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HOW TO
REFERENCE A
PICTURE: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO IMAGE
ATTRIBUTION

In  the  age  of  digital
content,  visuals  are
everywhere.  Whether
you  are  a  s tudent
writing  an  academic
p a p e r ,  a  b l o g g e r
c ra f t ing  a  pos t ,  a
marketer  designing  a
c a m p a i g n ,  o r  a
researcher compiling a
report, knowing how to
reference  a  picture
correctly is an essential
s k i l l .  Images  a re
protected by copyright

laws  and  intellectual
property  rights,  and
fail ing  to  attribute
them properly can lead
t o  p l a g i a r i s m
accusations  or  legal
i s s u e s .  T h i s
comprehensive  guide
will  walk  you  through
everything you need to
know  about  image
referencing,  including
different  citation
styles,  best  practices,
a n d  p r a c t i c a l
examples.

Why
Proper
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Image
Referenci
ng

Matters
Before  diving  into  the
technicalities of how to
reference a  picture,  it
i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand why image
attribution is so crucial.
Images  are  creative
works, just like written
texts,  and  the  person
w h o  c r e a t e d  o r
c a p t u r e d  t h e m
deserves  credit  for
their  effort.  When  you
use  an  image without
proper attribution, you
are  essentially  taking
credit  for  someone
e l s e ' s  w o r k .
Furthermore,  many
images  are  protected
u n d e r  C r e a t i v e
Commons  licenses  or

traditional  copyright,
which  require  specific
f o r m s  o f
acknowledgment.  In
academic  contexts,
failing  to  reference
images  can  result  in
mark  deductions  or
even  d isc ip l inary
action.  In  professional
settings, it can damage
your  reputation  and
expose  you  to  legal
risks.

General
Informati
on You
Need to
Referenc
e a
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Picture
Regard less  o f  the
citation  style  you  are
using, certain pieces of
information are almost
always  required  when
you  re fe rence  an
image.  Being  able  to
gather  these  details
beforehand  will  make
the  entire  process
much  smoother.  The
core elements typically
include:

Creator or
author name:
The
photographer,
illustrator, or
designer who
created the
image.
Title of the
image: The
official title, if
available, or a
descriptive title
you create.
Date of
creation or

publication:
When the image
was created or
published.
Source or
location: Where
you found the
image, such as a
website,
database, book,
or museum.
URL or DOI: For
online images, a
direct link to the
image or the
page where it
appears.
License type: If
applicable, the
specific Creative
Commons license
or terms of use.

K n o w i n g  h o w  t o
reference  a  picture
begins  with  collecting
t h e s e  d e t a i l s
accurate ly .  I f  any
information is missing,
do  your  best  to  find  it,
or clearly indicate that
certain  elements  are
not  available.
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HOW TO
REFERENCE A
PICTURE IN
DIFFERENT
CITATION STYLES

Different  academic
d i s c i p l i n e s  a n d
p u b l i c a t i o n s  u s e
different  citation
styles.  The  way  you
reference an image will
depend  on  whether
you are writing for the
humanities,  sciences,
social sciences, or arts.
Below  are  the  most
c o m m o n  s t y l e s
explained in detail.

APA Style
(7th
Edition)
T h e  A m e r i c a n
P s y c h o l o g i c a l
Association (APA) style
is  widely  used  in  the
s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s ,

e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
psychology.  When
referencing  an  image
i n  A P A  s t y l e ,  y o u
generally treat it  as a
w o r k  o f  a r t  o r  a
p h o t o g r a p h .  T h e
format  varies  slightly
depending on whether
the  image  is  from  a
website, a museum, or
a book.
Format for an image
found online:
Creator  Last  Name,
First Initial. (Year). Title
o f  t h e  i m a g e
[Photograph/Illustration
/Painting].  Website
Name.  URL
Example:
Adams, A. (1942). The
Tetons and the Snake
River  [Photograph].
National  Archives.
https://www.archives.g
ov/exhibits/american_w
est/adams
If  the  image  has  no
t i t l e ,  p r o v i d e  a
description  in  square
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brackets. If the creator
is unknown, start with
the title. If the date is
unknown,  use  (n.d.).
Understanding  how  to
reference  a  picture  in
APA also  requires  you
to include the image in
your reference list and
caption  it  within  your
text.
In-text  citation  for
APA:
As  shown  in  Adams's
photograph The Tetons
and  the  Snake  River
(1942),  the  landscape
captures  the grandeur
of the American West.

