
Act ive L i festy le

I recently received a pamphlet 
in the mail from my health 
insurance provider. The 
publication had over fifteen 
photos in it, but almost none 
of them were typical health 
care photos. Most were of 
people engaging in normal 
activities we commonly 
associate with healthy people. 
The subjects in the photos 
didn’t look like typical models, 
either. They were everyday 
people riding bikes, walking 
in the park, and shopping at 
the farmer’s market — people 
who looked like they were 
living normal, active lives.

These photos are in a 
category that could be 
termed “active lifestyle” and 
I’d bet that all of them were 
licensed through stock 
agencies. The genre of 
active lifestyle includes 
typical fitness and exercise 
themes, but it goes a lot 
further than that. It 

encompasses the broad 
concept of people being 
energetic and engaging the 
world: think gardening, 
skiing, and fishing, too.

Let’s face it — most of us 
are far lazier than we wish 
to admit. We don’t aspire to 
this fate, though; we want 
to be that person who gets 
up with the sun for a morning 
walk, or the person who 
goes on a trek instead of 
sitting at the hotel’s poolside 
bar drinking margaritas their 
whole vacation. 

Active lifestyle photos are 
popular because they convey 
concepts on multiple levels. 
Consider this photo, for 
example. At first glance it 
shows a couple swimming. 
On a deeper level, though, it 
conveys the themes of well-
being, happiness, and health. 

Great active lifestyle photos 
don’t need the attractive 20-
something models that we 

see so much in today’s 
media. In fact, the best 
photos in this category are 
ones that people can relate 
to — ones that make us 
think, “That could be me.”

This roadmap gives you a 
step-by-step guide to tap 
into this major and 
lucrative market in stock 
photography.

Active Lifestyle Shots as Stock Images

Active lifestyle photos comprise 
a huge market in stock 
photography because they 
convey an idea that we all 
want: to be healthy and happy 
in our own skin. Because this 
is a universal trait, the need 
for representative stock 
photos is large and diverse. 

This is a great situation for 
photographers. Photo buyers 
need pictures from all walks 
of life and that plays to your 
advantage. Marketable 
subjects range from kids 
swimming in a lake to 
retired friends playing golf to 
a yoga class for moms-to-

be. The possibilities are 
seemingly endless and 
photographers can pick a 
subject they are interested 
in or have unique access to.

iStockphoto has a page that 
outlines photos they are 
looking for. One thing they 
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explicitly prompt photographers to do is, “Get 
your models doing something.” Indeed, all 
internet stock agencies are craving high quality 
images of people engaged in activities. 

Some places you might see these images in use 
include: 

◆  Health and wellness literature

◆  Family-focused publications

◆  Media aimed at retirees 

◆  Magazine and web advertisements

◆  Billboards

◆  Just about any media that deals with people!

Because the concept of “active lifestyle” transcends 
so many facets of life, I would challenge you to 
find a human-focused magazine that doesn’t 
contain photos that fall in this category. 

The high saleability of photos in these areas is 
not a secret, though. In every stock agency there 
is already a large volume of active lifestyle photos. 
But that doesn’t mean you can’t still get a slice 
of the pie. The key is to make sure your photos 
follow a few simple guidelines. (We’ll get to those.) 

And of course, as with any other stock photos, 
the “pop and wow” factor plays a big part in 
helping to separate your photo from the many 
others like it. 

Here are a few good examples of active lifestyle photos 
found in stock that have high sales potential:

This is a great, clean photo of a happy 
family spending time together. Notice 
how the themes of biking and family 
jump out immediately. There are no 
distractions — no parked cars, signs, or 
power lines — in the background. The 
generic gravel road and green backdrop 
make it feel like it could be anywhere. 
Their solid-colored clothing adds a splash 
of color to make the photo pop just a 
little more. 

This photo has great market potential. 
It is again very simple and clean and 
obviously shows a happy, fit young 
woman exercising. There is room for 
copy space on the left, but not so much 
that it doesn’t work well on its own. 
The fact that it has been downloaded 
over 700 times in just 14 months is a 
testament that designers feel the 
same way.

There is a huge demand for active 
lifestyle shots of people of all ages. The 
happy couple in this next picture looks 
like they are enjoying their retirement 
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by taking a brisk stroll in the park. The photo works 
well because the subjects fill the frame with just enough 
background to provide a sense of context of where 
they are. The image is light and bright and conveys a 
sense of happiness and vitality to the viewer. As with 
the images above, there are no distracting elements.

