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Finding images for use on your blog or Facebook page

A picture speaks a thousand words. So of course you’d want to use them in your blog or on your 
Facebook page. Images add visual interest to your posts and attract attention or pique curiosity. They can 
make a point or illustrate a concept. Plus, they can make your posts memorable. Well-selected images 
can even drive traffic to blog posts. 

Consider these statistics:

•   Articles with images get 94% more total views (http://www.jeffbullas.com/)
•   60% of consumers are more likely to consider or contact a business when an image shows up in local 

search results (http://www.jeffbullas.com/)
• 90% of information transmitted to the brain is visual, and visuals are processed 60,000X faster in the 

brain than text. (Sources: 3M Corporation, Hubspot and Zabisco) 
 
However, you must be careful when using or posting images you find online because, despite your good 
intentions, you may be illegally using or sharing a copyrighted image. 

The single best way to avoid legal issues or intellectual property infringement is to use your own images. 
Take your camera or your cell phone and start shooting. Create something in Adobe Illustrator. That 
may not be realistic for every person or every circumstance, so here are some other locations you can find 
images and graphics.

Copyright and Licensing

A short discussion of Copyright and licensing will help you understand the playing field. 

Copyright
According to the US Copyright Office, copyright is a principle of American law that says the author or 
creator of a work has the right to reap the fruits of his or her intellectual creativity for a limited period of 
time. The term has come to mean that body of exclusive rights granted by law to authors for protection 
of their work. The owner of the copyright has the exclusive right to reproduce, distribute, and, in the 
case of certain works, publicly perform or display the work. Copyright is a form of intellectual property 
(as patents, trademarks and trade secrets are). 

Creative Commons
A Creative Commons license is one of several public copyright licenses that enable the free distribution 
of an otherwise copyrighted work. A CC license is used when an author wants to give people the right to 
share, use and build upon a work that they have created. 
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CC provides an author or creator flexibility and protects the people who use or redistribute an author’s 
work. Authors or creators may choose to allow only non-commercial uses of their work. People who use 
images with CC licensing don’t have to worry about copyright infringement, providing they follow the 
conditions specified in the license.

CC licenses grant “baseline rights,” such as the right to distribute the copyrighted work worldwide, 
without changes, at no charge The details of each of these licenses cover a selection of four conditions 
which can be combined to form more specific or restrictive licenses:

Icon Right Description

Attribution (BY)
Licensees may copy, distribute, display and perform the work and make derivative 
works based on it only if they give the author or licensor the credits in the manner 
specified by these.

Share-alike (SA)
Licensees may distribute derivative works only under a license identical to the 
license that governs the original work.

Non-commercial 
(NC)

Licensees may copy, distribute, display, and perform the work and make derivative 

works based on it only for noncommercial purposes.

No Derivative 
Works (ND)

Licensees may copy, distribute, display and perform only verbatim copies of the 

work, not derivative works based on it.

 
From WikiPedia

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cc-by_new.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cc-sa.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Share-alike
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cc-nc.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-commercial
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cc-nd.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Derivative_work
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Attribution
This license let’s you distribute, remix, tweak and build upon the work, even 
commercially, as long as you credit the original creation. 

For example, if the below image had this license, you could post it in it’s current form with a credit 
line; you could also make changes to the image and give credit including information about the  
modifications made.

 

Attibution-ShareAlike
This license let’s you remix, tweak and build upon the work even commercially as 
long as you credit the original creation AND license your new creation under the 
same terms.

The below candy apple photo actually appears with the following  “some rights reserved” message. The 
Creative Commons license is “Attribution-ShareAlike.” 

This photo, “candied apples” is 
copyright (c) 2007 Madeline Write

“candied apples” by Madeline 
Write, used under CC By / Hue 

altered from original
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This means that in addition to the attribution you must give under the “Attribution” license mentioned 
previously, you must also allow your version(s), or derivative work, to be distributed under the same 
“Attribution/ShareAlike” license. 

Attribution-NoDerivs 
This license allows you to use the image as long as you credit the original and do 
not change it. In the apple example above, you could use the original image with 
attribution. But you cannot make new, altered variations or versions.

