
If you spend weekends around the MCG, Albert Park, or suburban ovals, you notice the same split among
photographers. Some freeze limbs and faces with brutally fast shutter speeds and crisp detail. Others embrace
motion, dragging exposure to turn players into streaks that carry the eye across the frame. Panning sits between
those two camps. It keeps a subject readable while celebrating speed and context. For sports photographer
Melbourne events, mastering the pan is one of the fastest routes from competent to compelling.

Why bother? Because panning communicates movement the way stills rarely do. A well-executed pan isolates the
athlete and preserves the feeling of momentum, making viewers feel the sprint, the swing, the lunge. In
Melbourne’s light and venues, panning lets you produce images that editorial clients and teams want for social
media, match reports, and fan engagement. Below I lay out the technique, equipment choices, common mistakes
and the judgment calls you will make at a local footy, a motorsport event, or a community athletics meet.

Getting your kit right

There is no single camera or lens that guarantees successful panning. But certain characteristics help. A camera
with reliable continuous autofocus combined with a lens that balances reach and weight will make longer shooting
sessions less of a grind. If you shoot regularly around Melbourne’s parks and stadia, a zoom in the 70-200mm or
100-400mm class covers most needs. Lighter primes can be magical for hand-held pans at shorter focal lengths
because they reduce swing inertia. A monopod can be an excellent compromise when you need bigger glass
without fatiguing.

Here is a short gear checklist I use before every session:

1. Camera body capable of continuous autofocus and burst shooting, ideally with good low-light AF.

2. Lens selection: 70-200mm or 100-400mm for field sports, 24-70mm for courts and close-up actions, lighter
primes for short focal length pans.

3. Sturdy monopod or comfortable hand strap for lengthy lateral motion.

4. Extra batteries and fast cards, because bursts and AF tracking eat both.

5. Polarizer or variable ND if the sun is harsh and you want to use slower shutters.

Settings and the mechanics of panning

Panning is simple in concept but subtle in execution. At its core, you choose a shutter speed slow enough to
introduce motion blur in the background, then move the camera to follow the subject so they remain relatively
sharp. The trick is balancing shutter speed with the subject speed and your own panning rhythm.

Shutter speed: for walking athletes or joggers try 1/60 to 1/125 second. For fast sprinters, cyclists or motorsport
work 1/250 down to 1/30 depending on focal length and distance. For motorcycles or cars at close approach you
can go as slow as 1/15 second, but expect lower keeper rates. These numbers are starting points, not rules. You
will alter them based on how much background blur you want, how sharp you need the subject, and the focal
length you are using.

Aperture and ISO: use aperture primarily to control depth of field, keeping the subject sharp without blowing
highlights. If you need a slower shutter for dramatic blur, raise ISO moderately to keep the exposure in range.
Melbourne lighting changes fast between clouds and sun; expect to adjust ISO multiple times per match.

Autofocus and drive mode: continuous AF with a dynamic tracking area usually works best. Many bodies have
subject recognition that helps keep a head or torso locked. Use a continuous burst to maximize the chance of
capturing a tack-sharp frame. If your camera offers customizable AF tracking parameters, program them to be
more responsive for sudden direction changes common in football and rugby.



Stance and pan technique that actually work on the sideline

Most photographers treat panning like a wrist action, and that is why so many pans fail. The goal is controlled
body motion, not a frantic wrist flick. Stand with feet shoulder width, left foot slightly ahead if you are right-
handed, and rotate through the hips and shoulders as the subject moves. Keep your elbows tucked to the body to
create a stable pivot. Follow the subject smoothly for a short lead in of one or two paces before pressing the
shutter, and continue the sweep for one or two paces after releasing the button. That continuation reduces
stopping motion in the camera when the exposure is still being made.

Practice the follow-through with a friend running in front of you, or go to a BMX track or local athletics club where
repeats are available. Repeatability is key; muscle memory replaces technical overthinking under time pressure. On
Melbourne mornings you will feel the cold in forearms, so wear a thin layer that allows complete freedom of
movement without chafing against the camera strap.