Active lifestyle photos go beyond fitness and exercise 
routines and this strong photo exemplifies that. The 
cute young girl pictured isn’t inside playing video 
games; she’s out in the family garden. Her pride in 
her recently unearthed bounty is clear in her 
genuine facial expression. The Rule of Thirds works 
well here to balance the image. I can picture this 
image as a two-page spread for an article on healthy 
kids in a family-centric magazine, or maybe as a 
banner hanging at a grocery store. 

Being active doesn’t have to be a chore; in fact, it can 
be as enjoyable as snorkeling along a tropical coral reef 
with your significant other. At least that’s the feeling I 
get when I see this image. It again shows a happy 
person engaging in an activity that looks like fun. The 
subjects fill the frame and the fact that this photo also 
sells the idea of a tropical vacation (that could be a 
whole category of stock photos in itself) is a bonus.

Family concepts sell well and this photo nails a clean 
and simple view of an active family. I like the way 
the subjects aren’t perfectly lined up. It seems as if 
they paused just for a moment for the picture. The 
rugged mountains and bluebird sky make this seem 
like the vacation every family dreams of. The low 
angle perspective (we are looking up at all the 
subjects) adds additional intrigue. It’s no surprise 
that buyers have purchased this photo over 400 
times since July 2010. 
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A stock worthy active lifestyle photo should have these qualities:

Good Composition
This is a basic requirement of every stock photo and it’s no different here. Stick 
to the Rule of Thirds and be conscious of distracting elements near the edges of 
the frame. If subjects aren’t looking at the camera, have them look into the 
middle of the picture and not out the short end (like the snorkeling example 
above or the mountain biking one below). 

Authenticity
Your shots will likely be staged, but you don’t want the viewer to know that. Strive 
to capture natural expressions and postures with your models. Make sure that 
the props and clothing fit the activity (e.g., people don’t go running in blue jeans). 

Usability
Even if your image is technically strong, it doesn’t mean someone will want to 
buy it. Try putting yourself in a hypothetical designer’s shoes and imagine how 
your image could be used in an ad or an article. As with any stock photo, your 
picture needs a strong and clear theme. If a viewer has to think too hard to see 
what’s going on, it won’t be very successful.

Happy People                    

There is a place for that photo of a runner gritting his teeth to cross the finish 
line, but that is really hard to pull off well. Most buyers are looking for smiling 
faces to convey the idea that whatever they are promoting is fun and makes 
people happy. 

               
Uniqueness  

Many photos in this category are along similar themes and subjects, so your 
image will have to somehow stand out in the crowd if you want to make any real 
money. Try different angles, use colors effectively, and don’t be afraid to get 
creative and try something unusual.

No Distractions
Be conscious of elements in the shot that detract from the theme of your photo. 
Keep unneeded and distracting objects (random signs or parked cars in the 
background, for example) out of the shot. Strive for simplicity and a strong and 
clear theme.

What Makes A Saleable Active Lifestyle Shot?
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Successful active lifestyle shots require a context for 
their setting, which means you won’t be shooting in 
a studio against a white background. It doesn’t 
mean you need an elaborate or exotic location, 
however. This photo might have been taken in the 
photographer’s living room. 

In this case, that makes perfect sense — many of us 
lift weights or roll around on an exercise ball 
at home. 

Finding a great location is easier than you may think. 
First identify the activity you want to portray and then 
go about looking for a suitable setting. Remember 
that you only need one vantage point that works, so a 

small patch of trees in your 
neighborhood park might seem like 
you’re out in the woods. 

The key to where you shoot an active 
lifestyle photo is to give the illusion of a 
setting that fits the theme of the photo. 
In many cases it’s just that: an illusion. 
This photo of two mountain bikers is 
great because it feels like they are 
biking through a field at the edge of a 
forest. In reality, there might be a 
highway off to their left and a housing 
development just off the frame to the 
right. It doesn’t matter. The final result 
looks like a generic field out in the 
wilderness somewhere.

Sometimes we find ourselves in 
situations that are really striking, 
however. I captured the photo below on 
a camping trip last summer with friends. 

