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Web Graphics:  How Not to Impress 

Google Ganking 

As a web designer, you may find it inspirational 

to run a Google image search for topics around 

which you’re building a website. Let’s say you’re 

building a website for a bike shop. If the owner 

of the shop has yet to give you any images to 

work with, doing an image search for mountain 

biking, bike races, road bikes, and other related 

subjects can give you a better visual 

understanding of the topic, and an idea about 

the types of images you’ll want to use on the site.  

Usually, this type of search will return some 

images that would work well in your design. You 

might even feel the urge to save some of these 

images to your computer, open them up in 

Photoshop, and crop, resize, and modify them a 

little to fit your needs. This is known as Google 

Ganking, and it’s a serious problem in web 

design. Unless the images on a website are 

specifically marked as being free to use or 

available in the public domain, you can assume 

that they’re copyrighted by the site’s owner, so 

you’ll need permission to use them. You may 

think that image owners will never notice that 

you’ve ripped off their work, but you risk facing 

embarrassment when a cease-and-desist letter is 

sent to your client, or worse still, the more 

serious situation of a lawsuit. 

The same is true for the most part with images 

found via a Flickr search. While most Flickr 

images are copyrighted by their respective 

owners, the service also allows uploaders to give 

their images one of several standard Creative 

Commons (CC) licenses.These licenses provide a 

series of predefined rules for what you can and 

can’t do with the licensed works. One of the 

license options allows images to be used for 

commercial purposes. The site returns photos 

that have a license allowing commercial use.  

Do the same searh on Stock.XCHNG in—and it 

will return many more.  You can see why I’ve 

seen a few resources lately that point to CC 

Flickr images as a great alternative to using 

stock photography. While it’s a great image 

resource, it is not stock photography. At the bare 

minimum, any image you use from Flickr 

requires attribution. If you fail to provide a 

credit link for every Flickr image you use, you 

might as well be stealing them. 

Hotlinking 

If there’s anything that designers hate more than 

seeing their designs or images ripped off, it’s 

seeing them ripped off by a site that’s linking to 

the files on the designers’ own servers. Usually, 

images for a website are placed on the same web 

server as the site, and are linked to in the way 

shown here: 

<img src="/images/image.jpg" alt="Image 

Description" /> 

However, images can also be linked to from 

outside the website, using the full URL of the 

image: 

<img 

src="http://www.somesite.com/images/image.jpg" 

alt="Image Description " />  

Going back to my theoretical bike shop example, 

let’s suppose I wanted to use a picture of a 

particular make and model of bike. Let’s say I 

found an image of the right bike on the 

manufacturer’s site and wanted to use it. Rather 

than requesting product images from the 

manufacturer, or even downloading the image 

and placing it on my client’s web server, let’s 

imagine I decide to link straight to the image on 

the bike manufacturer’s website. This dubious 

practice is called hotlinking. 

Copyright issues aside, hotlinking uses the 

bandwidth of the website on which the images 

are located. With most hosting accounts, 

bandwidth is limited and extra bandwidth can be 

expensive. So as a real-world metaphor, 

hotlinking is a bit like using another person’s cell 

phone minutes to make your call. Most web 

professionals know that hotlinking is a big no-
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no, so the usual hotlinking suspects are forum 

users, bloggers, and MySpace users who don’t 

know any better. So if you were unaware before, 

now you know better, too. 

Clipart 

Many websites offer free, or very cheap, clipart 

and illustration packages. While these cheesy 

generic graphics may work for an internal 

company bulletin or do-it-yourself greeting card, 

they should be considered off-limits for any 

professional project. 

You may think that I’m being a little harsh with 

that statement, but take a moment to think 

about it. If you go to a five-star restaurant, 

would you expect to be served instant mashed 

potatoes from a box? Of course not! You’d expect 

fresh ingredients, cooked from scratch. As a 

designer, you have an obligation to cook 

something up for your client that’s as original as 

it is astonishing. While the quality and 

“freshness” of stock photography can be 

questionable as well, there’s nothing worse than 

seeing a good design blemished by stale, clichéd 

clipart. If your clients ask you to use clipart or a 

corny animated GIF on their site, you should 

push back a little. Just remember that if the 

client has come to you for the design, it’s your 

job to provide feedback that will make their site 

look good. However, you also have to remember 

that, ultimately, the client is always right. 

Sometimes a client will force a design decision, 

and you’ll just have to go with it. I guess some 

people really like their instant potatoes. 

Regardless of how good a job you’ve done 

choosing images for your design, there’s another 

critical factor to consider: presentation. When 

you’re formatting images for use on your site, 

their presentation will often depend on the 

constraints of the layout you’ve chosen. The 

image size, for instance, may depend on the size 

of the rectangle you have available in your grid. 

As the designer, it’s up to you to determine how 

an image will be cropped, if an image will have 

any framing or borders, and what types of visual 

effects will be applied to the image, if any. 

Image File Formats for the Web 

There are 2 basic categories of file formats for 

images, and they relate to end-use: print and 

web. The key differences between print and web 

images are resolution measurement and color 

mode. Within the 2 categories are 2 core types of 

images: raster and vector.  

Raster images, otherwise known as 

continuous tone or photographs, are composed 

of tiny squares (pixels) which lose resolution 

when scaled up in size.  

Vector images are composed of connected 

lines and curves, which are “resolution-

independent” and can be scaled up or down 

without losing quality; these object-oriented, 

mathematically-defined images are best used for 

logos, type, and illustrations. 

Characteristics 

Low resolution — 72 ppi (pixels per inch) 

RGB color mode — (Red, Green, Blue) also 

called “additive” primary colors because when 

added together they produce white light. In 

HTML coding, hexadecimal notations (HEX) are 

used to define combinations of Red, Green, and 

Blue color values (RGB). More than 16 million 

colors can be achieved by mixing RGB. 

Common file formats (all with  

built-in compression) 

JPEG (Joint Photographics Expert Group) — 

Offers different levels of lossy compression, 

which means you lose and cannot retrieve data 

when compressing. Best used for continuous 

tone images. 

GIF (Graphics Interchange Format) — Supports 

transparency and animation. Best used for 

graphics. 

PNG (Portable Network Graphic) — Supports 

transparency and has much better color quality 

than GIF. 


