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Editing Your Own Work
Three Questions to Ask

A simple framework for self-editing

Editing is not about deciding which photographs are good enough.
It is about understanding how images behave when they are placed together—what they clarify, 
what they repeat, and what they quietly undo.

For many photographers, editing is the most difficult part of the process. Making images feels 
active and intuitive. Editing requires distance, restraint, and a willingness to see the work as 
someone else might.

This guide offers three questions that help shift your role from maker to reader.

They are not rules.
They are lenses.

Why Editing Is So Difficult

When you look at your own photographs, you see more than what is visible.

You remember:

• The moment you made the image

• The effort, travel, or risk involved

• What the image meant to you at the time

These memories are real—but they are not part of the photograph.

Viewers and jurors encounter only what is present in the image itself, and how it functions 
within a group. Editing asks you to set aside biography and intention long enough to evaluate 
clarity.

This is not a rejection of feeling.
It is a reorientation of attention.

The Three Questions

These questions work best when asked slowly, with the images laid out together. Return to them 
often. Your answers will change over time.
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1. What Does This Image Contribute?

Contribution is not the same as quality.

A photograph can be:

• Beautiful

• Technically accomplished

• Emotionally charged

And still fail to contribute meaningfully to the whole.

Ask:

• What does this image introduce that is not already present?

• Does it deepen the central idea, or simply add another example?

• Would the work lose something essential if this image were removed?

An image that contributes advances the conversation.
An image that does not may still be strong—but unnecessary here.

2. What Does This Image Repeat?

Repetition can create cohesion—but unchecked repetition dulls attention.

Ask:

• Is this image restating a visual idea already established?

• Does it echo another image without adding nuance or tension?

• Am I holding onto it because it feels familiar or safe?

When two images perform the same role, one of them is redundant.
Often the image that should go is the one you are most attached to.

3. What Does This Image Distract From?

Distraction is rarely obvious.

A distracting image may be:



A distracting image may be:

• Slightly different in tone

• Visually louder than the rest

• Conceptually adjacent but not aligned

Ask:

• Does this image pull focus away from the core idea?

• Does it shift the emotional register unintentionally?

• Does it ask the viewer to start a different conversation?

One image can quietly fracture an otherwise coherent body of work.

Reading the Work as a Whole

After asking the three questions individually, step back.

Look at:

• Rhythm and pacing

• Emotional continuity

• Where attention rises and falls

Editing is not about assembling your strongest images.
It is about shaping a clear experience for the viewer.

On Letting Images Go

Removing an image is not a failure.

It may mean:

• The image belongs to a different project

• It needs more distance before being seen clearly

• It works better alone than in a group

Good editing honors the image by placing it where it can function fully—or by allowing it to 
rest.
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Editing Is an Ongoing Act

Editing is not a one-time decision.

As your work evolves:

• Images gain new meanings

• Sequences change

• Stronger relationships emerge

Returning to these three questions over time helps you move from accumulation toward 
intention.

Closing Thought

Photographs are made one at a time.
Bodies of work are shaped through editing.

The difference between a group of strong images and a compelling body of work is often not 
talent—but restraint.

Reflection Worksheet

Applying the Three Questions

Use this worksheet during editing sessions or when preparing a submission.

Image title or file name: ______________________________

What does this image contribute?

What does it repeat?

What does it distract from?



Decision: ☐ Keep  ☐ Set Aside  ☐ Remove (for now)

Notes:


