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Creating an emotive flatlay image from scratch, the 

kind that will stop a viewer in their tracks, can seem 

daunting.  But it really isn't.  You just need to know a 

few key components that can help you turn your flatlay 

images, no matter what camera you're using, from blah 

and boring to emotive and interesting.  

A Guide to Creating 
A Lifestyle Flatlay

I've got you covered.  Let's get started!



What is a lifestyle flatlay?
First of all, what is a lifestyle flatlay and why is it different than any other flatlay?  A 

flatlay is any image where you’ve laid out an arrangement of objects on a table, or 

similar surface, and taken a photo from above.  Flatlay is a wildly versatile kind of 

image and one of my favorites to create, because you can really flex your creative 

muscles and make all kinds of different photos, even with the same objects. Right 

now we’re talking about a very specific kind of flatlay image – the lifestyle flatlay. 

 These are the kind that you see often on popular food and lifestyle blogs and 

magazines, showing elements of a particular way of living.  A lifestyle, if you will.  

The lifestyle element comes in to play when you’re creating a scene that is 

depicting life being lived outside the frame.  This is my favorite kind of flatlay to 

create, because one of my favorite elements of still life photography is the 

suggestion of the story going on beyond the frame.  I like to make my images look 

like a person just stepped out of the frame and I happened to catch that moment 

with my camera.  Of course, that’s not how it’s really happening.  In reality, I’m 

imagining most of these stories and then setting up the entire scene to create the 

photo that brings this story to life in a visual way.



So, where to begin with your flatlay creation?  First, think about your story or what it 

is that you want to impart with your final image.  Are you sharing a story of a cozy 

afternoon?  Showing a recipe in progress?  How to make a craft project?  What is 

your main subject and what is it that you want to convey?  Don’t let this be a 

stumbling block for you – you don’t have to want to create something especially 

profound and symbolic here.  Sometimes you just want to put pretty objects on an 

attractive table and make a photo.  That’s fine!  But spend a minute visualizing your 

image and thinking about whether or not you are telling a bigger story.  It will help to 

guide the rest of your decisions in setting up your photo.  

Getting Started



Find the Light
Find the light.  This step is important but don’t let it scare you.  Light is critical but it’s 

okay if it takes you a long time to really see and understand light.  It’s taken me years 

to understand and it takes practice.  For now, all you need is the right window or an 

open door.  To find the right light for your photo, go back to your idea and think 

about whether you are aiming for bright and airy or dark and moody.  All you need is 

a good window for either one, but the ambient light (other light in the room) matters. 

 For bright and airy, set up near a window in a brightly lit room.  If it’s moody that you 

want, look for a single window that is the only light source in the room, or block out 

the light from other windows with a shade or covering.  

If the light streaming in is hard light (very bright, direct, making harsh shadows) you 

can diffuse it with a light curtain or even a white bed sheet.  My favorite spot for the 

photos I like to create, which are generally a little bit moody, is on my kitchen table 

near some north-facing windows.  In the northern hemisphere, north-facing windows 

will generally give you softer and less directional light at any time of the day.  



Now it’s time to set up the scene.  This involves choosing a background and some 

props to help tell your story and enhance your subject.  Choose a background – there 

are about a zillion options for backgrounds – anything from your kitchen table, some 

wooden boards, fabric, paper, tiles, etc.  The background should go with the main 

idea of your story and should help to show off your subject.  If you’re aiming for a 

bright and airy image, you most likely want to choose a light-colored background. 

 Similarly, if you’re going for dark and moody, think about using darker colors.  

Design the Set



Select a handful of props that make sense with your story and subject and set them 

all out together.  Don’t worry about composition yet, you’re just making a version of a 

mood board.  Make sure that all of your items – background, subject, and props – all 

work together to create an attractive palette that matches your story and goes with 

your subject.  If you squint your eyes at your props, does anything immediately jump 

out at you?  If so, and it’s the subject, great, proceed.  But if it’s a supporting 

character, a prop you were planning to use, consider swapping it out.  I used to make 

the mistake of using lots of dark colored elements and then throwing in a white prop. 

 White is great, but it doesn’t work everywhere.  Your eye will be drawn immediately 

to the brightest part of an image, so in a moody image, if you have a white plate in 

the background, that’s where your eye will go, stealing the spotlight from your 

subject.  If the image is bright and airy, using multiple white elements will help to 

brighten the image and enhance the feel of airiness.  

Set the Scene
Set the scene. Before you lay out the objects, decide if you are creating a portrait or 

a landscape image.  That will help to guide your placement.   If you have a tripod, 

you can set the camera up and style your scene to the camera, by keeping the 

camera stable and checking through the viewfinder to see how your setup is looking. 

 Though that can make your initial composition easier to prepare, I rarely do that.  I 

like the freedom of working with my camera off the tripod, so I just pick it up every so 

often to check that the placement is pleasing and fits in the frame.  (When I say “fits 

in the frame” that doesn’t mean all of your objects need to be entirely enclosed in 

the frame.  It’s okay for things to bleed off the edge, and is actually a great way to 

add interest and tension to your image.)  Some things to keep in mind as you lay out 

your scene – place your main subject first, and then build your scene around it.   If 

you’re creating a story about a cake, for example, place the cake first, and style the 

rest of the set around it.  You don’t have to be all pro at composition to nail this.  If 

your scene isn’t looking quite right, try moving some elements around.  Remember to 

keep looking through your camera because the camera “sees” differently than your 

eyes do.  If you aren’t sure where to start with composition, begin with the rule of 

thirds and build up from there.  Place your main subject toward one side of the 

frame, on an intersection in the grid of thirds. (If you’re not familiar with the rule of 

thirds, a quick Google search will show you this basic technique. )  Of course, you 

don’t always need to follow the rules, and there are many different compositional 

theories you can try, but if you’re just getting started, placing your objects according 

to the rule of thirds will help you to start right out with a pleasing-to-the-eye setup.



Add Some Life
Once your basic scene is set up, it’s time to add the “life” to your “lifestyle” flatlay. 

 This is the key piece, the part that ties everything together and gives the photo 

impact.  This is where you have the power to create a connection with your viewer. 

 This is where your scene starts to look like life is happening in and beyond the frame 

and your viewer can imagine themselves in it.  At this stage, you’ve chosen your 

subject, background, and props, placed everything approximately where you want it, 

and it looks a little dull and lifeless.  That's okay!  You're going to fix that now.

This is where you bring the story to life.  Think about how you would interact with this 

scene and how it would look.  Do you write with the notebook and pen perfectly 

straight or at a slight angle?  Would the napkin be perfectly folded or is it being used, 

and therefore a little bit crumpled up?  Can you unwind the ribbon a little?  Flip open 

the book?  Did you spill any ingredients while preparing that recipe? Try picking up 

the coffee mug and set it back down as though you were sitting at the table – when I 

do this, the handle is usually at about 45-60 degree angle from where I’m sitting, but 

when I placed it in the scene originally, it was perfectly at a 90 degree angle.  Really 

think about what would be going on in this scene you’re creating and how it might 

look if a person were living in it.  Like I said in the intro, I like to pretend a person has 

just stepped away from the scene.  



With that said, sometimes the reality is not visually pleasing, so don’t be afraid to take 

a little bit of artistic license to make your image attractive. For example, I can’t think 

of a single time in my life when I’ve been reading a book with a flower lying across 

the top of it.  And yet, books can look a little bit lackluster in a photo, so that is a nice 

way to add both texture and layers to bring some visual interest to the photo. 

 Another consideration to keep in mind, is to give some space in your scene for the 

objects to breathe.  I find I almost always leave an area empty right in the middle 

and tend to arrange toward the sides of the frame.  That doesn’t mean you should do 

that too, you’ll find what works for you, but remember that giving the eye a place to 

rest as it takes in the scene helps to create a more visually pleasing image.  

Take the Shot 
Now, pick up your camera, any camera, and snap away.  Then take a look at what 

you just created and quickly analyze it.  Is the frame lit properly?  Does anything 

stand out that doesn’t look quite right?  Does anything bug you about the image? 

 What I mean by that is, when you look at your test shot, do you have the urge to 

move something in the frame?  If so, do it now!  Most likely, there are a few small 

things you could tweak to make the image even better.   One of the very best things 

about this kind of photography is that you are in complete control and can work on 

your composition as you go.  So take your time with it and work the scene until it 

feels right.  If it doesn’t feel right after a few small tweaks, try removing all of the 

objects, take a moment to envision your image, and lay out your scene again. 



That’s it!  Go try out these tips on your next photo session and tell me how it goes.  I 

would love to hear from you what’s working and what questions you have about 

making great lifestyle photos.  You can connect with me over on my website, drop 

me an email, or pop over and leave me a comment on Instagram.  

I can't wait to see what you've created! 

Just make sure you don’t get so obsessed with perfection that you forget to call it 

good and move on.  There will always be a way to improve, but at some point you have 

to make a note for next time, know you have a solid image, and get on with your life.   

Now, Get Creating and have some fun!  
- Kate


