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A PLACE FOR 
EVERYTHING

Master metadata and organizational  
techniques for your image catalog

Personally, I think I have a fairly 
average size archive of images for 
someone who, in part, makes their 

income through photography—just over 
300,000 photographs. I’m not certain that 
number is fairly average, but I do work 
with clients that have far more than I do, 
which helps give me that impression. One 

client I work with has a catalog of over 5 
million images. My point is that digital 
capture allows us to create a quantity of 
images in unprecedented numbers.

And whether you’re a so-called pro 
photographer or not, whether or not you 
have 5 million or 5,000 images, pixels 
today are free, as they say. We aren’t 

burdened with the cost of photo devel-
opment, so we’re all taking more photo-
graphs. As a result, keeping them orga-
nized is a challenge like never before.

Once upon a time, we photographers 
had drawers or boxes filled with slides 
and negatives. We shot a lot less, and 
managing it all was simpler. Today, 
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we have hard drives, and organizing it 
all—knowing how to properly wield the 
field of ever-evolving software, wrapping 
our heads around what metadata is, how 
best to keyword, what folder structure 
we should use, knowing when to star, 
flag or color label our images—can be 
a daunting task, to say the least. If I’m 
already speaking to you and hitting a 
nerve; if your folders on your hard drives 
are virtual dumping grounds; if it takes 
you longer than it should to find images, 
to organize your images—keep reading.

Welcome to part one of a four-part 
article series on learning how to orga-
nize your image archive with Lightroom 
Classic. For those of you who don’t use 
Lightroom Classic, rest assured that the 
principles I’ll speak of aren’t software 
platform-dependent, only the tools I refer 
to in Lightroom Classic. This is a crucial 
point to understand when designing an 
organizational workflow. How and why 
one uses keywords, names their images 
or sifts through EXIF metadata doesn’t 
change when using Lightroom versus 
another organizational tool. Consequently, 
learning from the perspective of “why,” 
in conjunction with “how,” will help you 
master image archive organization.

For starters, know this: You’re not the 
only disorganized photographer in a sea 
of organized ones. In fact, quite the oppo-
site. As a Lightroom and digital workflow 
instructor who teaches both hobbyists 
and other professional photographers 
how to get organized, I’ve found that 
there’s often no difference in the level 
or organizational expertise between a 
hobbyist and a professional. My experi-
ence shows that the more successful the 

photographer, the more help they need in 
getting organized. Point being, everyone 
needs help in this department.

What does it mean to get organized? 
“Good” organization is relative; there’s 
no one right way to do it. Organization 
needs to be tailored to the individual pho-
tographer’s needs and workflow. Bearing 
all of this in mind, I’d like to start by 
going over what organization entails.

Types Of Organization
You’ve probably heard the saying, “A 
place for everything, and everything in its 
place.” It’s a good one. It implies some-
thing vital. Clutter is easier to arrange if 
you have conceived a way to arrange it. 
Your socks go in the sock drawer, your 
shirts in the shirt drawer, and so on. Orga-
nizing photos works in the same way.

What are a photographer’s metaphor-
ical drawers? Generally speaking, there 
are four classifications of organization I 
suggest you consider: Categorical, Appli-
cative, Qualitative and State.

Categorical Organization. An orga-
nized photo library is one that allows us 
to find the image we want quickly and 
easily. Our files aren’t lost in a sea of 
clutter if we’re organized. Categorical 
organization is the key in satisfying this 
goal, and I bet most of us already use 
categories in our organization to one 
degree or another.

Organizing by category allows us to 
sort images by a set of shared charac-
teristics. For nature photographers, this 
typically starts with where and when 
we shot things. I see this all the time 
when working with other photographers. 
Most will organize by making a folder 

Figure 1. Lightroom’s Develop 
module, the heart of the program’s 
database, offers all kinds of tools 
for organizing your image archive 
regardless of the number of images.

Figure 2. XMP sidecar files are 
essentially containers for housing the 
organizational and developmental 
metadata generated by Lightroom.
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by location, such as Yosemite or Grand 
Canyon or Alaska.  I’ve seen folders 
named by subject matter or the name 
of the project they’re working on, and 
I’ve seen them named by the client they 
work for.

Beyond folders, many organize cate-
gorically by adding the date or location of 
the shoot to the filename, by keywording 
or by creating categories in the Light-
room Collections panel. There are many 
ways to categorically organize, and as I 
said before, there’s no right or wrong 
way. If it works for you and if you’re 
organized and can find your images when 
you want to find them, then you’re doing 
better than most.

However, Lightroom Classic is a data-
base, which does provide opportunities 
to practice categorical organization more 
efficiently than relying on filenames and 
folders to find our work when we need to 
find it. Databases are powerful tools that 
can help you quickly and dynamically 
search through your image archive. The 
trick is in understanding what metadata 

is and how metadata and Lightroom work 
together—more on this later.

Applicative Organization. In addition 
to needing the ability to find our work, we 
also need the ability to apply our work. 
We aren’t just taking photographs to sit 
on hard drives; we want to do things with 
them. We photographers need to make 
prints, create slide shows, send images 
to contests and photo editors and friends 
and family. We create photographs so that 
we can share them and the stories behind 
them with our community. Thus, we need 
to find ways to organize groups of images 
for output or application. 

Qualitative Organization. A critical 
phase of any photographer’s workflow is 
to separate the wheat from the chaff, so 
to speak. We all take images that vary in 
quality. Some images that we take rank as 
our best, some are good but not the best, 
and then there are the images that might 
support a narrative but aren’t “artsy” 
enough to hang on our walls. Finally, 
there are the images that are out of focus 
or have some other fatal flaw and that we 

Figure 3. The Library Filter is the key 
to understanding how to sift through 
your image archive and find groups 
of images or individual images at will. 
The Library Filter is an indispensable 
tool for image organization.
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should just throw away. Thus, we need to 
arrange our imagery by its quality.

Organization By State. If there’s any-
thing that one should gather by the fact 
that I’m even writing a four-part article 
series on organization, it’s that workflow 
can be a big task. And to be honest, four 
articles will just allow me to scratch the 
surface. Workflow is time-consuming 
even for those well versed in working 
with Lightroom or other databases. 
Oftentimes, I’ll find myself editing and 
developing a shoot in chunks. During 
one, I might get through half of my key-
wording, while in another sitting I may 
get through half of my developing. There 
are ways to track your progress and begin 
to think about organizing things by the 
state that they’re in, or whether or not 
your work is finished or unfinished.

The Power of Metadata
Most of us have some idea what meta-
data is, but it’s critically important to 
understand the concept as we take our 
organizational skills to the next level. 

The simple definition is: Metadata is data 
about data. It’s information that describes 
other information.

With Lightroom, there are two kinds 
of metadata, developmental and organi-
zational. Every time you move a slider 
in the Lightroom Develop module, that 
adjustment is saved in the catalog as 
metadata. Every time you add a keyword 
to an image, that keyword is also saved 
as metadata. One is used for developing 
and the other for organization.

