
Introduction
As newsrooms across the country have publicly and privately grappled 
with their approach to crime and criminal legal reporting since George 
Floyd’s murder in 2020, much of the focus has been on the words that 
populate the reporting: the language used, the sources quoted, and the 
assumptions made. Despite their importance, far less attention has been 
paid to the images in these stories. Print and digital news stories typically 
begin with an image that sets the tone for the piece, and television news 
is, of course, a visual medium with images from beginning to end. The 
images used in most of these stories reinforce the sensationalism and 
bias that has long plagued the public safety beat. 

This project is meant to be a resource for reporters, editors, 
photojournalists, art directors, and anyone else involved in producing 
and selecting the images in news stories. It catalogs the types of images 
that commonly appear in public safety reporting, offers guidance for how 
to choose images that tell a more holistic story about the people and 
places impacted by crime and the criminal legal system, and provides a 
behind-the-scenes look at the image selection process in a leading outlet 
covering gun violence and public safety.
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I.  
Taking Stock of the Status Quo

The images found in stories about crime and the criminal legal system tend to fit into one of the 
following categories:

•	 Images of police and policing equipment

	◦ Examples: police officers, police tape, police lights, police cars, handcuffs

•	 Images of confinement and control

	◦ Examples: barbed wire, prison gates, guard towers, bars, restraints

•	 Images of people accused or convicted of crimes

	◦ Examples: mugshots, people in handcuffs, people in a courtroom

While these images may appear to be straightforward, they contain numerous but subtle 
biases, including that they: 

•	 Emphasize people who respond to crime over people impacted by crime;

•	 Imply that policing and other forms of punishment are inherently linked to public safety;

•	 Perpetuate harmful racial stereotypes;

•	 Dehumanize people accused or convicted of crimes; and

•	 Sensationalize crime. 
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Photographs of police are perhaps the most pervasive image in public safety reporting. 
Of course, there are some instances in which this makes sense: a profile of a new police 
chief, a story about a new policing tactic, an investigation of police violence. But images 
of police are also used in stories that are not directly related to policing at all. They 
show up in stories about crime rates, shoplifting, criminal legal reform, homelessness, 
overdose deaths, and on and on.

These images pose two problems. First, they emphasize people who respond to crime 
over people impacted by crime. Stories about gun homicide and other acts of violence 
often feature images of police and other first responders rather than the people harmed 
or their loved ones. These choices draw attention away from the heart of the story. 
Second, they imply that policing is inherently linked to public safety, serving as a subtle, 
if unintentional, endorsement of policing. In fact, there are myriad ways to respond 
to crime and other types of harm, and communities across the country are trying out 
new approaches: unarmed crisis intervention workers, violence interrupters, expanded 
drug treatment, supportive housing, etc… But images of those people and programs 
rarely show up in public safety reporting. By continuing to default to images of police, 
journalists circumscribe the policy responses to crime that people can imagine.
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The images of people (other than police) that appear in public safety reporting pose an additional 
set of problems. First, they often perpetuate racial stereotypes. Because Black people are 
disproportionately arrested and those arrests are disproportionately covered by the news media, 
many of the mugshots that appear in the news are of Black people. These images, like the stories 
they appear in, prime negative racial stereotypes. Fortunately, newsrooms across the country 
have begun to recognize this problem. Many have restricted their use of mugshots, often citing the 
presumption of innocence and the harm done to communities of color.

A great deal has been written about the use of mugshots and the steps that many newsrooms have 
taken to end or limit their use, so we will not go into further detail in this report. For those interested 
in learning more about recent trends in the use of mugshots, see these pieces from Poynter, The 
Marshall Project, and NiemanLab. For those interested in hearing directly from newsrooms who have 
limited the use of mugshots, see these pieces from Cleveland.com, the (Biloxi) Sun Herald, and the 
Orlando Sentinel. 

It’s not just mugshots that dehumanize people accused or convicted of crimes. Stories about crime 
and the criminal legal system often feature images of people in handcuffs, wearing jumpsuits, or 
behind bars. Those images reduce people to what is likely one of the worst experiences of their lives. 
While images of people in court, jail, or prison may make sense for some stories, the composition of 
these images often presents people in a menacing light, compounding their dehumanizing effect. 
Images that were perhaps intended as a more humane alternative to mugshots, like stock photos of 
anonymous individuals, are often no better. A disembodied image of a pair of hands in cuffs literally 
reduces a person to their experience with the criminal legal system.

