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AusAID ethical photography guidelines 
 
August 2012 

The following guidelines are intended to ensure that the human rights and dignity of 
persons whose images are used in AusAID publications are protected.  
 
I. Copyright and ownership of photographs 
 
AusAID owns the copyright of photos produced by staff, partner agencies and staff, sub-
contractors, volunteers and hired photographers, provided they were taken in the course 
of carrying out or documenting AusAID activities. 
 
AusAID copyright should be specified and agreed to in writing in photography 
agreements and contracts with partners, subcontractors, hired photographers and 
volunteers. 
 
AusAID does not own the copyright of all photos taken by external sources, such as 
photos from commercial photo libraries, photos taken by partner organisations and staff 
not engaged in AusAID activities, and the personal photographs of staff and volunteers. 
AusAID requires a formal release prior to the use or reproduction of such images.  
 
II. Standards of practice for taking photographs 
 
 

Photos taken by AusAID staff and affiliates should respect human dignity and 
ensure the rights, safety and well-being of the person or people being portrayed. 

 
 

• Comply with local traditions or restrictions when taking photos of people, objects 
or places. 

• Inquire into national laws related to photography and privacy rights. 
• Gain verbal or written consent before taking photographs. 
• Respect a person’s right to refuse to be photographed. If you sense any reluctance 

or confusion, refrain from taking the photo.   
• Do no harm. Individuals or groups may be put at risk of reprisal, violence or 

rejection in their communities as a result of exposing their identity or personal 
story through the publication of their image. 

• Do not misrepresent the individual, situation, context or location of the photo. 
• Absolutely no payments or any other form of compensation are to be provided to 

subjects in exchange for their photo or consent.  
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Photos of issues that are culturally sensitive, politically sensitive or socially 

stigmatised must protect the identity and privacy of individuals. 
 

 
 Do not identify individuals. Position the camera so that faces and other unique 

characteristics cannot be seen.  
 Gain written consent to use real names and locations in situations where disclosure 

could result in harm. Otherwise, remove detailed personal information such as 
names and locations in captions or any other associated documentation. 

 Identifiable images of individuals should not be used to illustrate sensitive subject 
matter in such a way as to indicate that the individual is connected with the issue. 

 
 

Photos of people with special needs are to be taken with particular care, 
compassion and protection of privacy.  

 
 

 Photograph all people with respect and dignity. Special care and compassion must 
be exercised with vulnerable subjects. 

 Survivors of sexual exploitation, gender-based violence or abuse are not to be 
identified as such. 

 An individual’s status as a person living with HIV, TB or any other serious health 
conditions must not be revealed without written consent. 

 An individual’s engagement in sex work or other socially marginalised or criminal 
activities must not be identified. 

 Care must be taken in photographing people in times of crisis. Do not exploit an 
individual’s vulnerability at times of trauma or grief.  
 

 
Photos of children taken for work-related purposes must  

adhere to standards arising from AusAID’s Child Protection Policy and  
Code of Conduct for Overseas Service.  

 
 

 Before photographing a child, assess and comply with local laws, traditions or 
restrictions for reproducing personal images and gain consent from the child or a 
parent or guardian. 

 Ensure photos present children in a dignified and respectful manner and not in a 
vulnerable or submissive manner. Children should be adequately clothed and not 
in poses that could be seen as sexually suggestive. 

 Photos must be honest representations of the context and the facts. 
 File labels must not reveal identifying information about a child when sending 

images electronically. 
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III. Consent 
 
Informed consent 
 
All photos used, published or disseminated by AusAID require the informed consent of 
individuals portrayed. Informed consent ensures respect for the individual’s autonomy 
and privacy, ensures they understand the implications, purpose and potential use of the 
photo, and avoids harming the individual through the inappropriate publication of their 
image or their story.  
 
Any agreement is purely voluntary and can be revoked at any time. It is expected that at a 
minimum any individuals photographed are aware that their image and story may be 
republished and disseminated in their home country and overseas.  
 
Written consent 
 
With a view to publication, staff and contractors are required to obtain informed written 
consent from every individual human photography subject if: 
 

 photographing individuals in the context of culturally sensitive, politically 
sensitive, taboo or high-stigma issues 

 individuals may be put at risk of reprisal, violence or rejection in their 
communities as a result of exposing their identity or personal story through 
photographs, captions or any other associated documentation 

 photographing individuals:  
o in all clinical settings e.g in a hospital, clinic, with midwives/nurses etc  
o in all private settings e.g in a private home, within a classroom 
o in circumstances where the photo clearly identifies a child or adult. 

 
It is acknowledged that the requirement for written consent places constraints on certain 
forms and subjects of photography, particularly where language, literacy and cultural 
barriers exist. 
 