Metadata is the fuel that runs a data-
base and the key ingredient in under-
standing how to organize things in your 
Lightroom catalog. If you can master 
what metadata is and how Lightroom 
uses it, you’ve mastered Lightroom. To 
breakdown things a bit more, there are 
different kinds of organizational meta-
data. There’s XMP (Extensible Metadata 
Platform), EXIF (Exchangeable Image 
File Format), and IPTC (International 
Press Telecommunications Council) 
metadata. There’s more, but generally, 
this is what we use most in Lightroom.

Figure 4. The Metadata panel in the 
Library Filter allows you to search 
through any kind of metadata you 
can think of that may be attached to 
your files.
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XMP is an ISO standard created by 
Adobe and is where developmental and 
most of our organizational metadata, 
such as keywords, are stored. Some of 
you, I’m sure, have seen that XMP side-
car file that’s generated by Lightroom 
after playing with your RAW files to 
some degree (see Figure 2).

Pro Tip: Never ever get rid of or sepa-
rate the XMP file from the original file. 
If you do, you’ll lose your keywords, 
your organizational metadata and all of 
the work you did in the Develop Module.

EXIF metadata is camera-generated 
metadata. Every time you take a picture, 
stored with that picture are all of your 
settings, the date and time, and the lens 
used. It also tells you if your flash went 
off, how far you were from your subject 
and the resolution of your image.

IPTC metadata is a widely accepted 
metadata platform that’s usually used 
for descriptive information about your 
files. It was originally created to help 
facilitate the exchange of information 
between news agencies and newspapers. 
The IPTC metadata platform is a great 
place to attach personal information 
such as your name, your website and 
your contact info to your image files. 
You can store your copyright and usage 
terms using IPTC, and it has fields of its 
own for adding keywords, captions and 
other descriptive information. This is all 
information that’s good to have attached 

to your images as you begin putting them 
on the internet and sharing them. This 
way, if someone wants to use them, they 
know to whom they belong and how 
to get ahold of you, and it establishes 
they’re not free to use if you don’t want 
people just using your images without 
your consent.

The ultimate point is that there’s all 
kinds of information about our files that’s 
stored with our files today. Some of it we 
generate, and some our camera gener-
ates, and all of it—here’s the important 
part—all of it is searchable.

Filtering Through Images 
In Lightroom
Metadata is meaningless until we 
understand how to use it. You can add 
thousands of keywords to your files, 
but they won’t do you any good unless 
you know how to search by keyword. 
Fortunately, one of the best things about 
Lightroom, which we seldom talk about, 
is its ability to filter groups of images 
or isolate individual images by way of 
metadata. You can filter through images 
and combinations of images in seem-
ingly endless ways.

First, I need to introduce you to the 
Library Filter, if you aren’t already 
familiar with it. Not surprisingly, the 
Library Filter (as shown in Figure 3) is 
found in the Library Module. Please note 
that the Library Filter can only be seen 

while you’re in thumbnail view, or Grid 
View, in the Library Module. The filter 
allows you to search by text, attribute 
or metadata.

Pro Tip: By chance, if you’re in the 
Library Module and in Grid View but 
still don’t see the Library Filter, it may be 
hidden from view. To un-hide it, simply 
click on the “\” key above the Return key 
on your keyboard

Searching by text is pretty easy to 
understand; you type the text into the 
search box like you would if you were 
searching for something on Google. If 
you want to search by a keyword, enter the 
word here. If you want to search by title, 
caption, EXIF metadata, IPTC metadata, 
filename—enter any such word here.

Searching by Attribute is also rela-
tively simple. As this article series con-
tinues, I’ll show you how to add flags, 
colors and star ratings to your images. 
The Attribute filter allows you to isolate 
any one of these or group these. You can 
filter all of your flagged images or your 
flagged images that are labeled green or 
even your flagged images labeled green 
with a particular star rating. Point being, 
you’re not restricted to filtering by one 
criterion at a time. You can filter by an 
almost endless amount of combinations.

Then there’s filtering by way of meta-
data. Filtering by metadata allows you 
to search in all kinds of ways and in all 
kinds of combinations. Let me attempt 

Figure 5. You can add or remove 
columns within the Metadata panel 
by clicking on the small icon on the 
right of each column header.
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to walk you through it. Figure 4 shows 
you four columns of metadata. The fil-
tering begins with the left column and 
fine-tunes your result as you move to the 
columns to the right. Lightroom’s default 
is to show you four columns, but you can 
have just one column, or you can have 
up to eight. To add or remove columns, 
simply click on the small icon on the 
right of each column header as shown 
in Figure 5.

And here’s the part I love: By clicking 
on the icon on the left side of one of the 
metadata column headers, you can define 
the search criteria for that particular col-
umn (see Figure 6), and use a huge list 
of ways to search. You can search by 
file type, camera, lens, settings, ratings, 
labels, keywords, date, location…and 
the list goes on.

As I stated previously—and it’s a point 
worth repeating—if you can master your 
understanding of what metadata is and 
how Lightroom uses it, you’ve mastered 
Lightroom, at least in its organizational 
capabilities. With this ability to search 
for images through a variety of metadata 
combinations, we can not only save our-
selves from losing images but we can also 
sift through our image archive in amaz-
ing, efficient ways. If we do a search by 
way of a macro lens, we can analyze how 
we’ve been shooting macro photography 
over the years. If we search by aperture 
ƒ/2.8, we can get a feel for how we’ve 
been shooting scenes with shallow depth 
of field. We can think up all kinds of new 
dynamic ways to sift through our catalog 
that could help us find images when we 
want to find them and evolve our craft. 
It’s actually quite exciting.

A Place For Everything
Now that we have some idea of what’s 
possible, we need to begin conceiving 
ways to arrange our photo archive. We 
have to create that metaphorical “place for 
everything.” As we continue this article 
series, we’ll explore how to add all that 
organizational metadata to your images. 
I intend to cover Categorical Organiza-
tion by way of keywording, Applicative 
Organization by way of creating Collec-
tions, Qualitative Organization by way of 

flags, colors and labels, and how to use a 
combination of the above to keep track 
of the current workflow state of groups 
of images within your catalog.

Whether you have thousands, hundreds 
of thousands or millions of images, the 
principles for staying organized are soft-
ware platform independent and the same 
for all of us. Until next time, try not to 
lose anything.   OP

Figure 6. By clicking on the small 
icon on the left of the Metadata 
panel column headers, you can 
choose from a large variety of 
different metadata options.
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USING KEYWORDS
To keyword or not to keyword, that is the question

Welcome to part two of an arti-
cle series on organizing your 
photos with Lightroom Clas-

sic. In part one, we talked about what 
organization means and what types of 
organization a photographer should con-
sider. Now let’s talk about categorical 
organization and the advantages of using 
keywords for this purpose.