MLA Style
(9th
Edition)
MLA (Modern Language
Association)  style  is
commonly used in the
humanities,  especially
i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,

languages, and cultural
studies.  When  you
reference  a  picture  in
MLA  style,  the  format
depends  on  whether
the image is part of a
larger  work  or  stands
alone.
Format for an image
from a website:
Creator  Last  Name,
First Name. Title of the
Image.  Year,  Website
Name, URL.
Example:
Lange,  Dorothea .
Migrant  Mother.  1936,
Library  of  Congress,
www.loc.gov/pictures/it
em/2017762891/.
If the image is part of a
book or article, you cite
the container  work  as
well.  MLA  is  flexible,
b u t  t h e  k e y  i s  t o
p r o v i d e  e n o u g h
information  for  your
reader  to  locate  the
exact  image.  Learning
how  to  reference  a
picture  in  MLA means
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paying  attention  to
punctuation  and  the
order  of  elements.
In-text  citation  for
MLA:
Lange's  photograph
Migrant Mother  (1936)
became  an  i con ic
representation  of  the
Great  Depression.

Chicago
Style
(17th
Edition)
Chicago  style  is  used
a c r o s s  m a n y
disciplines,  including
history, art history, and
publishing. It offers two
systems:  notes  and
b i b l i o g r a p h y
(commonly used in the
h u m a n i t i e s )  a n d
author-date  (used  in
the  sciences).  The
notes and bibliography

s y s t e m  i s  m o r e
common  for  image
citations.
F o r m a t  f o r  a
footnote or endnote:
First Name Last Name
of Creator, Title of the
Image,  Year,  medium,
dimensions,  Source  or
Institution, URL.
Example:
D o r o t h e a  L a n g e ,
Migrant  Mother,  1936,
photograph,  Library  of
C o n g r e s s ,
https://www.loc.gov/pic
tures/item/2017762891
/.
Bibliography entry:
Lange,  Dorothea .
Migrant  Mother.  1936.
Photograph.  Library  of
C o n g r e s s .
https://www.loc.gov/pic
tures/item/2017762891
/.
When you reference a
picture  in  Chicago
style,  especially  in  art
history  papers,  you
m a y  a l s o  n e e d  t o
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include  medium  and
dimensions.  This  style
is  particularly  detailed
and  is  excellent  for
visual  sources.

Harvard
Style
H a r v a r d  s t y l e  i s
popular  in  the  UK,
Australia,  and  many
scientific fields. It  is an
author-date  system
similar to APA but with
some  differences  in
formatting.
Format:
Creator  Last  Name,
First Initial. (Year). Title
of  image  [medium].
Ava i lab le  a t :  URL
[Accessed  date].
Example:
Lange,  D .  (1936) .
M i g r a n t  M o t h e r
[photograph]. Available
a t :
https://www.loc.gov/pic
tures/item/2017762891

/  [Accessed  15  March
2025].
Harvard  style  requires
the  access  date  for
online  sources,  which
i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t
distinction.  Knowing
how  to  reference  a
picture in Harvard style
ensures  your  citation
remains accurate even
if  the URL changes in
the future.

HOW TO
REFERENCE A
PICTURE FROM
DIFFERENT
SOURCES

The  source  of  your
image  significantly
i m p a c t s  h o w  y o u
should  reference  it.
Below  are  detailed
i n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r
referencing  images
from  various  types  of
sources.
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Images
from
Websites
and
Online

Galleries
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
common  scenario  for
most  writers.  Many
websites provide clear
attribution  guidelines,
especially  stock  photo
s i t e s  a n d  i m a g e
libraries. Always check
the  terms  of  use.  To
reference  a  picture
from  a  website,  you
need the creator, title,
year,  website  name,
and  direct  URL.
If  the  image  comes
from a stock photo site
l i k e  U n s p l a s h  o r

Pixabay,  the  license
u s u a l l y  r e q u i r e s
attribution, even if it is
f r e e .  S o m e  s i t e s
provide  ready-made
citations, but it is best
t o  v e r i f y  t h e i r
accuracy. For museum
websites and archives,
u s e  t h e  d e t a i l s
provided on the object
page.

Images
from
Books
and Print
Sources
When  you  scan  an
image from a book or
use  a  photograph
printed in a magazine,
your  reference  must
po in t  to  the  p r in t
source.  In  this  case,
you treat the image as
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a work within a larger
container.  Include  the
book's  author,  title,
publisher,  year,  and
page  number,  along
w i t h  t h e  i m a g e ' s
original  creator  and
title.
For example, if you find
a photograph by Ansel
Adams in a book about
l a n d s c a p e
photography,  your
citation  should  credit
Adams  as  the  creator
and  the  book  as  the
source.  Understanding
how  to  reference  a
picture  from  a  print
s o u r c e  r e q u i r e s
attention  to  both  the
original  work  and  the
container work.

