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INTRODUCTION: WHY PROPER
IMAGE REFERENCING MATTERS
MORE THAN YOU THINK

In  our  visually  driven  digital  world,
images are not just decorative additions
to content;  they are powerful  tools for
communication,  persuasion,  and
storytelling. Whether you are a student
compiling  a  research paper,  a  blogger
illustrating a tutorial,  or  a  professional
creating  a  corporate  presentation,  the
pictures you choose often carry as much
weight as the words you write. However,
a common pitfall that many fall into is
the casual use of images without giving
credit  where  it  is  due.  This  is  where
mastering how to reference an image
becomes an indispensable skill.
Proper image referencing is about more
than  just  avoiding  plagiarism.  It  is  a
practice  rooted  in  academic  integrity,
respect  for  intellectual  property,  and
professional  credibility.  When  you
correctly  cite  an  image  source,  you
acknowledge  the  creator's  work,
allowing  your  readers  to  locate  the
original  image  for  further  context.
Furthermore, in an era of strict copyright
laws and licensing agreements, failing to
reference  an  image  can  lead  to  legal
repercussions,  ranging  from  hefty  fines
to content takedown notices. This guide
will  walk you through the fundamental
principles  and specific  formats  for  citing
images  across  various  styles,  ensuring
that  your  work  remains  ethical ,

professional,  and  legally  sound.

UNDERSTANDING IMAGE
LICENSES AND COPYRIGHT
BASICS

Before  diving  into  the  mechanics  of
creating  citations,  it  is  crucial  to
understand  the  legal  landscape  that
governs  image  usage.  Not  all  images
you find online are free to use. The most
common licensing frameworks include:

Public Domain: These images are
free of all copyright restrictions
and can be used for any purpose
without attribution. However, best
practices still recommend
providing credit when possible.
Creative Commons (CC): These
licenses allow creators to grant
certain usage rights to the public
while retaining copyright. CC
licenses vary—some require
attribution, some restrict
commercial use, and others
prohibit derivative works. Always
check the specific CC license type.
Royalty-Free: This does not
mean free. It usually means you
pay a one-time fee to use the
image multiple times, but
restrictions still apply.
Rights-Managed: These licenses
are highly restricted, with fees
based on specific usage (duration,
geographic region, media type).

Always  verify  the  license  of  an  image
before  using  it.  A  proper  reference
should  include  information  about  the
license,  especially  if  you  are  using  a
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Creative Commons work, as the creator
often  requires  specific  attribution  text.
Understanding  these  basics  forms  the
foundation  of  how  to  reference  an
image correctly because it informs you
of  the  exact  information  you  need  to
include in your citation.

CORE ELEMENTS OF AN IMAGE
CITATION

Regardless of the citation style you are
using  (APA,  MLA,  Chicago,  etc.),  most
image references share a common set of
core  e lements .  Co l lect ing  th is
information  upfront  will  streamline  the
re fe renc ing  p rocess .  The  key
components  are:

Creator's Name: The1.
photographer, illustrator, or
designer who created the image.
Title of the Image: The official2.
title, if available. If no title is
provided, you may use a
descriptive title in brackets, such
as [Photograph of a blue whale].
Date of Creation or3.
Publication: The year the image
was created or published.
Source or Location: The website,4.
database, book, or museum where
you found the image.
Publisher or Host: The5.
organization or individual who
made the image available (e.g., a
museum, a stock photo website
like Unsplash, or a magazine).
URL or DOI: A direct link to the6.
image or its source page (for
online sources).
License Type: Especially7.
important for Creative Commons
images, indicating how the image
can be used.

Having these details on hand is the

first  practical  step  in  how  to
reference  an  image  effectively.