Imagine you’ve just returned from a 
big shoot. You’re at your computer and 
importing your new images into Light-
room Classic or migrating them over to 
a set of folders. What do you do after 
the import is done? Are you supposed to 
keyword first? Are you supposed to flag 

or rate your images by stars or colors, and 
is starting with one over the other more 
efficient? Are you supposed to create 
Collections, and if so, what’s the proper 
way to organize by Collection, and what 
do you name them? Where should you 
begin and what should you do?

Believe it or not, there’s not a “right” 
way to do this nor a best tool to start with. 
The reality is that it just doesn’t mat-
ter. There are lots of ways to approach 
organization. It’s about having a deeper 
understanding of the tools at hand so you 
can choose the right path for you. Good 
organization fits the way you work. So 
let’s begin by talking about ways you can 

tailor organization tools to suit your needs. 
Generally speaking, there are two 

“needs” one has to consider when cre-
ating a workflow. First, consider your 
ability to adapt to the difficulties of 
working with a program as complex as 
Lightroom. Is learning new things on 
computers challenging for you or easy? 
If it’s the former, then diving right into a 
hierarchical keywording workflow—and 
knowing all the tools and potential pit-
falls that come with it—may be a lot to 
ask. It may instead be smarter to weave 
that sort of thing in over time. 

Keywording workflows can be quite 
complex, with large lists of keywords 

ORGANIZING YOUR PHOTOS, PART 2:
Figure 1

Outdoor Photographer 7 outdoorphotographer.com



organized hierarchically, but they can also 
be simple. Photographers with modestly 
sized libraries may only ever need a small 
set of descriptive words to stay organized, 
while a seasoned pro with a large stock 
library will require a lot more. In fact, 
there are many companies that you can 
hire to assist in creating and maintaining 
complex keywording workflows because 
they can be quite time consuming.

Whatever your skill level or the size of 
your photo library, you want to get com-
fortable with keywording. Even though 
I’ve stated there’s no right or wrong way, 
keywording is the most efficient way of 
organizing your archive categorically.

Are Folders Obsolete?
Personally, I don’t bother naming my 
folders and care very little about folder 
organization. Instead, I have Lightroom 
automatically organize folders during 
import by date, with little concern even 
for the date format. It just doesn’t matter 
to me. But I understand why so many pho-
tographers do name their folders. It makes 
sense to label the containers we put our 
things in so we can identify them later. It’s 
how we organize all kinds of things in our 
lives, so why not adopt that for our images, 
too, right? Well, as simple and straightfor-
ward as an “organizing-folders-by-cate-
gory-workflow” is, there are a couple of 
issues that arise with it, especially when 
using a database like Lightroom Classic.

Managing folder hierarchies can be 
tedious. When I first started working with 
digital images, I made folders with sub-
ject names, geographic locations or proj-
ect descriptions. Needless to say, as the 
size of my library grew, so did my need 
to deal with subcategories, nuance and 
complexity. I needed to create a series of 
subfolders and sub-subfolders.

For example, any image I took of any 
kind of animal would go into the “Ani-
mals” folder. As more images came in, 
I needed to differentiate the different 
animal types, such as sharks, pinnipeds 
or marine mammals, and the need for fur-
ther differentiation grew as I took more 
and more images. Before long, I found 
myself managing a folder hierarchy that 
was big, time consuming and felt out of 
control. Figure 2 illustrates my dilemma.

When Lightroom was first released in 
2007, I quickly realized there were differ-
ent and more efficient possibilities. After 
importing images into Lightroom, I could 
create Collection sets, allowing me to use 
categorical hierarchies in more flexible 
ways. I could add keywords using differ-
ent metadata structures like IPTC (Interna-
tional Press Telecommunications Council) 
or XMP (Extensible Metadata Platform). 
Or I could add categorical info to the file 
name itself. But with more options come 
more questions. Are Collections more effi-
cient? Should I name my files instead of 
folders? Is keywording the best choice, or 

is it better to develop a workflow using a 
combination of these steps? These ques-
tions compelled me to learn which was, 
in fact, the most efficient.

Searchability
At the end of the day, what matters most 
in organization is that you can find your 
images quickly and easily when you 
want them. Do your categories exist 
somewhere so that when you reach for 
your Library Filter (see part one of this 
series), you can find any image or group 
of images by typing in one of your cat-
egories or keywords?

Note that all the places you can add 
categories—folder names, file names, 
Collection names or keywords—are all 
searchable in Lightroom Classic. Let me 
repeat that point because it’s important. 
In the last article, I highlighted how to use 
the Library Filter to search your image 
library. It’s the punchline of everything 
I’m talking about. Folder names, Collec-
tion names, file names, XMP and IPTC 
metadata are all searchable, which is why 
there’s no right or wrong place to add 
your categorical information. However, 
it does matter in another sense.

Searchability is relative to the tool you 
use to search. Meaning, if you’re organiz-
ing with Collection sets, you’re limiting 
yourself because Lightroom Collections 
are searchable in Lightroom only. Addi-
tionally, organizing by collection poses 

Figure 1. Categorical organization 
is the key to being able to find your 
images when you want to find them. 
You can name your folders, you can 
use Lightroom’s Collections panel, 
you can keyword, and this article 
explores the best path for you.

Figure 2 As folder organization 
grows, so does the difficulty of 
managing and maintaining it.

Figure 2
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the same complications as naming folders. 
Collection sets can also get out of control 
as your needs for nuance and complexity 
grows. And with file naming, you have 
no ability to create subcategories at all.

Keywording seems to be the most effi-
cient choice. When you add a keyword 
to an image in Lightroom, that keyword 
is created in the form of XMP metadata 
(unless you’re purposely using IPTC). 
Don’t worry—you don’t need to know 
or remember what XMP or IPTC is. Just 
know that the keyword has the ability 
to be saved in two separate locations. 
It’s automatically saved in the catalog 
you’re working in, but Lightroom can 
also embed that keyword with the file 
itself. This means that if and when you 
ever export an image out of Lightroom, 
your categorical organization travels with 
your file. That’s huge!

Pro Tip—As you export your files, 
look to the Metadata panel in the Export 
dialogue (shown in Figure 3) in order to 
include “All Metadata.” Or select from 

the dropdown menu for more options.
When you embed metadata in an image 

file, that file is now searchable anywhere 
you put it. Whether you’re using other 
photo database software or using the 
image anywhere on the internet, such as 
your website, social media or stock sites, 
if the image has your keywords embed-
ded, then they’re searchable. Yes, key-
wording is also subject to being tedious 
when adding categories with subcatego-
ries and sub-subcategories, but once you 
get the hang of it, it’s quicker and easier 
than other choices.

Embedding Keywords 
In Your Images
To make sure keywords and other meta-
data are saved to and embedded in our 
files, we need to cover a couple bases. 
Go to the Lightroom Classic menu as 
shown in Figure 4 and select Catalog 
Settings. (If you have a Windows com-
puter, go to the Edit menu.) At the top 
of the Catalog Settings dialog box as 

shown in Figure 5, make sure you’re in 
the Metadata section. Then, make sure 
that the “Automatically write changes 
to XMP” box is checked. However, 
know that automatically saving meta-
data comes at the price of affecting your 
catalog’s performance. It tends to slow 
things down. How much or little things 
slow depends on factors like how big 
your catalog is, how much you’re using 
your catalog, what computer hardware 
you’re using, and so on. Considering 
this, many photographers turn this fea-
ture off.