The Center for Just Journalism 4Visualizing the Future of the Public Safety Beat

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01419870.2018.1508736?journalCode=rers20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01419870.2018.1508736?journalCode=rers20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01419870.2018.1508736?journalCode=rers20
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2000.tb02845.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2000.tb02845.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2000.tb02845.x
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Osei-Appiah/publication/248923368_Framing_News_Stories_The_Role_of_Visual_Imagery_in_Priming_Racial_Stereotypes/links/552c53700cf29b22c9c4459b/Framing-News-Stories-The-Role-of-Visual-Imagery-in-Priming-Racial-Stereotypes.pdf
https://www.poynter.org/reporting-editing/2020/more-newspapers-are-cutting-mugshots-galleries/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/newsrooms-rethink-a-crime-reporting-staple-the-mugshot
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/newsrooms-rethink-a-crime-reporting-staple-the-mugshot
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/newsrooms-rethink-a-crime-reporting-staple-the-mugshot
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/newsrooms-rethink-a-crime-reporting-staple-the-mugshot
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/newsrooms-rethink-a-crime-reporting-staple-the-mugshot
https://www.niemanlab.org/2017/02/no-mugshot-exploitation-here-the-new-haven-independent-aims-to-respect-the-reputations-of-those-arrested-in-the-community-it-covers/?relatedstory
https://www.cleveland.com/opinion/2018/07/right_to_be_forgotten_clevelan.html
https://www.cleveland.com/opinion/2018/07/right_to_be_forgotten_clevelan.html
https://www.cleveland.com/opinion/2018/07/right_to_be_forgotten_clevelan.html
https://www.sunherald.com/news/local/article223016770.html
https://www.sunherald.com/news/local/article223016770.html
https://www.sunherald.com/news/local/article223016770.html
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/2020/06/10/gannett-stops-posting-arrest-mugshots-on-several-more-newspaper-websites/
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/2020/06/10/gannett-stops-posting-arrest-mugshots-on-several-more-newspaper-websites/
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/2020/06/10/gannett-stops-posting-arrest-mugshots-on-several-more-newspaper-websites/


These editorial choices are united by one central theme: they 
sensationalize crime with lurid or alarming images. Of course, 
tragic and frightening things happen that warrant media 
coverage, but the role of journalists is not to stoke fear or to 
make a spectacle of any given crime. According to their own 
mission statements, the job of media outlets is to help people 
understand the world. Sensationalized images do little to 
help people understand what drives crime and what works to 
reduce it. Even more troublingly, these images don’t just show 
up in stories about serious harm; they also appear in stories 
that aren’t about threats to public safety at all. For example, 
the lead image in this story about declining crime rates is of 
people allegedly stealing from a mall. A story that is meant to 
inform people about a reduction in crime leads with an image 
that contradicts its message.

In a rapidly changing media landscape that is increasingly 
focused on visuals, photojournalists and editors have the 
opportunity to rethink the images they use to tell stories about 
public safety. The following sections offer recommendations 
for selecting images and examples of pathbreaking 
photojournalism from news outlets across the country.  
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II.  
Sharpening the Focus of Public Safety Images

The public safety beat is broad, covering everything from neighborhood shootings and police 
violence to prison healthcare and legislation about bail policy. That said, public safety stories 
do tend to fall into a handful of categories. Below, we’ve laid out those categories along with 
recommendations for selecting appropriate images and real-world examples for each. We have 
also included a list of general recommendations for image selection in public safety reporting.

General recommendations
	◦ Lead with empathy and transparency. Talk to people before you take any photographs, 

and always be clear about the purpose of the image and the context in which it will appear.

	◦ Consider using illustrations when original and stock photography aren’t options or don’t 
make sense.

	◦ Think about the mood of the image in an effort to avoid reinforcing stereotypes. Does the 
subject look menacing or approachable? Agitated or calm? This is particularly important 
when selecting photographs of people of color who have a long history of being portrayed in 
a threatening light by the news media.

	◦ Choose images that depict the day-to-day life of your subjects, rather than just the lowest 
moments of their lives. This might be challenging in jails and prisons, but it is possible. In 
those settings, consider asking subjects where and how they spend most of their time 
(reading, working, exercising, etc…) and photograph those activities or the places where 
they happen rather than falling back on images of bars, handcuffs, and razor wire.

	◦ Ensure that the tone of the image matches the content of the story. For example, if a story 
is about a decline in crime rates, choose an image that sets a positive tone.

	◦ Avoid photos of police officers or police equipment in stories that are not directly about 
policing. Instead, choose images that more directly depict the people and places impacted 
by the events of the story.