Attibution-NonCommercial
This license allows you to remix, tweak and build upon your work non-commercially. 
You must still credit the original source.

The  photo below is licensed as such. You can post this image as is with a photo credit or change the 
photo and post with appropriate attribution.

 
“Cony Island candy apples” by Peter  
Kelly is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / 

Desaturated from Original

“Cony Island candy apples” by Peter  
Kelly is licensed under CC BY 2.0

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
This license let’s you remix, tweak and build upon your work non- commercially 
as long as you credit the original creation and license your new creation under the 
same terms.

If the above also had the ShareAlike condition, the derivative work would also need to be made available 
for use under the same license

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs
The most restrictive of the CC licenses, this one allows you to use images non-
commercially without alternation and provided credit is given to the original 
source.

Royalty Free
Royalty-free refers to copyrighted images that can be used without the need to pay royalties or license 
fees for each use. However, these images are not necessarily free to use. These often require a one-time fee 
be paid for the right to use the image regardless of how often it is used or in what medium.

Public Domain
Images in the public domain are free to use by anyone for any purpose without restriction. Public 
domain is the purest form of open/free, since no one owns or controls the material in any way. What you 
must remember however is that works in one legal jurisdiction might not be public domain in another. 
Public domain can vary by country. Additionally, while a work that might be public domain, such as a 
Michelangelo painting, the photographs of that work might be treated as unique, copyrightable works 
unto themselves. 

Another form of Creative Common licenser created in recent years that falls within public domain 
licensing is CC0. CC0 allows creators and owners of copyright-protected content to waive all interests 
in a work and place them in the public domain completely and to opt-out of the exclusive right 
automatically granted to creators. CC0 is, according to Creative Commons, “a universal instrument that 
is not adapted to the laws of any particular legal jurisdiction.”

Attribution

Sites will give you information about how to attribute a work. For example, when accessing and 
downloading an image from wikicommons, a pop-up box will show you specifically the attribution the 
photographer expects you to use.

https://creativecommons.org/share-your-work/public-domain/cc0/
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By 663highland (Own work) [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html), CC-BY-SA-3.0 (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/) or CC-BY-2.5 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5)], via 

Wikimedia Commons

Examples of attribution:

CC Image courtesy of Madeline Write on Flickr

 by  Madeline Write

This photo, “candied apples” is copyright (c) 2007 Madeline Write and made available under 
a Attribution-Share Alike license

“Candied Apples” by Madeline Write, used under Creative Commons Attribution / Desaturated from 
original

The best attributes contain the work’s Title, Author, Source and License (and Modification if necessary)

http://www.flickr.com/photos/madaroni/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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For a work that you have created and will re-license, you could use:

This work, “[name of work]”, is a derivative of “[name of original work]” by [name of original 
creator], used under CC Attrubtion-ShareAlike. “[name of work]” is licensed under CC Attribution-
ShareAlike by [Your name here].

Finding Images Online

Now that you know more about the types of images you can use, let’s look at where to find them. 

Google/Bing image search.
The easiest way to find images is to go to your favorite search engine and simply search for images. But 
these results should only be used for viewing purposes or to locate the source of the image. Do not 
simply download images from the search results to use on your blog. They are most likely copyrighted 
(even if you don’t see the copyright symbol on them). Google explains on their help page:

“The images displayed in a Google Image Search may be protected by copyright, so we can’t grant you the 
right to use them for any purpose other than viewing them on the web. If you’d like to use images from 
our image search, we suggest contacting the site’s webmaster to obtain permission.”

If you found an image you’d like to use, visit the site where it appears. Look for copyright info or contact 
the owner of the site for permission.

Flickr
Flickr is a great photography resource with billions of images and photos, many of which you can use. 
Be careful; not all of them can be published on other sites.  Additionally, finding good photos can be 
difficult on Flickr. The photographers are not necessarily professionals or trained. As a result, you may 
need to perform several searches and scroll through a number of images to find a professional-looking 
photograph.