If you choose to leave “Automatically 
write changes to XMP” off, you can save 
your metadata manually whenever you’re 
ready. To manually save, look to your 
image thumbnail for a small arrow icon 
in the upper right corner. The arrow indi-
cates metadata has changed and needs to 
be saved to your file. Simply select the 
image, or select a group of images, and 
click on the arrow.

I’m afraid I need to point out one 

Figure 3 Selecting “All Metadata” as 
you export your images ensures that 
all of your keywords are embedded 
with the individual images.

Figure 4 To find where to 
“Automatically write changes to 
XMP,” or save all your metadata to 
your file, go to your Catalog Settings.

Figure 5 Within the Catalog Settings 
dialogue, look to the Metadata 
section to find the “Automatically 
write changes to XMP” checkbox.Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 5
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more thing. Experience has shown me 
that Lightroom doesn’t always work per-
fectly. The arrow icon doesn’t always 
show up. Therefore, it’s not a bad idea 
after a session of work in your catalog 
to save your metadata. Make it a habit. 
Don’t wait for the arrow to show up. 
Instead, select all the files you’ve been 
working on and save like you would in 
any program. Click Command+S for Mac 
and Control+S for Windows. Done!

What Is Good Keywording 
Workflow?
The complexity of a keywording work-
flow is dictated by how you use it. Let’s 
take my image library, for example. Many 
of my images are available online for cli-
ents to find so they can search through 
my archive for licensing. Thus, I need to 
create keywords that I’ll use to find my 
images in the future, but I also have to 
consider how all my clients, present and 
future, will search through my library. I 
want it to be as easy as possible for them 
to find what they’re looking for.

When I take a picture of a beach, for 
example, I won’t just use the keyword 
“beach,” I’ll also use “seascape,” “cal-
ifornia,” “santa cruz,” and “sunrise” or 
“sunset” for example. I have to predict 
how clients both present and future will 
search my library. Imagine how big a list 
can grow for just one image, how one 
can get carried away with what kind of 
keywords to use and how tedious key-
wording can get if you’re keywording 
all of your files with such complexity.

Pro Tip—Lightroom isn’t case sensi-
tive, but other places or programs you 
use in the future may be. As a result, I 
choose to keep things easy and consis-
tent by making sure all my keywords 
are lowercase.

Let Figure 6 simplify things for you. 
One is a basic list for those who will be 
searching their own libraries, and the 
other is an advanced checklist for those 
who need to consider how others will 
search through their images. The good 
news is the vast majority of photogra-
phers should only ever need to use the 
Basic Checklist. It’s easy to remember, 
it’s only five categories and it takes very 
little time to maintain. I suggest, unless 

you’re the rare photographer who’s con-
sidering a stock business, to stick to the 
Basic Checklist.

Entering Keywords
Using Lightroom’s keywording tools 
can take up a four-article series all on 
its own, but I want to at least explain the 
basics. There are two panels you need to 
be familiar with when it comes to key-
wording: the ever-so-creatively-named 
Keywording panel and the Keyword List 
panel. The Keywording panel is your 
workhorse and where you’ll enter most 
all of your new keywords, while the Key-
word List panel is where all the keywords 
you’ve ever entered are maintained and 
managed.

In Lightroom Classic’s Library Mod-
ule, there are three sections to the Key-
wording Panel as shown in Figure 7. The 
Keyword Tags section allows you to view 
keywords already applied to an image 
and add new keywords. The Keyword 

Suggestions section offers keywords 
you’ve either used recently or that you 
frequently use, providing quick access to 
those keywords; simply click on a sug-
gested keyword to add it to your selected 
photo or photos. The Keyword Set sec-
tion offers customized keyword groups. 
A few sets, such as Outdoor Photogra-
phy, Wedding Photography and Portrait 
Photography, are prepackaged for us by 
Adobe, but you can certainly create your 
own.

In the Keyword Tag section, the drop-
down menu offers three viewing options 
as shown in Figure 8. Selecting the Enter 
Keywords view option allows you to see 
only keywords that have been explicitly 
added to an image. Meaning, some key-
words can be designated as private. The 
Enter Keywords view allows you to type 
in both text boxes to either correct the 
spelling of previously added keywords or 
to add new keywords. In any other view, 
you can’t edit previously entered key-
words, and you can only add keywords 
by way of the small text box at the bottom 
of this section. Selecting the Keywords 
& Containing Keywords view allows 
you to see keywords that are exportable 
or private. Lastly, the Will Export view 
only shows you keywords that you have 
designated as exportable. You can’t see 
your private keywords in this view.

Keyword List Panel
I consider the Keywording panel my 
“workhorse” because it’s easier to apply 
keywords to groups of selected images, 
but that doesn’t mean I can’t create key-
words in the Keyword List panel. In fact, 
I can do more. Notice that the Keyword 
List panel comes equipped with a “+” 
icon on its header. If you click it, you’ll 
launch the Create Keyword Tag dialogue 
found in Figure 9. From there, you can 
create your keyword’s name, add syn-
onyms and manage keyword permissions 
by way of a series of checkboxes.

All of the keywords you have ever cre-
ated are deposited in the Keyword List 
panel and are automatically organized 
alphabetically. As your list grows, note 
that at the top of the keyword list there’s 
a search box that can help you find any 
keyword in your list quickly.

Figure 6 Most photographers will be 
covered with the Basic Checklist, but 
both checklists offer insight into what 
kinds of keywords you can use.

Basic Keyword Checklist
General region
Specific location
Subject of the photo
Secondary subject of the photo
Setting
Context

Advanced Keyword 
Checklist
Continent
Country
Region
State or Province
City
Specific location
Subject of the photo
Secondary subject of the photo
Setting
Context
Moods or feelings
Colors
Photo technique
Concepts
Style
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Also note that to the left of each key-
word is an arrow icon and to the right 
there is a small number. The number 
indicates how many images a particu-
lar keyword is applied to. If you click 
on that number, Lightroom will auto-
matically filter out all of the images 
that keyword is applied to—I love that 
feature. The arrow comes in handy if 
you’re creating keyword hierarchies, 
or Keywords Containing Keywords, 
as it’s referred to in Figure 9.

Pro Tip—You can also apply a 
keyword to images by dragging 
and dropping images directly onto 
a selected keyword or keywords in 
your Keyword List panel, or you can 
drag and drop selected keywords onto 
your selected image or images.

One way to create hierarchies is to 
simply drag and drop a keyword in your 
list on top of another keyword. You 
can then click the arrow of the parent 

keyword to reveal its containing keywords. 
Another way is to first select a keyword 
in your keyword list before clicking the 
“+” icon on the panel’s header. Then the 
Create Keyword Tag dialogue will offer 
you a checkbox to put the keyword you 
are creating inside of the selected keyword.