	◦ Do not use mugshots.
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Story-specific recommendations

In stories about individual crimes, consider featuring images of…

1. People impacted by the event (i.e. victims/survivors, family members and friends of victims/survivors, 
witnesses, neighbors, etc…). If you are in touch with people impacted by the event, don’t be afraid to ask 
if they want to be photographed. Many people want to tell their story, even in tragic cases, but it’s essential 
to lead with empathy, transparency, and mutual agreement on the style and use of the images. That said, 
it may not be appropriate or possible to use images of the people impacted by the event. In some cases, 
people may not want to be photographed because they feel it will be re-traumatizing or that it could put 
them at risk for more violence. And sometimes you won’t be able to identify an individual to photograph at 
all. If using a photo of a person is not possible, consider one of the options below.

Voice of San Diego
The Mysterious Death of Luis Alberto Antonio Armenta

Photo by Adriana Heldiz

The Guardian
‘Some scars are for ever’: the grief of losing a child to 
gun violence during the holidays

Rachel Bujalski, Jessica Pons, Marissa Leshnov/The Guardian

Capital B
Hazing Death Prompts Soul-Searching for Divine Nine

Southern University Marching Band Facebook page
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2. The location where the event occurred. To avoid a seemingly-anonymous streetscape, include 
a detail, like a street sign, recognizable landmark, or even telephone lines. 

The City
Upstate Prison Staffers Charged in Beating Death of Robert Brooks

Credit: Office of Governor Kathy Hochul

The Trace
He Fatally Shot a White Man, Claiming Self Defense. 
Now He’s Charged With Murder.

Kriston Jae Bethel for The Trace

Gothamist
2 shot at Brooklyn NYCHA development, leaving 1 in 
critical condition, police say

Google Maps
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The Guardian
Colorado Springs LGBTQ+ nightclub shooter sentenced 
to 55 life terms in prison

Photograph: Isaiah Downing/Reuters

Capital B
Years After Tragedy Gripped Buffalo, Its Black 
Community Waits for Change

Andrew Lichtenstein/Corbis via Getty Images

Chicago Sun Times
Douglass Park fatal shooting underlines years of 
tensions at public pool

Tyler Pasciak LaRiviere/Sun-Times file

3. Vigils, protests, or memorials. After some time has passed, you may be able to photograph objects that 
memorialize the people impacted by the event, such as  signs, candles, cards, vigils, graffiti, etc…

Breaking news stories about individual crimes typically have little information beyond a brief 
description of the alleged crime and the name of the victim and/or accused. These stories are among 
the most likely to rely on mugshots or generic stock photos of police. This is likely due in part to the 
fact that it can be difficult to contact the people impacted by the event or access the location where 
it happened on a tight deadline. It’s worth considering whether the factors that make it difficult to 
identify appropriate images for these stories are indicative of a larger problem with this style of 
reporting. For more on the issues with daily crime beat stories, along with alternative approaches to 
covering public safety, see Chapter 1 of our report Building a Better Beat. 
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The Trace
Buffalo Saw an ‘Unheard Of’ Drop in Gun Violence Last Year. What’s Behind 
the Success?

AP Photo/Joshua Bessex

Gothamist
Hot spots: NYPD data shows most shootings occur on 
the same blocks, year after year

Brittany Kriegstein/Gothamist

CNN
‘We’ve seen lifelong friends kill each other:’ How a state 
capital became one of the deadliest US cities

Edmund D. Fountain for CNN

In stories about crime trends, consider featuring…
1. Images of the neighborhood or community that the story is about. Ensure that the tone of the image 
matches the tone of the story. For example, if crime is trending upward, demonstrate how that is affecting 
the community (i.e. empty streets, residential or commercial security devices, memorials, etc…). If crime is 
trending downward, demonstrate how that is affecting the community (i.e. busy streets/parks, open doors/
windows, neighborhood gatherings, people talking on the sidewalk, etc…).
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Bloomberg
Fear of Rampant Crime Is Derailing New York City’s Recovery

Crosstown
After pandemic spike, car thefts in Los Angeles are declining

Axios
D.C. sees steep drop in violent crime in 2024

Sources: New York City Police Department, Media Cloud

Designed by Kiera Smith

Data: MPD; Chart: Axios Visuals

2. Data visualizations or 
illustrations. When images of local 
communities aren’t appropriate 
(for example, in stories about 
national crime trends) or 
possible, data visualizations 
and illustrations can help people 
understand the direction and 
magnitude of the trends.
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Bolts Magazine
Colorado Adopts First-in-Nation Mandate for Voting 
Centers in Jails

Photo via Denver sheriff’s office

The Appeal
Non-Police Crisis Response Programs Have Been 
Working. Here’s How.

Photo via Dayton Mediation Center

CalMatters
If Californians vote to ban slavery this fall, will prisoners 
get a raise?