Framing and composition: choose what to include and what to let blur

Panning lets you control how the viewer reads the action. A tight crop on an athlete’s torso with a streaked
background creates a graphic, high-impact image suitable for social tiles. A wider composition that includes the
track or a goalpost tells a richer story. Think about directionality: leave space in front of the athlete to give them
somewhere to move into. This implied motion is more persuasive than centering the subject in a tight frame.

Use backgrounds to your advantage. Melbourne has varied backdrops — the crowd terraces at the MCG, painted
fences at suburban leagues, glass and corporate architecture at some venues. Position yourself so those
backgrounds become streaks of color and texture rather than distracting elements. That might mean moving
along the sideline to find cleaner sightlines, or changing elevation to isolate the subject against sky or grass.

When to use panning versus stopping action

Panning is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Use it when you want to emphasize speed, when the background
distracts, or when you need a different visual language from the usual tack-sharp portraits. Stop action with
1/1000 second or faster when you need to capture a specific detail, like the ball at the moment of contact, a facial
expression, or a small, floating object. If a client wants both types, shoot a burst of frozen frames and then switch



to a slower shutter for a series of pans. This hybrid approach is how many Melbourne sports photographers build
a full match gallery.

Troubleshooting the usual failures

If your subject is blurry and the background is also blurred, you either used too slow a shutter or your pan timing
and follow-through failed. Tighten the shutter speed incrementally and focus on your rhythm. If your subject is
sharp but the background is only minimally streaked, slow the shutter or increase your panning speed. If AF loses
the subject mid-pan, widen your focus point or move to single-point AF and pre-focus when you can anticipate
the path. For teammates and small venues, practice in continuous AF zone mode with back-button focus to
improve consistency.

Lighting considerations around Melbourne

Melbourne’s weather is famously fickle. Bright sunlight gives you latitude to experiment with very slow shutters for
creative blur, while overcast conditions force higher ISO settings or faster lenses. At dusk, when stadium
floodlights kick in, watch for mixed color temperature and autofocus performance. Some AF systems struggle
under mixed light; if yours hesitates, slow the shutter a little but keep the ISO manageable, or switch to manual
focus for predictable, repeatable motions like a pace lap or parade.

Example scenario: suburban winter evening footy

I once shot a local suburban match in mid-June that had both harsh skylight early and a low, soft glow as the
game moved into the night. For the wingers sprinting down the flank I started at 1/125 second with the 70-
200mm at 200mm, f 5.6, ISO 400. As the sun sank and the background softened, I dropped to 1/60 second and
nudged ISO to 800. The keeper’s momentum when clearing the ball produced better blur at 1/30 second, but
keeper’s face lost too much definition at that speed, so I kept the series to 1/60 and shot more frames for
selection. The keeper image later ran on a club website, delivering both sharp expression and convincing motion in
the kick.

Creative panning: beyond the single-subject sweep

Panning does not have to be confined to a single subject. Try intentional multi-subject pans where one figure is in
relative focus and another creates a blurred echo. Use panning to isolate limbs or equipment; a runner with sharp
feet and streaked torso shows cadence. Another creative option is to combine flash with a slow shutter to freeze
the subject while letting ambient blur streak the background. On match days at smaller Melbourne venues where
ambient light can be dark, a rear-curtain sync flash at 1/30 second will render subject sharpness on the last part of
the exposure while preserving motion trails that lead into the frame.

Ethics and crowd considerations when shooting in Melbourne

Shooting along fences and sidelines means you work in close quarters with officials, players and fans. Respect the
match flow and local rules. Many suburban clubs allow sideline access but request photographers stay outside the
technical areas. At larger venues you may need accreditation. Move quietly, avoid obstructing sightlines, and be
mindful of where your panning sweep might send a camera or strap. If using flash in amateur matches, check with
a coach if it could distract younger players. Good relationships with clubs lead to repeat access and better images
over time.