Do What Works For You
Any way you slice it, categorical orga-
nization needs to be integrated into your 
workflow as your image library grows. 
With each import you make, it will get 
increasingly harder to sift through what 
you have to find what you need. Cate-
gorizing your work by a set of shared 
characteristics is the key to keeping your 
house in order. How you’re categoriz-
ing is up to you, as long as you’re doing 
something.

If what you’re doing now works for 
you, change it only if it makes sense. 
Whether you’re adding categories to file-
names, folders, Lightroom Collections or 
with keywords, all paths are searchable in 
Lightroom. So you can’t go wrong there. 
Begin weaving keywording into your 
workflow over time and as you become 
more comfortable with the complexities 
of the program and its procedures. 

What I don’t suggest is abandoning 
what you’re doing now if it’s working just 
because I preach about the efficiency of 
keywords. I’ve seen many photographers 
do that instead of slowly working it into 
what they do, and in such cases many pho-
tographers get lost and frustrated. I wish 
you happy categorizing, and in the next 
article, we’ll begin to discuss Applicative 
and Qualitative organization. OP

Figure 7 The Keywording panel has 
three sections to play with.

Figure 8 The Keyword Tag section of 
the Keywording panel offers different 
ways for you to view the types of 
keywords you’ve entered.

Figure 9 Keywords can be managed 
from the Keyword Tag dialogue. To 
launch this tool, click on the “+” icon 
found in the Keyword List panel’s 
header.

Figure 7

Figure 8

Figure 9
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QUALITY & 
APPLICATION

Beyond keywording and subject categorization, your opinion of each image,  
as well as its intended end use, can be addressed in your organization workflow

When organizing my image 
library, keywording is simply 
where I begin. Yet there’s so 

much more to consider. Tagging images 
so I can find them when I need them is 
indeed crucial to my library’s organiza-
tion, but simply finding images isn’t all 
I need. I mean, I’m looking through my 

library for a reason, right?
My photography isn’t created so it 

can sit on my hard drive forever. There 
are things I want to do with my images. 
Portfolios need to be created for all kinds 
of applications. I often run slideshows. I 
gather images to add work to my website. 
I need to find images I want to post on 

Instagram or Facebook, to email friends, 
family and clients; to make prints or to 
make books, just to name a few. Key-
wording is just the beginning.

In the first article of this series on 
organizing your photos with Light-
room Classic, I identified the types of 
organization there are and how to use 
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Lightroom’s Library Filter. In part two, 
I discussed techniques in Categorical 
Organization, such as how to develop 
keywording strategies. 

This third article aims to tackle meth-
ods for both “applicative” and “qualita-
tive” organization. What’s the difference? 
Qualitative organization refers to orga-
nizing by the quality of the image; in 
other words, separating my good images 
from my not-so-good images. Applica-
tive organization refers to methods that 
allow me to identify images for a par-
ticular use, whether that be slideshows, 
social media posts, printing, etc.

Separating The Wheat 
From The Chaff 
After each import, as we bring our images 
into Lightroom Classic, there’s always 
one of two things we have to do. We need 
to either create categorical organization 
by way of keywords or Collections or 
we need to begin separating our good 
images from our bad images. It doesn’t 
matter which is done first, just as long 
as they’re done.

Creating this separation is simplified 
by adding tags or attributes to our images. 
At our disposal in Lightroom are Flags, 
Star Ratings and Colors, and which you 
choose to use isn’t as important as why 
you’re using it. For most of us, a binary 
choice is all we need. We need to identify 
which images are worthy of developing 

and continuing to work with and which 
ones need to be discarded. Everything 
in between can just stay on your hard 
drive for further review and consider-
ation at a later time. There are a smaller 
percentage of photographers who will 
have more complex needs and want to 
tag for additional reasons. We’ll get to 
you later in this article.

Pro Tip: Be careful what you throw 
out. Other than images where I’ve left 
my lens cap on or taken a shot without 
meaning to, I tend to keep everything. 
How you see your images today as well 
as the tools available to you will both 
vastly change over the length of your 
career. You may not be excited about that 
image you see now, but give it time. I’ve 
revisited countless shoots to find hidden 
gems. So I say, keep everything!

The Binary Choice
A simple way to approach separating the 
good from the bad is to use what I call 
the PUX method. PUX refers to a set 
of hot keys you can press in Lightroom 
to flag your images in a particular way. 
There are two kinds of Flags you can 
apply to your images. You can add a Flag 
to pick images or you can add a Flag to 
reject images. Now, keep in mind that 
even though there are only two Flags 
we can apply to any given image or set 
of images, there are three different Flag 
states: flagged, rejected and unflagged. 

Bearing that in mind, the hot key “P” is 
used to pick an image, “U” is to undo 
what you’ve flagged and “X” is to reject 
an image. Hence, the PUX method.

I like Flags and PUX because they’re 
easy to teach and easy to use. Simply 
scroll through your images and pick the 
ones you like and X the ones you want 
to throw away—images that you shot 
where you left your lens cap on, that are 
totally out of focus or that you just want 
to throw away and never see again. 

Pro Tip—As you sift through your 
import adding Flags or other tags to 
your images, you can have Lightroom 
auto advance to your next image. This 
tends to make things go a bit faster. To 
do so, go to the main menu to “Photo > 
Auto Advance.”

In addition to the simplicity of using 
PUX, I like it because it’s also easy to 
isolate or filter out your rejected images 
for a quick throw away. Just hit the 
hot keys Command+Delete on Mac or 
Control+Delete on a PC. Your rejected 
images will automatically filter out from 
the rest of your images, and a box will 
appear asking if you want to remove 
your images or delete them from the 
disk, as shown in Figure 2. The differ-
ence between the two is that just clicking 
Remove will remove them from your 
Lightroom catalog, but the images will 
remain on your hard drive. Delete from 
Disk will remove them from both your 

Figure 1. Beyond keywords, 
Lightroom offers the ability to add 
tags and attributes to our images, 
such as colors and star ratings. 

Figure 2. When using Flags to 
separate your good images from 
your bad images, it’s simple to filter 
out what you’ve rejected. Hit the hot 
keys Command+ Delete for Mac or 
Control+Delete for PC. Then, choose 
to remove your images from your 
catalog or delete them from your 
hard drive permanently.

Figure 2
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catalog and your hard drive permanently.
PUX is just one approach. Like many 

things, there isn’t a right and a wrong way 
of tagging images. The important thing 
is to have your overriding goals in mind. 
You can use Stars and Colors to create 
groups of images as well; however, a 
word of caution here—Stars and Colors 
are often used in inefficient ways. Time 
after time, I see photographers two-star 
their nice images, three-star their really 
nice images, four-star their really, really 
nice images and, of course, five-star 
images are thus really, really, really nice. 
Such an approach will make any growing 
library challenging to sift through over 
time, and photographers are left with a 

nebulous understanding of which images 
can be set aside for developing or other 
kinds of use. Instead, think with a binary 
approach to start. And don’t worry, your 
use of the other Attributes will arise as 
your library grows and your workflow 
needs evolve. Trust me.