Photo by Lea Suzuki, San Francisco Chronicle via AP

Stateline
‘Transformative’: More college programs are slowly 
coming into prisons

Eric Risberg/The Associated Press

In stories about criminal legal policies, consider featuring images of…
1. The policy being implemented in the real world. Criminal legal policies play out on the streets and in 
courthouses, jails, prisons, and community organizations across the country. When possible, photograph 
people experiencing the effects of the policy.
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https://boltsmag.org/colorado-voting-centers-in-jails-bill/?utm_source=TMP-Newsletter&utm_campaign=5a76fd3ee2-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2024_05_10_11_08&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_5e02cdad9d-5a76fd3ee2-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://boltsmag.org/colorado-voting-centers-in-jails-bill/?utm_source=TMP-Newsletter&utm_campaign=5a76fd3ee2-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2024_05_10_11_08&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_5e02cdad9d-5a76fd3ee2-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://theappeal.org/non-police-crisis-response-programs-have-been-working-heres-how/
https://theappeal.org/non-police-crisis-response-programs-have-been-working-heres-how/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2024/07/minimum-wage-prisons/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2024/07/minimum-wage-prisons/
https://stateline.org/2024/04/29/transformative-more-college-programs-are-slowly-coming-into-prisons/
https://stateline.org/2024/04/29/transformative-more-college-programs-are-slowly-coming-into-prisons/


The Marshall Project
How Two States Differ on the Injustice of Non-Unanimous Juries

The Appeal
For Prison Visits, Humiliation is the Price of Admission

The Marshall Project
How AI-Powered Police Forces Watch Your Every Move

Andrew Selsky/Associated Press

None

Justin Sullivan/Getty Images

2. A location relevant to the policy. 
If it’s not possible to capture people 
in the image, photograph the place 
or community where the policy is put 
into practice (i.e. community center, 
school, courthouse, jail/prison, etc…)

The Center for Just Journalism

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2023/01/07/oregon-louisiana-non-unanimous-juries-unconstitutional
https://theappeal.org/prison-visits-are-designed-to-humiliate-you/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2025/06/07/ai-police-camera-new-orleans


The Guardian
‘He was a human being’: US prisoners are dying from 
treatable conditions

Gothamist
Family hires lawyer in Bronx teen’s death in NYPD 
custody that’s been ruled a suicide

The Frontier
Atoka County settles case of man who died of 
pneumonia in jail

The Marshall Project
No Camera, No Case? A New York Trial Shows It’s Hard 
to Prove Prison Abuse Without Video

Ismail Ferdous/The Guardian Brittany Kriegstein/Gothamist

None DeSean McClinton-Holland for The Marshall Project

In stories about 
harmful aspects of the 
criminal legal system, 
consider featuring…

1. Images of directly impacted people. When photographing 
incarcerated or formerly incarcerated people, ask for their input in 
composing the photograph, and avoid emphasizing stereotypical or 
sensational elements of the situation (handcuffs, tattoos, bars, etc…). 
Ask for old photographs that illustrate the subject’s day-to-day life 
before their arrest or incarceration. If an incarcerated subject is not 
able or willing to be photographed, consider asking their friends or 
family members if they could pose for a photograph instead.
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https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/04/new-jersey-prisons-deaths-preventable
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/04/new-jersey-prisons-deaths-preventable
https://gothamist.com/news/womans-death-in-nypd-custody-is-ruled-a-suicide-her-family-is-pressing-for-answers
https://gothamist.com/news/womans-death-in-nypd-custody-is-ruled-a-suicide-her-family-is-pressing-for-answers
https://www.readfrontier.org/stories/atoka-county-settles-case-of-man-who-died-of-pneumonia-in-jail/
https://www.readfrontier.org/stories/atoka-county-settles-case-of-man-who-died-of-pneumonia-in-jail/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2025/06/02/new-york-prisons-abuse-trial-video
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2025/06/02/new-york-prisons-abuse-trial-video


CalMatters
California jails are holding thousands fewer people, but far more are dying in them

Jules Hotz for CalMatters

Capital B
5 Years After George Floyd’s Death, Activists Say the 
Promise of Change Remains Unfulfilled

Photo by Elijah Nouvelage / AFP via Getty Images)

Bolts
In Louisiana, Some Court Officials Get Paid to Evict

Photo by Delaney Nolan

2. Images of vigils, protests or memorials. See guidance above for photographing these sites.
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https://calmatters.org/justice/2024/03/death-in-california-jails/
https://capitalbnews.org/george-floyd-five-years-later/
https://capitalbnews.org/george-floyd-five-years-later/
https://boltsmag.org/louisiana-justice-of-the-peace-paid-from-evictions/