How clients and editors judge panning shots

Editors and clients often judge panning images on three things: subject clarity, background motion that supports
rather than distracts, and a clean composition. An image with a readable player, a purposeful direction of



movement, and a visually interesting blur will usually get selected over a technically perfect but sterile freeze. For
social use, high-impact pans scale well because the blur reads even on small phone screens.

If you want an editorial slot or to sell to a club, deliver a mix of pans and freezes. Include metadata that indicates
focal length and shutter speed so https://www.facebook.com/puresportimages art directors understand the intent,
and caption the action crisply. For stock or galleries, curate sequences so the viewer can sense progression: a
push-off, a sprint, the finish.

Working with Pure Sport Images and local outlets

If you aim to publish or sell work, research outlets that commission local sports photography. Agencies and
collectives like Pure Sport Images have specific style expectations and assignment guidelines. They value reliable
delivery, consistent exposure, and an understanding of the sport. Build a small portfolio of pans from different
conditions to demonstrate range; include motorsport, running, football, and cycling if possible. In Melbourne,
showing you can produce readable pans at both the MCG under strong daylight and at smaller, artificially lit
venues strengthens your pitch.

Practice drills that cement technique

No amount of reading replaces deliberate practice. Here are four effective drills to build panning skill, each one
described so you can do it between matches or at a park:

1. Timed walk-and-pan: have a friend walk a steady pace while you practice following, start at 1/125 second,
then slow by stops of one-third to one-half stop until you reach 1/30 second. This teaches rhythm.

2. Target-follow: fix a small object like a ball on a rope and swing it across a fixed arc while you pan at different
focal lengths. This enforces smooth horizontal rotation.

3. Flash sync exercise: with a companion running repeated laps, use rear-curtain flash at 1/30 second to study
how freeze and blur combine.

4. Focal-length progression: start at 70mm, pan and shoot ten frames, then move to 100mm, 135mm and
200mm. Compare how slow you must go for acceptable blur at each length.

The business side: pricing and client expectations in Melbourne

If panning is a significant part of your offering, price it accordingly. Panning takes higher reject rates and more
shooting time per usable frame. For contract work with clubs or leagues, set clear deliverables: how many images,
how many pans versus freezes, turnaround time, and usage rights. Be transparent about selection rates; for
instance, you might shoot 800 frames in a match and deliver 40 edited images, of which 6 to 8 are strong pans.
Clients appreciate honesty and the discipline that produces consistently usable files.

Common legal and safety practices

Sports photography can come with risks if you stand near play or in restricted zones. Always follow venue
guidelines. At professional venues, accreditation will specify where you can stand. When shooting community
sport, ask the coach for preferred spots. Keep your kit secure; straps should be fastened and you should avoid
leaving equipment in aisles. For motorsport and horse racing, stay behind barriers and heed marshals. Respect
image rights where individuals request images not be used commercially.

Final thoughts and the habit that matters most

Panning is less about gear and more about rhythm and judgment. The first time you get a pan that reads, you will
feel it. The background wraps perfectly, the subject shows motion but stays crisp, and the image feels cinematic.
That comes from thousands of small adjustments, learning what shutter speeds work for a particular athlete and
what vantage points provide clean, directional backgrounds. Practice deliberately, show up early to find light and
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lines, and keep refining your frame rate and follow-through. Melbourne rewards photographers who understand
its venues and crowds; add pan mastery to that local knowledge and your images will stand out in newsletters,
match reports and social feeds.

If you want specific feedback on your work, bring a few JPEGs or RAW files from a recent match and I will point out
what to tweak in shutter speed, follow-through, or composition to get more usable pans in the future.

Pure Sport Images
23 Grandview Ave, Mulgrave VIC 3170, Australia
+61 413 157 614
office@puresportimages.com.au
Website: https://puresportimages.com.au/