Flickr breaks images into two categories: Copyrighted and Creative Commons License. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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When viewing an image, look for the License Information on the image page. If there is a “©” 
copyright symbol, do not use the image. If you feel strongly that this is the best image – in the world – 
for what you need, try contacting the photographer directly for permission. 

Using the advanced search feature on Flickr, 
you can choose to view “The Commons,“ 
which refers to Creative Commons licenses,  
or US Government Works (Government 
Works images are often free of copyright 
restrictions).

Government Websites
Additionally, you can go to government websites such as NASA.gov to find and use images which are 
public domain. From the “Multimedia” menu item, select images (or even videos).

Specifically, NASA states:

NASA still images; audio files; video; and computer files used in the rendition of 3-dimensional models, 
such as texture maps and polygon data in any format, generally are not copyrighted. You may use NASA 
imagery, video, audio, and data files used for the rendition of 3-dimensional models for educational 
or informational purposes, including photo collections, textbooks, public exhibits, computer graphical 
simulations and Internet Web pages. This general permission extends to personal Web pages. 
 
This general permission does not extend to use of the NASA insignia logo (the blue “meatball” insignia), 
the retired NASA logotype (the red “worm” logo) and the NASA seal. These images may not be used 
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by persons who are not NASA employees or on products (including Web pages) that are not NASA-
sponsored. 
 
NASA should be acknowledged as the source of the material except in cases of advertising. See NASA 
Advertising Guidelines. 
 
If the NASA material is to be used for commercial purposes, especially including advertisements, it 
must not explicitly or implicitly convey NASA’s endorsement of commercial goods or services. If a NASA 
image includes an identifiable person, using the image for commercial purposes may infringe that 
person’s right of privacyor publicity, and permission should be obtained from the person. 

Even the Smithsonian has a photo stream on Flickr. http://www.flickr.com/photos/smithsonian/ And 
many of the images show “No known copyright restrictions”

As stated on  Flickr, the reason for this designation is:

• The copyright is in the public domain because it has expired;
• The copyright was injected into the public domain for other reasons, such as failure to adhere to 

required formalities or conditions;
• The institution owns the copyright but is not interested in exercising control; or
• The institution has legal rights sufficient to authorize others to use the work without restrictions.

Other good sources of public domain images include the Library of Congress as well as foreign 
government agencies.

Historic Works
Historic works are often in the public domain. Works in public domain are those whose copyrights 
have expired or been revoked. Works such as Shakespeare or the Beethoven are public domain. Worth 
noting is that public domain is country-based and varies. Work subject to rights in one country might 
not be in another.

The law in the United States, as stated on WikiPedia is:

In the United States, determining whether a work has entered the public domain or is still under 
copyright can be quite complex, primarily because copyright terms have been extended multiple times 
and in different ways—shifting over the course of the 20th century from a fixed-term based on first 
publication, with a possible renewal term, to a term extending to fifty, then seventy, years after the 
death of the author.

http://www.nasa.gov/audience/formedia/features/Advertising_Guidelines.html
http://www.nasa.gov/audience/formedia/features/Advertising_Guidelines.html
http://www.flickr.com/photos/smithsonian/
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While a work (such as a painting by Michelangelo) might be in the public domain, you may need to pay 
a fee to acquire access to the painting for the purpose of photographing or the right to use photographic 
reproductions prepared by the museum or other keeper of the work (such as historical society).

Additionally, photographs of public domain works might be copyrighted in their own right, especially if 
the photo is not a reasonable reproduction or has be significantly altered. For more on photos of public 
domain artworks, please see :  
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:When_to_use_the_PD-Art_tag

WikiCommons
WikiCommons is another great resource for free images. The quality isn’t always top-notch and 
sometimes finding what you want can be time consuming. Additionally, most of the images have a 
Creative Common License and require some sort of attribution.

Stock images for Purchase
There are a number of stock image sites offering professional photos and designs for purchase at a 
relatively low cost. These images are sold royalty-free; certain restrictions may apply, depending on the 
use of the image. These images can be used multiple times in multiple projects after purchase; pricing is 
determined by the image size. 

Always be sure to check the terms of use as they pertain to your purchase. Many of these sites state that 
the images can’t be used on items to be resold or where the subject might appear to endorse a product or 
for large print runs. 