The Marshall Project
The Enduring Use of Solitary, and New Proposed Limits That Will Likely Fail (Again)

Ben Margot/Associated Press

Politico
‘Cooking someone to death’: Southern states resist calls 
to add air conditioning to prisons

Verónica Gabriela Cárdenas

Stateline
Thousands are suing states over sexual abuse in 
juvenile detention facilities

Amanda Hernández/Stateline

3. Images of a location relevant to the story or policy. When photographing jails and prisons, try 
to focus on the details that are relevant to the story, rather than falling back on sensationalized 
images of the buildings, like armed guard towers, razor wire, or seemingly endless rows of bars. 
For example, try to photograph fans or blankets if the story is about extreme heat or cold, the 
cafeteria if the story is about food quality, the infirmary if the story is about injury or illness, the 
size and condition of the cell if the story is about solitary confinement, etc…
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https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/04/20/solitary-confinement-reform-oklahoma-washington-florida
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/06/05/prison-heat-air-conditioning-00160676
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/06/05/prison-heat-air-conditioning-00160676
https://stateline.org/2025/03/19/thousands-are-suing-states-over-sexual-abuse-in-juvenile-detention-facilities/
https://stateline.org/2025/03/19/thousands-are-suing-states-over-sexual-abuse-in-juvenile-detention-facilities/


Hellgate
It’s 2024 and Most New York State Prisons Still Don’t Have 
Air Conditioning

Bolts
Priced Out of Phone Calls Home

The Marshall Project
The Unbearable Darkness of Jail

Prison Journalism Project

Illustration by Tara Anand for Bolts

Grace J. Kim for The Marshall Project

4. Illustrations. Accessing the 
places that criminal legal policies 
play out, like police headquarters, 
courtrooms, jails, and prisons, can 
be difficult. If you can’t get access 
to them, consider commissioning 
an illustration that captures the 
tone and theme of the story.

The Center for Just Journalism

https://hellgatenyc.com/ny-prisons-no-ac-heat-wave-essay/
https://hellgatenyc.com/ny-prisons-no-ac-heat-wave-essay/
https://boltsmag.org/north-carolina-prison-phone-calls/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2025/05/21/sunlight-jail-conditions-stlouis-cleveland-jackson


III. 
Learning from the Pros

Tips on Composition from Award-Winning Photojournalist 
Andrea Bruce  
Photojournalists have a particularly important role to play in helping people develop a more 
accurate and nuanced understanding of crime and the criminal legal system, and that role 
comes with significant challenges. Moving away from sensationalized images, like police tape 
and razorwire, in favor of neighborhood scenes and prison interiors may sound dull or inert, but 
it doesn’t have to be. Below is a list of tips for composing beautiful and compelling images from 
Andrea Bruce, a seasoned photojournalist with experience capturing images for stories about a 
wide range of public safety issues.

•	 Prioritize specificity. This is best done by choosing an image that illustrates something unique 
to the story. But even if the image you choose isn’t directly related to the story, ensure that it 
contains a specific detail that draws the viewer’s eye. 

•	 Think of how the viewer enters the photo. Allow their eyes to travel back in the scene with 
perspective lines. Think of a road leading back to the horizon from where you stand.

•	 Look at all corners of the frame to ensure you don’t have bright, distracting elements in 
the photograph.

•	 Lighting adds beauty and mood. Sunrise/sunset light is ideal. Or, try nighttime images with 
street lights.

•	 Combining several elements that layer the image gives people more to look at. Think of 
trees in the foreground, the road in the background. A bike in the foreground, houses in 
the background.

Lessons from Selin Thomas, Art Director at The Trace
In addition to the general recommendations and guidance provided in this report, reporters, editors, 
photojournalists, and others can learn from art directors at outlets that are changing public safety 
reporting one image at a time. One such publication is The Trace, a nonprofit newsroom with a 
team of journalists exclusively dedicated to reporting on the United States’ gun violence crisis. 
Below are some of the guidelines they use in their work and examples of how they use imagery “to 
improve public understanding, increase accountability, and identify solutions that can lead to safer 
homes and communities for all Americans.” 

The Center for Just Journalism 18Visualizing the Future of the Public Safety Beat



This guidance was written by Selin Thomas, who is a senior editor at The Trace, where she leads 
the newsroom’s production processes, serves as photo editor for stories, and manages ongoing 
coverage areas. She is also a contributing feature writer.

At The Trace, we are exclusively dedicated to covering gun violence, so we deal with issues of 
how to accurately and ethically represent crime and justice — and the people at their center 
—  everyday. As The Trace’s art director, I’ve taken lessons from other outlets, colleagues, 
photographers, and perhaps most importantly from the daily execution of the work itself. It’s not 
always possible to commission or access the perfect image; missteps are part of the process. But 
I’ve found certain guidelines helpful in keeping the quality and appearance of our work consistent 
and compelling. 