HOW TO REFERENCE AN
IMAGE IN APA STYLE (7TH
EDITION)

Formatting the
In-Text
Citation
In  APA style,  images are treated
similarly to other types of media.
When you discuss or  refer  to an
image  in  your  text,  you  should
provide  an  in-text  citation  that
includes  the  creator's  last  name
and  the  year  of  publication.  For
example:  (Smith,  2020)  or  As
illustrated  by  Smith  (2020)....

Formatting the
Reference List
Entry
The  full  reference  entry  for  an
image  in  APA  style  includes  the
creator,  date,  title,  description in
brackets,  source,  and  URL.  The
general structure is:
Creator,  A.  A.  (Year).  Title  of
work  [Description  of  format].
Source.  URL
Example:
Johansson, L.  (2019).  Street art
in  Berlin  [Photograph].  Flickr.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/exa
mple/12345
If  the  image appears  in  a  book,
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you would cite the book itself. If it
is a stock image from a site like
Unsplash,  you  would  include  the
photographer's  name  as  the
creator.

Key
Considerations
for APA
APA requires that the image itself
is  labeled  as  a  "Figure"  in  your
document if it appears in the body
of  your  paper.  Below the image,
you would include a figure number
and  a  caption  that  includes  the
reference  information.  The  full
citation still goes in the References
list  at  the end of  the document.
This  dual  approach  is  a  critical
nuance in how to reference an
image in academic writing.

HOW TO REFERENCE AN
IMAGE IN MLA STYLE (9TH
EDITION)

Formatting the
Works Cited
Entry
MLA style emphasizes the creator
and  the  title  of  the  work.  The
structure for a digital image is:
Creator's  Last  Name,  First
Name.  "Title  of  Image."  Title  of
Website, Date of Publication, URL.
Example:
Rios, Carlos. "Mountain Sunset at

Glacier  National  Park."  Unsplash,
1 5  M a r c h  2 0 2 1 ,
unsplash.com/photos/abc123.

In-Text
Citation for
MLA
In MLA, you typically refer to the
creator's  name  in  the  text  or
include  it  in  a  parenthetical
citation. Since there are no page
numbers for a digital  image, you
simply use the creator's last name:
(Rios).

Handling
Untitled
Images in MLA
If  the  image  does  not  have  a
formal  title,  you  may  create  a
concise,  descriptive  title  in  its
place,  without  quotation  marks.
For example:
Lee,  Min.  Photograph  of  a
traditional  Korean  tea  ceremony.
National Geographic, 10 Jan. 2022,
natgeo.com/photo/tea.
M L A  i s  w i d e l y  u s e d  i n  t h e
humanities, and understanding its
specific  format  is  a  vital  part  of
mastering how to reference an
image  for  literature,  art,  and
history  papers.

HOW TO REFERENCE AN
IMAGE IN CHICAGO STYLE
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(NOTES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY)

Formatting the
Footnote or
Endnote
Chicago style often uses footnotes
or  endnotes  for  citations.  For  an
image,  the  first  note  includes  the
full  citation  information.  The
structure  is:
Firstname  Lastname,  Title  of
Image, Date, format, Source, URL.
Example:
1. Emma Rodriguez, Portrait of a
Flamenco  Dancer,  2020,  digital
photograph, Wikimedia Commons,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wi
ki/File:Flamenco.jpg.

Formatting the
Bibliography
Entry
In  the  bibliography,  the  entry  is
formatted  similarly  but  with  the
creator's last name first:
Rodriguez, Emma.  Portrait  of  a
Flamenco  Dancer.  2020.  Digital
photograph. Wikimedia Commons.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wi
ki/File:Flamenco.jpg.

When to Use

Chicago Style
Chicago style is commonly used in
history, art history, and publishing.
It  is  particularly useful  when you
n e e d  t o  p r o v i d e  d e t a i l e d
descriptive notes about an image.
Master ing  this  format  is  an
a d v a n c e d  s t e p  i n  how  to
r e f e r e n c e  a n  i m a g e  i n
professional  contexts.