In order to comply with the written consent requirement, it is recommended that: 
 

 consent forms in the local language are prepared  
 an interpreter is engaged and used for extensive photographic shoots to explain 

and communicate the purpose of the photos and gain informed consent 
 a record is kept by the photographer if written consent  was not gained due to 

illiteracy but there was verbal agreement.   
 
Verbal consent 
 
Staff and contractors are required to gain verbal consent from all individual human photo 
subjects. Staff and contractors are not required to obtain verbal consent from human 
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photo subjects in large public gatherings. When gaining verbal consent, you should 
introduce yourself, be courteous and explain the purpose of your visit and why you wish 
to take photos. Ask if they agree to this or at the very least smile, nod and point to your 
camera before taking the photo. 
 
Children and consent  
 
In determining whether a photo of a child should be taken or used by AusAID, the best 
interests of the child must be paramount.i Consent must be gained from a parent or 
guardian before a child’s photo is taken or their story recorded. The child should also 
have the purpose of the photo/interview explained to them in a manner appropriate to 
their age, and asked for their permission.ii  
 
Children have the right to be consulted and their wishes respected. Parents are not able to 
consent to children being photographed or participating in activities that are in breach of 
AusAID’s Child Protection Policy. Children must be protected from being portrayed in a 
way that may result in harm or discrimination.iii 
 
Guardians must be present if a child is to be interviewed and this must be done in a 
sensitive manner. Child survivors of gender-based violence, abuse or exploitation must 
not be interviewed by persons untrained in psycho-social counselling.  
 
Quick guide to consentiv 
 

Consent not needed Obtain verbal consent Written consent required 

Individuals whose identity is 
not recognisable (face and 
identifying features are 
obscured) when in a public 
space. 
 
Public figures in public 
spaces. 
 
Large crowds in public 
spaces. 

All individuals in all settings. 
 
Children and parents, 
guardians, or teachers of 
children. 
 
Directors/managers of 
development programs and 
activities. 

Any recognisable individual of any 
age for whom private or personal 
information is revealed in the photo 
or accompanying caption/story. This 
can include their health status, 
behaviour or activities, employment, 
personal history, status as a survivor 
or perpetrator of gender-based 
violence. 
 
Individuals and small groups in 
clinical or education settings. 
 
Survivors of sexual exploitation and 
abuse or gender-based violence. 
 
Individuals living with HIV/AIDS, 
TB or other medical conditions. 
 
Patients and doctors in clinics, 
hospitals or care settings. 
 
Persons engaged in politically 
sensitive or socially marginalised 
activities. 
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Persons located in areas or 
undertaking activities for which they 
could reasonably expect privacy e.g 
washing or cooking, child care. 

 
IV. Ethical use of photography 
 
Photos used by AusAID and affiliates in publications and promotional materials must 
respect human dignity and ensure the rights, safety and well-being of the person or people 
being portrayed. Ethical use of photos includes ensuring accuracy in captioning, 
attribution and making sure they are used in the correct context.  
 

1. Any photos of activities or programs carried out by other organisations are to be 
credited to that organisation, even if implementing programs on behalf of 
AusAID.  

2. The value and importance of using a photo should be weighed against regard for 
the photographic subjects' privacy, reputation and integrity. 

3. Ensure photos and captions used to illustrate or support written materials are 
factual and in keeping with the context of the story. It is not appropriate to use 
images in a ‘generic’ fashion to illustrate subject matter when there is no 
connection between the image and the content of the material illustrated. 

4. No photo of a recognisable individual/s is to be falsely captioned or used in such a 
way as to imply information about that person e.g using a general image of a 
woman to illustrate an article or report about violence against women. 

5. Use disclosures where there is the risk of misunderstanding e.g "The photos in this 
material are used for illustrative purposes only; they do not imply X on the part of 
any person who appears in the photos". 

6. Care needs to be taken not to stereotype certain groups e.g beware of the repeated 
use of images of particular ethnic groups, nationalities or genders when 
illustrating particular issues.   

7. Photos must not be edited to alter context. 
8. If photos are edited to protect identities, this must be noted and explained. 
9. Photos of individuals should illustrate autonomy and dignity of person. 
10. Photos should support an accurate and balanced understanding of the aid program. 

Images should not be overly negative or romanticise complex development issues. 
11. Photos of nationals from one country must not be used to represent nationals from 

another country. 
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i UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–Article 3: In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private 
social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a 
primary consideration.  
ii UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–Article 12: Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child.  
iii UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–Article 2: Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is protected 
against all forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the status, activities, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the child's 
parents, legal guardians, or family members.  
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–Article 16: No child shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his or her 
privacy, family, or correspondence, nor to unlawful attacks on his or her honour and reputation.  
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–Article 36: Parties shall protect the child against all other forms of exploitation prejudicial 
to any aspects of the child's welfare.  
iv Derived from John Hopkins School of Health guidelines. 