Brainstorming the ideal image

In trying to bridge the gap between the text of a given story and the impression made and left by 
the story’s visuals, my work first involves pulling out the most basic information, or understanding 
the who, what, why, where, and when. Then, I read a bit more deeply into (or directly ask about) 
its more abstract themes, arguments, and context. This may include gleaning the motivations of 
the reporter and editor in covering the story for our newsroom; placing it in the wider context of 
existing coverage; looking for indications of when and why the reporting took the turns it did; and 
paying close attention to the sources chosen to represent the story. All of this information helps 
me understand the visual needs — to what extent can an image grab someone’s attention, prompt 
them to click, and reflect the core of the story? 

Finding the best image

As a newsroom, we are rarely chasing breaking news, which allows us to be sensitive to the timing 
of a shooting and its depiction in our written and visual work. We consider victims and survivors 
first. We practice skepticism of the powers that be, the criminal justice system, and the official line, 
and therefore do not rely upon imagery of gun violence itself, its grisly aftermath, or of officials 
carrying out the duties of law enforcement unless it serves the story. Instead, we depend on our 
photo commissions and wire image subscriptions to scour for more realistic photos of daily life 
that give the reader a sense of place and people. If the story is tied to mass violence, we focus 
on images that show the feelings of those close to it, or that illustrate (sometimes abstractly) the 
response. When policy or law is involved, we commission illustrations that simplify complexities and 
show potential effects on daily life. Unless necessary, we avoid imagery that shows guns in use, 
and we never use imagery (photos or illustrations) that shows a gun pointing at another person. We 
also consider alleged perpetrators, and don’t use mug shots or perp-walk photos; instead, we try 
to direct the readers’ attention to another aspect of the proceedings, such as the victims, public 
response, a neighborhood, or a community leader. 
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https://www.thetrace.org/2024/12/pregnant-shooting-maternal-gun-violence/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/02/nra-tax-filing-fraud-irs-court-documents/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/10/gun-violence-research-cdc-nih-funding/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/05/police-guns-sale-trade-used-crime-data/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/ghost-guns-3d-healthcare-ceo-shooting/
https://www.thetrace.org/2019/11/scotus-sandy-hook-lawsuit-the-gun-industry/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/07/gun-violence-prevention-telehealth/
https://www.thetrace.org/2023/09/brooklyn-gun-violence-shneaqua-purvis/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/02/detroit-gun-violence-shotstoppers/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/07/summer-gun-deaths-july-4th-pandemic-data/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/gun-reform-hudson-munoz-industry-demand/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/10/judges-partisan-gun-cases-bruen-courts/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/08/permitless-concealed-carry-gun-super-bowl/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/peoria-unsolved-gun-homicides-justice/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/white-house-gun-violence-greg-jackson/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/white-house-gun-violence-greg-jackson/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/white-house-gun-violence-greg-jackson/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/kensington-revival-philly-gun-violence/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/gun-violence-pandemic-surge-deaths-data/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/gun-violence-pandemic-surge-deaths-data/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/gun-violence-pandemic-surge-deaths-data/


Ethically navigating the transaction

Journalism, and especially photography, is transactional. In this work, we are often asking people 
to speak on the most difficult events of their lives — and allow us to photograph them as they do it, 
sometimes in places that are emotionally fraught. That work is important; it takes the reader closer 
to the ground, provides a platform, and hopefully holds leaders accountable to those with the least 
power. But as an industry, we’ve come a long way in realizing that work is not more important than 
that person’s survival, or even their comfort. In commissioning photography of those affected by 
gun violence, we prefer to work with photographers who are familiar with sensitive topics, or The 
Trace’s work specifically, and who live where the story takes place. 

We make sure to open dialogue with them about our newsroom’s specifications, as well as 
what specific aspects of the subjects’ experience they should be aware of, in order to make the 
subject(s) as comfortable as possible. We advocate for an empowering photo-taking process that 
often involves the photographer talking with the reporter directly before reaching out to the photo 
subject. Rather than instructing them, we include the subject in the process and let them know 
that they are free to take breaks or end the session. We make it as convenient as we can for their 
location and schedule. While we don’t preview any part of our editorial work to sources, we do try 
to get a sense of what the person’s comfortable with and their preferences for representing their 
story and take those into account. 

We also keep evergreen images (for example, general city, neighborhood, and hospital photos) for 
future use.