Collecting Images 
For Application
As mentioned in the last article in this 
series, I’ve seen many photographers use 
Collections in Lightroom Classic as a 
place to maintain categorical organiza-
tion. Not everyone uses keywords to add 
categories to their images. I’ve suggested 
to photographers working this way to 

consider instead using keywords over 
time as a long-term strategy. Keywording 
is just more efficient overall for categor-
ical organization. 

Bearing that in mind, I suggest using 
Collections as a tool to organize your 
images for output or a particular appli-
cation. Think of Collections in this way 
like using iTunes or Spotify to organize 
your music playlists. While each of these 
tools houses all of your music in its data-
base, you can set aside lists of songs for 
different things. You may create one 
playlist for exercise, another for going 
to sleep and another for parties. You cre-
ate playlists for different applications. 
Collections can work in the exact same 

Figure 3. Use Collections and Collection Sets to organize 
images by their intended end use.

Figure 4. You can create a Collection Set by clicking on the 
“+” symbol on the Collections panel header, which launches 
the Create Collection Set dialogue.

Figure 5. You can create Collections to place inside of 
Collection Sets by again hitting the “+” symbol on the 
Collections panel header and choosing Create Collection.

Figure 6. You can use Collections to organize images for 
their intended application, and you can organize them by 
categories as well.

Figure 3

Figure 4
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Figure 6

Figure 5

way. Notice in Figure 3, my hierarchy 
of Collection Sets and the Collections 
within those sets. 

Begin by creating a Collection Set. 
To do so, look to the Collections panel 
header and click on the “+” symbol. 
Select Create Collection Set. The Create 
Collection Set dialogue then launches, as 
shown in Figure 4. Simply name your 
Collection Set and check the box to 
determine whether or not you want to 
include your new set inside of an existing 
set or not.

Next, you can add Collections to your 
set by one of two ways. You can drag-
and-drop existing Collections on top of 
your Collection Set or you can hit the “+” 
symbol on the panel header again and 
select Create Collection. This launches 
the Create Collection dialogue (Figure 
5), which provides a few more options 
than the previous dialogue.

Begin with naming your Collection 
at the top of the dialogue. Next, check 
the box indicating whether or not you 
want to add your Collection to a Col-
lection Set and use the drop-down menu 
below to select your Collection Set of 
choice. Next, you can select to include 
the selected photos in your Collection, 
make images virtual copies or not or set 
your Collection as a Target Collection. 

Making a Collection a Target Collec-
tion is useful as you continue to comb 
through your library looking for images 
you want to add to your new Collection. 
By hitting the hot key B, any image or 
images you have selected will automat-
ically go to your chosen Target Collec-
tion. Using Collection Sets allows you 
to tailor groups of image collections in 
any way you like. They’re quite powerful 
in this way.

Pro Tip: You can make any Collection 
a Target Collection at any time. First, 
select a Collection and then launch the 
context menu (click on the Collection 
while holding down your Control key 
for Mac or right-click on the Collection 
if you’re on a PC). Select “Set as Target 
Collection” from that menu.

If you’re already using Collections as 
discussed in the last article to help you 
perform categorical organization, know 
that I’m not saying you can’t do both. 
In Figure 6, I’ve done just that and orga-
nized my Collections using one set for 
Categories and another for Output. You 
can use as many sets as you need.

Beyond PUX
Over time, your needs will grow—if 
they haven’t already. It’s likely you may 
want to tag or label images beyond the 

capabilities of Collections or the simplic-
ity of the binary choice PUX offers. What 
those ways are will, of course, be decided 
by and defined by you, and consequently, 
the possibilities are endless.

With my catalog, I have a handful of 
ways I use to create deeper separation of 
my images from one another. For starters, 
I subscribe to the idea of having all of 
my images in one catalog so everything 
is searchable and easy to find. My work 
images, my personal images with friends 
and family and even all of my iPhone 
pics live in one catalog. This means I 
need to separate my personal from my 
commercial work, my iPhone images 
from my images shot with my profes-
sional cameras and my fine art worthy of 
printing work from my not-as-interesting 
stock images or filler images. I use color 
labels to help me with this, assigning a 
color for each category.

Your needs may be different. For 
example, you may work with others in 
a multi-user environment. I’ve helped 
train pro photographers who have used 
Star Ratings as a communication system 
between themselves and their editor to 
help indicate the state of progress in the 
studio’s workflow. One star meant the 
image has been imported and keyworded. 
The more stars added, the more the image 
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has evolved in the workflow pipeline. 
Five stars meant the image was suffi-
ciently organized, developed, approved 
by the artist and ready for delivery to the 
client or whomever. Again, your needs 
will dictate how this will flow.

Hot keys will allow you to do all of this 
quickly. You can add almost any attribute 
using hot keys like adding Flags with 
the keys P, U or X. Star ratings can be 
added to any selected image or group of 
images by using keys 1 through 5—1 
adds a single star and 5 adds a five-star 
rating. Colors also use hot keys. Well, 
they mostly do. After selecting an image 
or group of images, you can hit keys 6 
though 9—6 is Red, 7 is Yellow, 8 is 
Green, 9 is Blue. But, there’s also Purple, 
and 0 doesn’t work with Purple. In fact, 
poor old Purple is left without a hot key 
at all. You have to set purple to an image 
selection manually.

There are a couple of ways to add Col-
ors or any Attribute manually. You can 
either look to the main menu and go to 
“Photo > Set Color Label” (Figure 7) 
or you can click on the Color you want 
to add from the Tool Bar at the bottom 
of your viewing window while in the 
Library Module. Do note that if you’re 
looking to the Tool Bar and don’t see 
Colors, Flags or Stars—or even the Tool 
Bar itself—don’t panic. To hide or reveal 
the Tool Bar, tap on the “T” hot key. For 
the Tool Bar to show your Attributes, go 
to the small downward-facing arrow on 
the left of your Tool Bar (Figure 8), and 
make sure Stars, Flags and Colors are all 
checked. Then simply click on any Attri-
bute to apply it to your image selection.

The Greater Purpose
As modern photographers take more 
images than ever before, it becomes a 

challenge to stay organized. It can be 
daunting to stay on top of all the pro-
cessing, editing, separating the good and 
the bad images and curating your work 
for the seemingly endless ways that we 
can share, post and apply them. 

Keeping up with good practices in 
organization doesn’t just keep you neat 
and tidy; I believe it will also make 
you more prolific. If you know how to 
efficiently flag your good photos and 
eliminate your bad ones, and how to set 
aside well-curated portfolios for shar-
ing, you’ll eventually become faster 
and more effective. In turn, your work 
will be seen more. Your friends, fam-
ily, peers, colleagues and clients will 
all appreciate the money you’ve spent, 
the time you’ve taken and the emotions 
you’ve poured into developing your 
craft. I can think of no greater purpose 
for your art. OP

Figure 7. You can add color labels to images 
manually by going to the main menu and to 
“Photo > Set Color Label.”