HOW TO REFERENCE AN
IMAGE FROM SOCIAL MEDIA
AND STOCK WEBSITES

Citing an
Image from
Instagram or
Twitter
Social  media  images  present  a
unique  challenge  because  the
creator's handle and the platform
are both integral to the citation. In
APA,  you  would  list  the  account
holder's  name,  the  first  20  words
of  the  caption  as  the  title,  the
date,  and  the  URL.  In  MLA,  you
would include the account name,
the  photo  descr ipt ion,  the
platform,  and  the  date.
Example (APA):
National  Geographic.  (2023,
August 10).  This incredible photo
o f  a  r e d  f o x  w a s  t a k e n  i n
Yellowstone...  [Photograph].
I n s t a g r a m .
https://www.instagram.com/p/ABC
D123/
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Citing an
Image from
Unsplash,
Pixabay, or
Pexels
These free stock photo sites often
have  specific  attribution
requirements. While some images
on these platforms do not require
attribution,  it  is  always  good
p r a c t i c e  t o  c r e d i t  t h e
photographer. The citation should
include the photographer's name,
the image title  (if  available),  the
platform,  and  the  URL.  You  can
usually find this information in the
"Info"  or  "Details"  section  of  the
image page.
Key Tip:  Many stock photo sites
provide  ready-made  attribution
text. You can copy and adapt it to
fit  your  citation  style.  This  is  a
practical  shortcut  in  how  to
reference an image  from stock
libraries.

HOW TO REFERENCE AN
IMAGE IN A PRESENTATION
OR BLOG POST

Referencing
Images in

PowerPoint
Presentations
For  business  or  educational
presentations, you may not have a
formal bibliography slide. Instead,
you  can  include  a  shortened
citation directly  below the image
or at the bottom of the slide in a
small  font.  A  simple  format  like
Image: John Smith, Unsplash, 2021
is  often acceptable.  However,  for
academic presentations, include a
full reference list on the final slide.

Referencing
Images in Blog
Articles
In  the  digital  publishing  world,
image credits are often placed in a
caption directly beneath the image
or at the very bottom of the article
in  an  "Image  Credits"  section.  A
hyperlink  back  to  the  original
source  i s  a lso  a  po l i te  and
professional gesture. For example:
Photo  by  Jane  Doe  on  Unsplash.
This approach balances readability
with  proper  attribution.  Knowing
where  to  place  the  credit  is  an
impo r tan t  pa r t  o f  how  to
reference  an  image  in  online
content.

COMMON MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN REFERENCING
IMAGES

Omitting the Creator:
Even if an image seems
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generic, it always has a
creator. Failing to include
their name is the most
common error.
Using Only a URL: A URL
alone is not a proper
citation. It is unstable and
can break. Always include
the creator, title, and date.
Ignoring License Terms:
Using a "Non-Commercial"
licensed image in a
commercial blog is a
violation, even if you cite it.
Inconsistent Formatting:
Mixing APA and MLA
elements in the same
document looks
unprofessional. Pick one
style and stick to it.
Forgetting the Alt Text:
While not a citation, alt text
is crucial for accessibility. It
describes the image for
screen readers and should
not be confused with a
reference.

Avoiding  these  pit fa l ls  wi l l
significantly improve the quality of
your references and demonstrate
your  competence  in  how  to
reference  an  image .

CONCLUSION: MASTERING
IMAGE CITATION ELEVATES
YOUR WORK

Learning  how to  reference  an
image  is  a  small  investment  of
time  that  pays  significant
dividends  in  credibility,  legality,
and ethical integrity. Whether you
are adhering to the academic rigor
of  APA,  the  humanities  focus  of
MLA, or the historical precision of
Chicago,  the  underlying  principle
remains the same: give credit  to
the creators who enrich your work
with  their  visual  artistry.  By
systematically  collecting the core
elements  of  each  image  and
applying  the  correct  format,  you
can  avoid  copyright  pitfalls  and
present yourself