Selecting the final image(s)

By the end of an art direction process in collaboration with a photographer, I have a solid read on 
the final story and how the visual process went overall. I select a first batch mostly on impulse — 
“What’s grabbing me? What are the best composed and most focused images? Which photos have 
tension?” A lot of good stuff (that doesn’t serve this particular story) will be left on the cutting room 
floor. Of the narrow selects, I’ll look for one representative image for the lead, waiting for the final 
headline and dek before making a firm decision, and select other in-line photos based on the flow 
of the text, particularly looking to make connections with quotes, section breaks, and key findings 
of the story. More still will be left behind, and sometimes they can be used later. But in the end, the 
last person on my mind is the reader — how did I get their attention and how can I keep it?  

When it comes to selecting a wire image, I’m looking for key people in the story, different 
representations of the story than have been published before, or more place-oriented (sometimes 
older) images that better reflect the story’s core. 

Below, I’ve explained the decision-making process behind the lead images in a handful of stories 
that ran in The Trace.
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https://www.thetrace.org/2024/04/savage-arms-axis-ii-hunting-rifle-safety/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/04/project-unloaded-psa-gen-z-gun-safety/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/02/north-minneapolis-aniya-allen-kg-wilson/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/12/gun-violence-philadelphia-black-history/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/12/trauma-care-centers-chicago-shootings/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/11/rochester-gun-violence-grief-photography/
https://www.thetrace.org/2022/06/chicago-gun-violence-summer-curfew/
https://www.thetrace.org/2022/06/chicago-gun-violence-summer-curfew/
https://www.thetrace.org/2022/06/chicago-gun-violence-summer-curfew/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/kam-buckner-illinois-homicide-victims-families-rights/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/04/columbine-shooting-guns-whats-changed/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/teen-gun-carrying-neighborhood-disorder/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/teen-gun-carrying-neighborhood-disorder/
https://www.thetrace.org/2025/03/teen-gun-carrying-neighborhood-disorder/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/09/chicago-violence-hospital-legal-aid/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/04/polymer80-ghost-gun-victim-lawsuit/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/10/chicago-transit-zeroeyes-gun-shotspotter/


Despite having a handful of strong potential lead images for this 2024 public health feature story, 
I chose this image because it clearly illustrated an individual loss. More poignantly, the field of 
graves could be representative of the thousands of others, though their deaths are not related 
to this story. Finally — and this is deep within the story — Carrie Hickles could not afford to buy 
her daughter’s headstone, which illustrated the economic marginalization that contributed to her 
daughter’s death and so many like it, and the hardship surviving family members face in pursuing 
justice in their cases.

The Trace
When Pregnancy Makes You a Target

Asher Imtiaz for The Trace
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https://www.thetrace.org/2024/12/pregnant-shooting-maternal-gun-violence/


This photo simultaneously captures the effect gun violence can have on a single person — a mother, 
holding a clearly identifiable photo of her son — and the significance of that mother’s engagement 
with executive leadership and federal policy. It captures the small and the large, which makes the 
shuttering of the White House’s first Office of Violence Prevention more poignant.

The Trace
Biden’s Gun Violence Prevention Office Is Empty. Here’s How Its Work Can Continue Under Trump.

AP Photo/Evan Vucci
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https://www.thetrace.org/2025/01/white-house-gun-violence-greg-jackson/


I found this photo after the headline was already finalized, which can often be an advantage. Other 
than getting a photo of Congressional activity — a bit dry — there weren’t many direct visual 
options, but I was intent on finding a photo that took the reader beyond the halls of power or the 
institutions conducting the research, and back onto the ground where these decisions affected 
the lives of everyday people. I’d had this image saved in my ‘evergreen catalogue’ of AP images 
that I refer to when I’m in need of something more abstract. It worked particularly well because the 
motion of the people illustrates the motion of ‘change’ in the headline, and the street illustrates the 
‘field’; most importantly, it shows the civic action that resulted from a mass shooting that altered 
the trajectory of the country.

The Trace
In 2019, Congress Finally Funded Gun Violence Research. Here’s How It’s Changed the Field

AP Photo/Evan Vucci
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https://www.thetrace.org/2024/10/gun-violence-research-cdc-nih-funding/


This story was conceived as a kind of antidote to the oversaturation of media coverage of mass 
shootings, especially school shootings, which are just a fraction of the nation’s gun violence. For 
the assignment, we sent out a photographer we work with in Chicago regularly, Akilah Townsend, 
a native of the city whose portfolio includes colorful, empowering portraits, which is what initially 
drew me to her work. Akilah knew how to capture the essence of the data analysis provided in the 
reporting: how prevalent shootings are in the communities around schools. We wanted to illustrate 
the potential of a school — its true purpose — and the terrifying possibility of that potential being 
gunned down.