Figure 8. What’s in your Tool Bar is customizable. 
If you don’t see the Colors or other Attributes 
you want to add to an image, click on the small 
downward-facing arrow on the right of your Tool 
Bar and select what you want to be shown.

Figure 7 Figure 8
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SMART 
COLLECTIONS

Lightroom’s Smart Collections are a powerful tool to gather images based  
on their stage of development, file type, custom keywords and more

I was in a bit of a hurry this morning. I 
took a shower, got dressed, ate break-
fast, threw my dishes in the sink and 

darted out the door. I left my bed unmade 
and the dishes for when I got home later 
in the day, and I’m pretty sure I left on 
a light or two. 

Life does this to us—sometimes we 
have time to finish what we’ve started, 
and other times we need to do things 

piece-by-piece. That’s life when we get 
busy, and it can impact what we do at 
home, at work and with our hobbies. And 
yes, it’s like that with our photo librar-
ies, too. Truth be told, and much to my 
embarrassment, it seems like it’s always 
like that with my photo library.

Personally, I often work in stages, 
piece-by-piece. Sometimes, for example, 
I’ll import a set of images into Lightroom 

Classic, do a little flagging and develop-
ing, come back the next day and do some 
more, and even revisit the import a few 
more times before I’ve moved on to the 
next shoot.

Staying organized—staying on top of 
our responsibilities—has ebb and flow 
to it. Sometimes we have ample time to 
handle it all, and sometimes we don’t. 
When it comes to our photo libraries, 
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which can contain tens of thousands or 
hundreds of thousands of images, keep-
ing track of what we’ve done and what 
we haven’t done can be tricky. For many 
of us, it can be more ebb than flow.

Thankfully, Lightroom Classic does 
provide ways for us to organize by 
“state.” What images in my library 
still need keywording? Which images 
have been developed and which have 
not? Which images are RAW, which are 
JPEGs and which are PSDs? Can I eas-
ily separate my videos from my stills? 
The good news is that Lightroom Classic 
provides a simple way of keeping track 
of all of these and much more.

Looking back to the very first article 
in this series, one of the things I covered 
was the Library Filter, which is arguably 
the most important tool in your organi-
zation toolbox. The Library Filter is the 
hub, the center of it all, and where you 
actually find the images you need to find 
and filter out groups of images you want 
to filter out.

With the Library Filter, you can search 
for images or groups of images in an 
almost endless combination of ways. You 
can search by filename, file type, color 
ratings, star ratings, flags, date, keyword, 
camera used, lens used and on and on. In 
short, you can isolate images or groups 

of images by any kind of metadata that’s 
attached to your file. Such a tool makes 
it almost impossible to lose your images 
if you have a basic understanding of how 
to wield it.

Bearing all this in mind, there’s a way 
to save and organize search criteria. 
Please allow me to say that in a differ-
ent way because it’s so very important. 
Lightroom offers a tool that allows you 
to create parameters to search for groups 
of images in a huge combination of ways 
that can be saved and organized.

Smart Collections
As we covered in article three of this 
series, image Collections are a great tool 
for organizing images for a particular 
type of end use. I can create subsets of 
images by selecting them and placing 
them in a Collection for slideshows, 
printing, submissions to clients, social 
media…the sky’s the limit. In any 
instance, creating Collections takes time 
and effort. There’s a curation process that 
happens, and images need to be added to 
the Collection during the process. 

Enter the Smart Collection. For start-
ers, a Smart Collection will populate 
itself. There’s no time required by you 
to populate a Smart Collection. It’s all 
automated. Better yet, a Smart Collection 

is essentially a way to save a Library Fil-
ter configuration and can organize your 
images by the state they’re in. And again, 
it does it all automatically.

To create a Smart Collection, go to 
the Collections panel header and click 
on the “+” icon. Next, click on Smart 
Collection to bring up the Create Smart 
Collection panel, as shown in Figure 2. 
Next, name your new Smart Collection, 
then decide if you want to place it in an 
existing Collection Set or not. 

Next comes the interesting and fun 
part. Let’s create a Smart Collection that 
will filter out a specific set of images I 
find useful.

Many photographers today take both 
stills and video. And many photographers 
often ask me if there’s an easy way to 
separate still images from videos. Trying 
to find everything by scrolling through 
thumbnails in Lightroom’s grid view is 
tedious, to say the least.

So, notice that I’ve named my Smart 
Collection in Figure 3 “Videos.” You 
can see a dropdown menu that provides 
a series of search criteria. I’ve selected File 
Type, and then selected “is” in the drop-
down menu to its right, and then selected 
“Video” in the dropdown menu to its right. 
As a last step, I’ll hit the Save button in the 
lower right of the panel. From here on out, 

Figure 1. There are many ways to 
“get organized.” In this final article 
in our series on organizing images 
with Lightroom Classic, we’ll look at 
organizing photos by their state in 
the overall processing workflow.

Figure 2. Click on the + icon in the 
Collection panel header and then 
select Create Smart Collection to 
launch the Create Smart Collection 
panel.

Figure 2
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Lightroom will automatically place all of 
my video files from my whole catalog in 
the smart collection. So, there’s no need 
to sift through all of my thumbnails to find 
my hidden videos.

As you create something similar, your 
new Smart Collection will show up in the 
Collections panel along with your regular 
Collections. You can distinguish a Smart 
Collection from a regular Collection by 
the presence of the small asterisk that 
accompanies the Collection symbol, as 
shown in Figure 4. Additionally, Smart 
Collections and regular Collections are 
both listed alphabetically, with the set of 
Smart Collections first, followed by your 
regular Collections.

Organizing Collections 
Versus Smart Collections
In article three of this series, I showed 
you how to organize Collections using 
Collection Sets. Collection Sets allow 
us to group sets of our images and create 
hierarchies. Not surprisingly, I suggest 
doing the same with Smart Collections.

Figure 5 shows a hierarchical arrange-
ment that commingles regular Collec-
tions and Smart Collections. To build 
on the Collection Sets I showed you in 
article three, I’ve placed my Regular Col-
lections in a Collection Set, including 
Collections for Application and others 

for maintaining categorical organization. 
Similarly, I’ve created a Collection Set 

to house all of my Smart Collections, 
which also includes a series of subsets. 
My Smart Collection subsets consist of: 
Developed Smart Collections that “Has 
Adjustments,” that are “Undeveloped,” 

and that are “Undeveloped Alaska.” Yes, 
Undeveloped Alaska may seem specific, 
but we can customize Smart Collections 
to be that specific. More on that next.

Smart Collection Recipes
Let us create a few Smart Collection rec-
ipes to organize groups of your images 
by different states. These recipes will 
provide you with a feel for how to begin 
creating your own Smart Collections and 
illustrate some of the potential filtering 
combinations you can create.

One question I get asked about 

frequently is how to separate still images 
by file type. As your library grows, you 
will collect JPEGs, TIFFs, PSDs, RAW 
files and more. Some of you who shoot 
RAW plus JPEG will have a variety of file 
types right off the bat. Fortunately, sepa-
rating them for quick viewing is simple.