The backdrop and setting of the photo 
add context and interest in this case, 
so I didn’t try to hide anything. 

Where to Shoot Active Lifestyle Photos
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Use fast shutter speeds for moving 
subjects. 
If my subject is moving I start at 1/320th of 
a second, but I prefer to shoot at even 
faster speeds to ensure the subject stays 
sharp. I try to shoot a series of test shots 
and review them on the back of my camera. 
(Find out how to zoom in to 100%.) Look 
closely, and if you’re not confident, err on 
the side of faster shutter speeds. Keep your 
ISO as low as possible, but it’s better to 
shoot at a higher ISO and have a sharp 
image than to have to shoot at such a low 
shutter speed that the main subject is blurry. 

Choose what depth of field you want.
Depth of field is controlled by the aperture 
or f-stop. If you desire a shallow depth of 
field (like in the couple walking picture), 
select a low aperture, like f/6.3 or below. If 
you want more depth of field, use a smaller 
aperture, like f/8 or above (like the camping 
example). If the background isn’t interesting 
or important, I like to use lower apertures to 
draw attention to the subjects and make the 
background more generic.

Ensure good lighting. 
Lighting can be tricky because you likely 
won’t be in a studio. For outdoor shots, 
scout out the location ahead of time and 
anticipate what the ambient light conditions 
will be like. If you are shooting indoors, 
think about whether you will need to 
incorporate a flash or flashes. If you aren’t 
accustomed to (or don’t own) flash units, 
try to incorporate natural light from windows 
or doorways if you are shooting indoors.

Watch the logos. 
Bikes, jackets, shoes, and other manmade 
objects have logos on them. All stock 

agencies require that these be removed 
before the photo gets uploaded. This is 
certainly possible to do on your computer 
once you are done with the shoot, but you 
will save hours of headache by minimizing 
their visibility as you are shooting. Strive to 
have your subjects wear solid colors without 
visible logos to save time.

Avoid clutter in the background. 
Pay attention to everything in the frame and 
try to minimize distracting elements in the 
background. You may not notice the sign or 
power lines in the distance for your power 
walking shoot in the park, but designers will 
when they are comparing your image to others 
like it. You might be able to remove them 
later on the computer, but it’s usually easier 
to change your composition or try a slightly 
different spot. Your goal should be to have 
everything within the frame of your photograph 
contribute to the theme you are conveying. 

Try different angles. 
Even if you have an idea of what you want, 
move around while you are shooting and try 
different angles. This does two things for 
you. The first is that it helps you discover 
perspectives you didn’t initially consider. 
Take this photo, for instance:

Shooting Tips
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Keywording Tips for Active Lifestyle Shots

I took this shot about a year ago and used 
a mini-tripod to keep the camera just off 
the leaves that covered the trail. I didn’t 
think of the low-angle view when I first 
arrived to shoot, but this angle was my 
favorite when I got home and reviewed the 
whole shoot on my computer. It also has 
been a very strong seller and I think the 
unique perspective helps set it apart from 
the many other running photos out there.

The other thing trying different angles 
does for you is that it gives you multiple 
frames to upload. You might get three 
saleable images from your basic series 
instead of just one. This gives designers 
more options if they like your basic 
concept, but one image doesn’t work for 
one reason or another. 

Keywording for active lifestyle photos is pretty straightforward. Use these basic categories 
to get started. I also recommend looking at a wide variety of similar images on your stock 
site(s) to make sure you aren’t missing anything and to get a feel for what industry 
standards are. 

The general concept:
Active, lifestyle, vitality, health, wellness, well-being, exercise, fitness, body, recreation, 
happy…

The activity at hand:
Running, walking, biking, swimming, weights…

The location: 
Park, forest, indoors, trail, gym, field, garden…

The people:
Man, woman, couple, child, senior, one person, retired, athlete…

Don’t get too hung up on keywords. A good image will sell well on its merits and not because 
it has more keywords that don’t match up. Make sure yours are accurate and represent your 
image well, and then concentrate on taking great photographs. 

That’s it! To review, follow this simple formula for success:

Happy people + Engaged in activity – Distractions = Saleable photos

Active lifestyles can be a fun concept to photograph. You will be out capturing images 
that help convey health and happiness. You can pick subjects that you enjoy or 
participate in already. Good luck!


