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Helps you take killer flat lays on your 

camera - whether that’s on your 

phone, a DLSR or somewhere in 

between. 

Choose props that support your 

blog, business or brand so that you 

can tell visual stories.

Use design short-cuts to build 

striking flat lay layouts in minutes. 

5 Steps to Stylish, Pro Photos for your Blog, Business or Brand 

P R O P S  F O R  

B R A N D I N G

L A Y O U T S



Welcome

Flat lay Formula is a step-by-step plan

to help you take stylish, pro photos for

your blog, business or brand. It’s

designed so that you get your photos

close to perfect in camera, leaving you

with little editing to do.  

I created it to help business people and

bloggers take stronger branded and

styled photos to take their websites and

social media accounts to the next level.  

Just follow the five steps in this

magazine style workbook to develop

your styling and photography.  

All the best, 

Rebecca Portsmouth 

Living Abstracts Founder +

photographer 
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1. Lighting

Lighting for a clean flat lay is flat 

and diffused. Even bland. The best 

light for them is from a large light 

source. The most widely used light 

source for flat lays is the sun - a 

large light source - through a 

window. 

If you need to light artificially, you 

also want your light to be from a 

large source. Given that light bulbs 

are small light sources, we can 

modify them by using white 

umbrellas or soft boxes to give us 

larger light sources. Magic! 

Not knowing this is the reason why 

so much online advice is to avoid 

artificial light. Artificial light is not 

inherently bad - you just have to 

know how to handle it. 

Setting yourself up for shooting 

with artificial light depends on your 

budget. You could get a lighting kit 

with umbrellas or soft boxes from 

a photographic store such as B+H. 



The more expensive set-ups tend 

to throw brighter light, have bigger 

soft boxes and/or more ability to 

control the strength of the light. 

Second-hand from the likes of 

Ebay are also an option. If you’re 

on a tiny budget, you can 

improvise, knowing that you want a 

large, diffused light source.  For 

instance, you could hang a large 

sheet of translucent paper in front 

of a lamp, for instance, making sure 

the lamp and paper are far enough 

away from each other to avoid any 

fire risk.  

Once you have your light source, 

unless it’s directly over your 

background, you will want to reflect 

light into your photo from the 

opposite side. This will fill in the 

shadows. 

You can do this with a sheet of 

white foam core or card from your 

art supply store or a white/silver 

reflector from a photographic shop. 

The card or reflector can be 

propped up on a nearby object or 

held by a reflector stand. To set up 

the card/reflector, place an object 

on your background such as a mug 

and look at its shadow. 

Place your card/reflector on the 

opposite side of your light source, 

moving it around until you reduce 

the shadow by filling it with 

reflected light. 

Setting yourself up with great light 

like this will mean that you have 

little editing to do after your shoot, 

saving you time and headaches.  



2. Backgrounds

You usually want an unremarkable 

background that allows your 

products and props to shine. Plain 

papers, card, foam core, fabric, 

painted canvases and boards are 

favourites. More organic textures 

such as wood, marble and rusted 

metals also work well. Its job is to 

support the objects on it and as 

such, needs to recede rather than 

play in the spotlight. 

A common background is to paint 

slim sheets of plywood or 

hardboard in your branded colours. 

You can paint both sides of each 

sheet for maximum flexibility. Rolls 

of contact printed with marble or 

wood surfaces can also work well, 

although may reflect more than 

you want. 

If you use paper or thin card, an 

artists’ portfolio is a useful 

addition for storage, keeping your 

backgrounds flat and uncreased. 

Depending on your niche and 

branding, you could also choose to 

use fabrics, blankets or furs as a 

base for your flat lays.  



Most flat lays tell a story. They are 

comprised of a collection of items 

that when grouped, tell us 

something. That could be a behind 

the scenes snippet of what goes 

into packaging and sending out a 

product, show the way an item 

could be used or give a flavour of 

your life, business or blog. 

COLOUR PALETTE 

One of the reasons that flat lays 

are such a great tool for your blog 

or business, is the way they allow 

you to use your branding colours in 

a controlled way. By choosing 

backgrounds and props in your 

brand colours, your flat lay photos 

can be 100% aligned with your 

branding. 