Again, begin by going to the “+” icon 
in the panel’s header to open the Cre-
ate Smart Collection dialogue. In this 
example, I suggest naming your Smart 
Collection RAW Files. Next, go to the 
same dropdown menu, as shown in Fig-
ure 3, and again select Filetype. Then 
select “is” in the dropdown to its right, 
and then “Raw” in the dropdown further 
to the right. Next, click on the “+” icon 
to the right of the dropdown where you 
selected Raw. This adds another line of 
criteria for you to configure. 

Proceed to configure it in the same 

Figure 3. Here’s a Smart Collection 
configuration that separates all of 
your videos from your stills.

A Smart Collection can automatically 
organize your images by their current 
states in your processing workflow.

Figure 3
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way as the previous line, except instead 
of choosing the filetype Raw, choose 
the filetype Digital Negative (DNG). 
Needless to say, if you use only DNGs, 
or only original RAW formats, you don’t 
have to create two lines of filtering cri-
teria. But if you’re like me and have 
both, and want all your RAW files in one 
place, then create the criteria for both. 
Most importantly, if you were to hit 
Save with this configuration, no images 
would propagate your new Collection. 
There’s an important step I overlooked, 
on purpose.

There’s another small dropdown menu 
we must pay attention to when creating 
Smart Collections with multiple lines of 
criteria. We have to set the Match criteria. 
For this Smart Collection in particular, 
you’ll want to change it from its default 
“all” to “any.” Doing this tells Lightroom 
to populate the Smart Collection with any 
of the created criteria. If you left it set to 
the “all” default, only files that matched 
both criteria would be collected, which by 
definition in this case would be zero files.

Pro Tip—When I’m in the field, I want 
a speedy import. So, I don’t convert my 
images to DNG. Instead, I do it after I 
get back to my studio. I’ve made a Smart 
Collection to house all of my non-DNG 
RAW files. Then, when I’m ready and 
have the time to convert such RAW files, 
I can simply go to the Smart Collection, 
select all of those images and convert 
them to DNG by going to the Library 
menu at the top of the screen and select-
ing Convert Photo to DNG.

Here are a few more recipes. Open 
the Smart Collection dialogue and name 
this Collection “Developed.” Next, go 
to the dropdown menu where we pre-
viously selected Filetype, but this time 
go to Develop, then go to “Has Adjust-
ments.” Then choose “is true” in the 
following dropdown menu. After you 
click Save, your new Smart Collection 
will be populated with all the images 
that have been developed. Conversely, 
you can create another Smart Collec-
tion and name it Undeveloped to have 
a collection of images that need devel-
oping or haven’t yet been developed. To 
make such a Smart Collection, all you’d 

need to do differently than the previous 
Smart Collection I suggested would be 
to choose “is false” instead of “is true.” 
After hitting Save in this case, your new 
Smart Collection would be populated 
with images with no adjustments.

Of course, you can get creative and 
make combinations of criteria. With my 
workflow as described earlier in this 
article series, there are two things I do 
after importing images into Lightroom: 
I separate my good images—my images 
that are worth my time in the develop 
module—from my bad images, and I 
organize my imports categorically by 
adding keywords. Bearing that in mind, 
here’s how you create a Smart Collection 
that targets undeveloped images from 
your most recent trip.

Let’s say your last trip was to Alaska. 
Create a Smart Collection and name 
it “Undeveloped Alaska.” The first set 
of criteria I’d create here would be the 
same as the last recipe: select “Has 
Adjustments,” then select “is false” in 
the dropdown menu to its right. Then hit 
the “+” icon to the right to create a new 
line of criteria. Next, go to the dropdown 
menu and select “Pick Flag,” then select 
“is” in the dropdown to its right. Then 
select “flagged” in the dropdown menu 
to its right, and then click the “+” icon 
again to create another line of criteria. 
Select “Any Searchable Text” in the first 
dropdown menu on the new line of cri-
teria. Then select “contains” in the next 
dropdown, and then type “Alaska” into 
the available text box. With this Smart 
Collection, you’re going to want to set 
Match criteria to “all” as you only want 
to collect images that meet all of the con-
ditions (see Figure 6).

Setting your Match criteria to “all” is 
so very important. If Match is set to “any,” 
then your Smart Collection would pop-
ulate with undeveloped images whether 
they are flagged or unflagged, whether 
they’ve been keyworded “Alaska” or not. 
It would also contain images that are 
flagged and that are either developed or 
undeveloped. By choosing “all,” you’re 
telling Lightroom that the image in the 
Smart Collection must adhere to all of 
the specified criteria.

Figure 4. Smart Collections can 
be distinguished from regular 
Collections by the presence of a 
small asterisk. Only Smart Collections 
have the asterisk.

Figure 5. Here’s a screenshot 
illustrating how I organize my Smart 
Collections. I separate them from 
regular Collections with Collection 
Sets and then maintain hierarchies in 
all of my sets for more organization.

Figure 5

Figure 4
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Needless to say, I can go on and on 
with different combinations of recipes. 
But this is where you get to play and 
create your own organization to fit your 
needs. But considering that first drop-
down menu where we set our Smart 
Collection criteria, the list of things at 
our fingertips and the combinations we 
can create are seemingly endless. We 
can create Smart Collections for Star 
Ratings, Color Labels, Smart Previews, 
specific folders, RAW files, different 
types of RAW files, by date, camera, 
camera lens, camera settings, and the 
list goes on and on. As powerful as the 
Library Filter is, Smart Collections 
will take your ability to organize your 
archive to a whole new level.

Setting The Stage
A.A. Milne, creator of the beloved bear 
Winnie-the-Pooh, once said, “Organiz-
ing is what you do before you do some-
thing, so that when you do it, it is not all 
mixed up.” Organization sets the stage 
for us. As we invest in our gear, end-
lessly practice our craft in the pursuit 
of a compelling frame, spend count-
less hours in front of our screens sifting 

through our work to find those hidden 
gems and devote even more blood, sweat 
and tears to developing our images, it 
would be nice to know there’s a reward 
for all of our efforts. 

`That reward differs for all of us. For 
some, it’s simply making a fine print. 
For others, it’s generating well-crafted 
images for a commercial client, and, for 
others, it’s producing heaps of content for 
distributing on social media. Whatever 
the reward, we now know, looking back 
through this article series, that organiza-
tion means many things. We can organize 
our images categorically, organize for 
application, by quality and by state. And 
the more organized we are, the more time 
we put into keeping our house in order, 
the better our stage is set, the less mixed 
up we are as we output what we’ve pro-
duced, then the more we’ve maximized 
our potential as we exhibit what we love 
and share with others our vision for our 
craft—the ultimate reward, indeed. Stay 
organized, everyone!  OP

See more of Jason Bradley’s work at 
bradleyphotographic.com.

Figure 6. Here’s a recipe for creating a Smart Collection that allows you to 
automatically set aside undeveloped images from a recent trip (Alaska is used as 
an example here) that have been flagged because they have potential.
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