For example, iStockPhoto’s standard license terms state:

You may only use the Content for those advertising, promotional and other specified purposes which 
are Permitted Uses (as defined below). For clarity, you may not use the Content in products for resale, 
license or other distribution…For example, you cannot superficially modify the Content, print it on 
a t-shirt, mug, poster, template or other item, and sell it to others for consumption, reproduction or 
re-sale. 

You may not use the Content in any posters (printed on paper, canvas or any other media) or other 
items for resale, license or other distribution for profit;

You may not use the Content in a fashion that is considered by iStockphoto (acting reasonably) as or 
under applicable law is considered pornographic, obscene, immoral, infringing, defamatory or libelous 
in nature, or that would be reasonably likely to bring any person or property reflected in the Content 
into disrepute;

You may not use or display any Content that features a model or person in a manner (a) that would 
lead a reasonable person to think that such person uses or personally endorses any business, product, 
service, cause, association or other endeavour;
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Some photos on the stock photo sites might also state they 
can only be used for editorial purposes. This means the 
photograph may be used with a news or magazine article or 
in a book, but cannot be used commercially, such as in an 
advertisement.

Some reasonably-priced stock photo sites include: 

• 123RF
• iStockPhoto
• Shutterstock
• Dreamstime
• Big Stock
• Fotolia
Getty Images is one of the better known stock photography sources, but it is also one of the most expensive. 

These sites offer photos, vector illustrations and video. The licensing stated on the site applies to all assets 
regardless of media.

But what if…

What if you did a Google search for a picture of a mango. And you find one you like…but it’s got the 
watermark of some stock photo site on it. So you keep searching. And lucky you, you find the SAME 
image without a watermark!
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Careful. The website that has the unwatermarked image probably purchased the photo and has the 
rights to use it per the photo site’s terms. But, that doesn’t give you the right to use it as well. You must 
purchase the image for use on your own site. 

Stock photo sites might also offer Rights Managed images. Rights Managed licenses include RM and 
RM-E (for Exclusive). For these images, the customer pays a fee each time an image is used and must 
specifically state the intended use, media and geography as well as duration of use. The price of the image 
is then based on the usage. Rights Managed images are not exclusive, meaning others can also purchase 
and use under the same license. However, a customer can purchase an exclusive license, meaning others 
would not be able to purchase the same image under the SAME license

Free Stock Images
There are a number of sites that offer free stock images, one of the most popular of which is stock.xchng. 
These images might be offered free only at a certain size and you may still need to obtain permission or 
use with the photographer’s specified attribution and link back to their site.

Sites that offer free images, often hi-resolution, include 

• Stock.xchng
• Morguefile
• Unsplash 
• All Free Download

However, you must be careful to look at the terms of use for the site for individual images. For example, 
on all-free-download.com you might see the following types of copyright notices:
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Be sure to read carefully for the license or usage information for each image and for each site.

Additionally, when using images from sites such as these, it is a good idea to keep some sort of record 
of where the image came from in case you need to prove in the future that the image you used was 
offered at some point in time as a public domain or CC0 image and that you used it in good faith. 
Unfortunately, we have found some bad actors download images from other sources and offer them up 
as their own on these sites when in fact the images are 100% copyright-protected.

Parting Words

Adding attribution to copyrighted materials you find online doesn’t necessarily protect you. Just because 
you give credit to the image owner does not mean the owner gave you permission to share or distribute 
the work.  

If you are looking for a free image to use, always check Creative Commons (either Flickr or 
WikiCommons) first. The copyright owners state whether they are willing to share their images and 
under what conditions. You can always contact an copyright owner if you have any questions. If you 
can’t find suitable images here, look at the stock photo sites. Purchasing ensures you have the right to use 
the photo on your blog.

Bottom line: a license is almost always less expensive than the fine or lawsuit that results from improper use. 
Just because it’s online and someone else used it, doesn’t mean it’s OK for you to use. Remember what your 
mom used to say: just because everyone else is jumping off a bridge doesn’t mean you should, too. 