The Trace
Just Outside the School Gate, America’s Gun Violence Epidemic Surrounds Its Students

Akilah Townsend for The Trace
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https://www.thetrace.org/2024/06/shootings-near-k-12-schools-us-data-map/


For this story, we sent out a Philly-based photographer whom we work with a lot, Kriston Jae 
Bethel. Because he was in custody, it wasn’t possible to get photographs of Maurice Byrd, 
the person at the center of the story and shooting – so we approached it as a kind of Frank 
Sinatra Has a Cold challenge, and photographed all that surrounded the man before he fatally 
shot a neighbor. For the lead, we chose a quiet image of his now-empty storefront, which is 
quintessentially American, to help illustrate the disruption of small-town life and, with the headline, 
the complexities of social and racial interactions in suburban America. We followed up on this 
story a year later, when Byrd was acquitted of the charges, and chose a photo we already had 
from the previous shoot of the parking lot where the shooting took place to help illustrate the 
mundanity of gun violence.

The Trace
He Fatally Shot a White Man, Claiming Self Defense. Now He’s Charged With Murder.

Kriston Jae Bethel for The Trace
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https://www.thetrace.org/2025/04/maurice-byrd-self-defense-acquittal-race/
https://www.thetrace.org/2024/07/shooting-gun-self-defense-pennsylvania/


The photographer in this case, Daniel Lozada, was able to accompany our reporter Josiah Bates 
while he was reporting in Cleveland, which always helps. They spent a bit of time at an after-school 
program designed to keep kids busy, active, and away from violence. In an echo of the Chicago 
schools story, I liked this image for the lead because it shows the potential of children to thrive, 
with some safety and attention, and it makes the possibility of their deaths by firearm that much 
more horrific. The story is about local groups that have been working for decades to ensure that 
kind of programming, and the continued challenges they face in sustaining it, so to see young kids 
engaging with it — and possibly saving their lives amid startling rates of youth violence — is all the 
more powerful.

The Trace
In Cleveland, Shootings Drop But Kids Are at Higher Risk

Daniel Lozada for The Trace
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https://www.thetrace.org/2025/04/cleveland-shooting-death-child-teen-rate/


IV. 
Using Stock Photography

Stories about the inner workings of jails and prisons are among the most difficult to visualize in 
a nuanced and compelling manner. We’ve offered recommendations and examples above for 
photographing jails, prisons, and the people who live and work in them. However, that is often not 
possible. Journalists – particularly photojournalists – are rarely allowed inside these facilities, and 
incarcerated people are almost never allowed to take or share photographs from inside. 

Stock photography is one alternative to original photos, but these images tend to be dehumanizing 
and sensationalistic. We have identified stock photographs of jails and prisons that avoid those 
pitfalls in the galleries below.

Getty Images
View Gallery →

Shutterstock
View Gallery →
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https://www.gettyimages.com/collaboration/boards/XTlehmSZEkmw1cFEo1Jkzw
https://www.shutterstock.com/catalog/collections/3653479121561847268-30833bd0e7c68e04e2373cd5a219f957381c6b78b9a71fba4fa06d5b58af9ca0


V. 
Other Resources

See below for additional resources related to taking and selecting images for news stories about 
public safety: 

•	 Documenting Violence, Donna DeCesare in ReVista

	◦ A photoessay with reflections on photographing victims of violence and steps for 
protecting their identities when necessary 

•	 Journalism for Black Lives: A Reporting Guide, The Movement for Black Lives and Free Press

	◦ A short guide to ethical coverage of Black communities that includes a discussion of the 
dangers of running out-of-context photographs 

•	 #IfTheyGunnedMeDown, Facing History & Ourselves

	◦ A short video discussing the hashtag #IfTheyGunnedMeDown, which went viral in response 
to stereotypical images used to depict victims of police violence

•	 What’s Your Process?, Resolve Philly

	◦ While not specific to photojournalism, this guide contains many helpful recommendations 
for incorporating engagement and transparency into the interview process that are also 
relevant to the image collection and selection process

•	 Working with Traumatic Imagery, Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma

	◦ Recommendations for journalists to protect their own mental health when dealing with 
traumatic images

Author:
Laura Bennett

Contributors:
Andrea Bruce 
Selin Thomas 

Lauren Lee White
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https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/photoessay-documenting-violence/
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/photoessay-documenting-violence/
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/photoessay-documenting-violence/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCBA7WlZlef6iNpQyXEWoxx6RNLb3TlG/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCBA7WlZlef6iNpQyXEWoxx6RNLb3TlG/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCBA7WlZlef6iNpQyXEWoxx6RNLb3TlG/view
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