Images
from

Social
Media
Social media platforms
like Instagram, Twitter,
and  Facebook  host
millions of  images.  To
reference  a  picture
from social media, you
need  the  account
ho lde r ' s  name  o r
handle, the date of the
post,  a  description  of
the image, and the URL
of the post.
APA example for an
Instagram photo:
National  Geographic.
(2024,  June  10) .  A
polar  bear  resting  on
ice  floes  [Photograph].
I n s t a g r a m .
https://www.instagram.
com/p/example/
Always  respect  the
privacy  and  copyright
of  social  media  users.
Just because an image
is publicly posted does
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not mean it  is free to
use without attribution.
K n o w i n g  h o w  t o
reference  a  picture
from  social  media  is
increasingly  important
in  the  digital  age.

Images
from
Museums
and
Archives
Museums and archives
often  have  detailed
metadata  for  their
collections.  When  you
reference  a  picture
f r o m  s u c h  a n
institution,  include the
institution's  name, the
collection  or  catalog
n u m b e r ,  a n d  t h e
medium  if  available.
These  references  are
common in art history

and cultural studies.
Example  in  Chicago
style:
Edvard  Munch,  The
Scream ,  1893,  oi l ,
tempera, and pastel on
c a r d b o a r d ,
Nasjonalgalleriet, Oslo.
F o r  d i g i t a l
reproductions available
o n  t h e  m u s e u m ' s
website,  add  the  URL
and  access  date.  The
key to  mastering  how
to reference a  picture
from a  museum is  to
use  the  institution's
official  cataloging
information.

HOW TO
REFERENCE A
PICTURE WITH
CREATIVE
COMMONS
LICENSES

Creative  Commons
(CC)  l i censes  a re
designed  to  make  it
easier  for  creators  to
share their work while
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still  receiving  credit.
When  you  use  a  CC-
licensed  image,  you
must follow the specific
l icense  terms.  The
bas i c  a t t r i bu t ion
requirement  for  most
CC  licenses  includes
the  t i t l e ,  au thor ,
source,  and  license
type.
S t a n d a r d  C C
attribution format:
"Title  of  Image"  by
A u t h o r  N a m e  i s
licensed  under  CC  BY
4.0. Source: URL
Example:
" S u n s e t  o v e r  t h e
Ocean" by Jane Doe is
licensed  under  CC  BY
2 . 0 .  S o u r c e :
https://flickr.com/exam
ple
Some  licenses  have
additional  restrictions,
such as no commercial
use (CC BY-NC)  or  no
derivative  works  (CC
BY-ND).  Always  check
the  specific  license.

L e a r n i n g  h o w  t o
reference  a  picture
u n d e r  C r e a t i v e
C o m m o n s  i s
straightforward,  but
you  must  never  skip
the  attribution  step,
even  for  free  images.

BEST PRACTICES
FOR REFERENCING
IMAGES

Beyond  the  technical
formatting,  there  are
several  best  practices
that  will  elevate  your
image referencing and
ensure  you  remain
e t h i c a l  a n d
professional.

Always
Caption
Your



12

12 How To Reference A Picture 2026-07-02

Images
Capt ions  p rov ide
context and direct the
reader  to  the  fu l l
reference.  A  typical
caption  includes  a
figure  number,  a  brief
description,  and  the
source.  For  example:
F igure  1 :  M igrant
Mother  by  Dorothea
Lange  (1936).  Library
of Congress.

Create a
Separate
List of
Figures
In  longer  documents,
especially  academic
t h e s e s  a n d
dissertations,  it  is
helpful to include a List
of  Figures  after  the
table of contents. This

list  includes  the  figure
number,  caption,  and
page number for each
image.

Use
Image
Citation
Tools
Wisely
Several  online  tools
can help you generate
citations automatically,
inc lud ing  Zotero ,
M e n d e l e y ,  a n d
EasyBib.  However,
always  double-check
the output. Automated
tools  can make errors
in  formatting  or  miss
important  detai ls.
K n o w i n g  h o w  t o
reference  a  picture
manually  is  still  the
most  reliable  skill.
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Keep a
Record of
Your
Sources
As you collect  images
for  a  project,  keep  a
running document with
a l l  the  necessary
citation  details.  This
practice  saves  time
and prevents you from
having  to  hunt  for
information  later.  It
also  ensures  you  do
not  accidentally  lose
track  of  an  image's
origin.

Respect
Copyright
and
Usage
Rights
Even  w i th  p rope r
at t r ibut ion,  some
images cannot be used
w i t h o u t  e x p l i c i t
permission.  Always
check the usage rights
before  including  an
image  in  your  work.
Public  domain  images
are  safe  to  use,  but
many  others  require
permission