TEXT 

Text is often overlooked as a prop. 

You can use printouts of quotes, a 

message or question you want to 

ask or a thought you want to add. 

Scrabble tiles, fridge letters and 

stamps are other ways. As well as 

the myriad of phone apps that will 

add text over the top of your 

photo. 

VIEWPOINT 

Think about how your props will 

look from above. Some things work 

better because they’re more 

recognisable or simply have nicer 

shapes.  

COLLECTIBLES 

It can be helpful to build a 

collection of props that live in a 

box, shelf or cupboard so that you 

can pull together a flat lay in a 

hurry or simply to have inspiration 

at your fingertips. Once you start 

collecting, it is amazing how much 

more your eye will start looking for 

more props, either around your 

home and work space or when out 

and about. 

THEMES 

When you’re planning or choosing 

props, if you only need a few 

photos, you probably only need  

half a dozen relevant items. If you 

want more, it can be useful to map 

out your editorial schedule 

SHOPPING 

Everyone has their own way of 

shopping for props. I have favourite 

shops that are a good match for 

my brand and look online to shop 

or preview a visit. Second-hand 

shops are favourites too. You can 

also hand make your props and use 

what you have already. If you’re a 

maker, probably you have the 

items that went into your creations 

(e.g. paints, wool, spices) and can 

use those in your flat lays.  

3. Props
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origami 

stapler 

rulers 

compass 

set square 

magnifying glass 

camera 

in-tray 

 

balloons 

confetti 

streamers 

bunting 

frames 

scissors 

ornaments 

shoes 

soft drink 

tea/coffee 

business cards 

greetings/gift card 

magazines 

glitter 

paints 

paintbrushes 

pens/pencils 

crayons 

trays 

plates 

straws

lipstick 

nail polishes 

perfume 

flowers 

greenery 

succulents 

sunglasses 

passport 

handcream 

watch 

phone 

bag 

hat 

scarf 

jewellery 

books 

magazines 

napkins 

macarons 

postcards 

photo prints 

 

string/twine 

ribbon 

paperclips 

foldback clips 

planner 

notebook 

printable lists 

calligraphy 

letter stamps 

books 

washi tape 

magazine boxes 

shopping lists 

origami 

stapler 

rulers 

compass 

set square 

magnifying glass 

camera 

in-tray 

 



A flat lay is shot from a bird’s eye 

view. Most of the time this is 

directly above your subjects, 

shooting straight down. Sometimes 

it can be a little angled. 

To do this, your background needs 

to be low or you need to be able to 

get up high safely, such as using a 

stepladder. My favourite shooting 

height is a coffee table that is just 

below knee height, sometimes with 

a board or canvas sitting on top for 

a different background.  Many 

people shoot directly onto the floor 

or a background on the floor. 

LAYOUTS 

If it looks good, it is good. That’s 

the only rule. 

That said, let’s start out with some 

common ways of wrangling props 

and products so they look good. 

Some say they’re techniques. I like 

to call them short cuts. 

ORDER 

Rows are perfect for multiple 

products or identical items. You 

can contain all the items within 

your frame or let some trail off the 

edges. If you want them to be 

perfectly aligned, use a ruler or 

other straight object to nudge 

them into place.  

GRIDS: Common in fashion 

Instagram feeds, a square grid is 

built from disparate items. There is 

space left between each item, 

allowing it to breathe. 

DIAGONAL LINES: These lead 

the eye and are a great way to 

catch attention in the Instagram 

feed. They can be most effective 

when leading to a product or item 

you want to emphasise.  

LAYERS: Interiors and food flat 

lays often use layers to add depth 

to their layouts. Blankets, 

tablecloths, napkins, wooden 

boards and marble slabs are all 

used as a supporting cast for the 

featured items. 

ORGANIC RANDOMNESS: 

Wabi-sabi is about the beauty of 

imperfection. If you or your 

business don’t suit the order of 

grids and rows, this could be where 

you will be most comfortable.  

4. Layouts + 

Shooting



If you’re going with the organic or 

random, it can be helpful to choose 

one main item as a focal point for 

your flat lay. You can play with 

balancing little and large items and 

scattering or rolling items onto 

your background rather than 

careful placement. Nature and 

gravity can do a delightful job of 

arrangement. 

