images on the card, start 
playing around, get creative. This is 
the time when the real fun starts and 
you can try new things or to get those 
non-usual or exceptional images. As 
always, sometimes it needs a lucky 
hand, but as your “standards” are 
covered, you can take the chance!

Post process-
ing

It is almost self-

speak-
i n g , 
that for 

g r e a t 
p h o t o s 

post pro-
c e s s i n g 
is a must. 

Once you 
have se-

lected your 
“ k e e p e r s ”, 

you need to 
work them in-

dividually. Post 
processing is a 



discipline for itself. There are many 
many ways to improve or to indi-
vidualize your images. I will dedicate 
an article to this in the near future.
Here I want to focus on the 2 
most important corrections. 

Crop
Crop your images to the essen-
tial, cut out any unnecessary space 
around the action or athlete. Do-
ing this you should take the rules 
of thirds into consideration. This 
means to avoid having the subject in 
the plain center of the image. Rather 
place it on one of the crossing points 
of two virtual vertical and horizontal 
lines, dividing your image in 9 equal 
pieces. The athlete should also al-
ways have some free space in the 
direction of his movement to avoid 
the impression of being constraint.

Straighten the horizon
At least myself, I always tend to 
slightly incline my camera when 
following the action. That leads 
to horizons that are not straight. 
It can be easily corrected in rotat-
ing the image in the opposite di-
rection in your image software.

Other considera-
tions

Outdoor sports might not always 
take place in sunny conditions - be 
prepared to have some protective 
gear for you and your equipment 
available in case it starts raining. You 
know what you need to get protect-
ed from rain or cold. A cheap but 
effective solution to pro-
tect your cam-
era is a 
shower 
c a p 
that you 
will find 
in most of 
the hotel 
rooms. Of 
course, some 
more sophis-
ticated protec-
tion is required 
if you want to t a k e 
pictures in the water for instance.

Wrap-up
So, it’s not the material that 

makes your photos special, it’s you. 
The way you approach the theme, 

the subject. Try 
out things that 
seem not ob-
vious in the 
first place, 
try differ-
ent an-
gles, po-
sitions 
a n d 
m o -

m e n t s 
and you 
might get THE shot! 
There is no better school 
than shooting, shooting, shoot-
ing. With the time you’ll gather 
experience which will make your 
photos stand out from the crowd.
Let me know what you think of 
this article. To post your feedback, 
your tips and tricks and your im-
ages I have opened a dedicated 
blog section on my website: http://
www.sportsphoto.ch/wordpress

If you would like to find out more on 
shooting sports events have a look on 
www.sportsphoto.ch or contact me 
directly at contact@sportsphoto.ch.
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