RULE OF ODD NUMBERS: 

Odd numbers of items usually 

work best if you’re not choosing a 

grid. This is because with an odd 

number, your eye is drawn to the 

item in the middle. If you use an 

even number of items, your eye is 

drawn to the space in between the 

middle two items. 

CURVES: Curves can add drama 

and life to your photos. Think of a 

C shape or an S for starters, often 

trailing off the edge of your frame. 

The shape can be made using a 

single ‘line’ such as a piece of 

ribbon, string, streamer or fabric or 

multiple small objects.  



NEGATIVE SPACE: This will 

happen naturally if you’re using 

curves, but think of it as giving your 

composition a big breath of fresh 

air. Negative space - or an 

intentional gap - can help break up 

a busy Instagram feed, emphasise 

a single item or be useful for 

placing text. Text can be added in 

your Instagram feed with apps 

such as Wordswag or on your 

website using overlays. 

If you aren’t sure, shoot your 

camera’s natural format, which is 

usually close to 2:3. 

Shooting

If you’re shooting with your phone, 

start by making sure your lens is 

clean. By touching the screen, you 

can bring up a yellow sun icon and 

make the exposure darker or lighter 

until it is correct. As long as the 

items you’re shooting aren’t more 

than a few inches high, everything 

should be in focus. 

If you’re using another kind of 

camera where you have control 

over the aperture, check you have 

enough depth of field for your 

items to be in focus. An aperture 

of 4 is usually enough. 

Shoot in the format your final edit 

will be or the closest ratio to that. 

So if your photos are for Instagram 

and you post square photos in your 

feed, shoot squares. 

EXPERIMENT: Shoot at least 10 

versions of each layout, making 

each one different. Allow more 

space than you think you need 

around the outside on some.  



If you’ve done steps 1-4 well, you 

shouldn’t have to do much in your 

editing. The better your prep and 

shooting, the easier and quicker 

your post-production is going to 

be. 

There are three reasons why you 

want a consistent editing method. 

1. It’s easier on your brain to figure 

out your editing just once and then 

repeat. It also means you can 

become faster at editing over time 

and edit even when you’re 

distracted or ill. 

2. Your Instagram feed will thank 

you. All that consistency means 

visitors to your feed know what to 

expect and if they like it, they’ll 

throw hearts in your direction and 

follow you. 

3. If you have a consistent method, 

you can teach someone else to do 

it. And you have more time to go 

on holiday, grow your business or 

hug your dog. 

5. Editing 



SNAPSEED EDITING 

Here is a quick and dirty editing 

method using phone app 

Snapseed (iPhone and Android). 

There are many other apps 

available with similar functionality. 

If you’re using desktop software 

such as Adobe’s LightRoom + 

Photoshop, you can use a similar 

method for those in this order: 

- Correct exposure, light balance to 

neutral (eyedropper tool), crop + 

sharpen. 

TEMPERATURE + EXPOSURE 

- Download Snapseed app 

(iPhone or Android) if you don’t 

have it 

- Open Snapseed app 

- Click on the edit button (bottom 

right) in a circle + click on tune 

image (top left) 

- Correct colour temperature using 

the ‘Warmth’ setting. If your photo 

has a blue tinge, it needs warming 

up. If it has a yellow tinge, it needs 

cooling. Your goal is to make the 

whites in your photo neutral, 

neither too warm or too cool.   

- Adjust ‘Brightness’ (exposure) if 

needed. 

- Click on the tick on the bottom 

right hand side to save.  

CROP + SHARPEN 

- Still in Snapseed, click on edit 

- Choose the ‘Crop’ tool + crop if 

necessary 

- Click on edit for the third and 

final time and choose ‘Details’ 

- Choose sharpening and increase 

to taste 

- Save 

SPECIALIST PHONE APPS 

- Touch Retouch  (iPhone + 

Android) - for removing objects 

- AntiCrop (iPhone) - for adding 

space around your photos 

- Filters: VSCO (iPhone + 

Android) + Filmborn (iPhone only) 

for film style colours. 


