If you have ever tried to photograph a player sprinting across a footy oval, a netballer exploding off the circle, or a
cyclist surging through a corner, you already know the problem is not focusing. The problem is timing, movement,
and your own body. A sharp subject in motion is mostly a coordination exercise. Your camera, your shutter speed,
your tracking, and your panning technique all have to agree with each other, and in Melbourne you also add wind,

changing light, and venues where you do not always get the cleanest angle.

| shoot as a sports photographer Melbourne teams notice when the game is fast. That usually means | am
comfortable with the hardest version of the job: keeping a moving subject sharp while the background streaks in a
controlled way. This is where pure Sport images come from, not because the gear is magic, but because the
technique becomes repeatable. Whether you are a professional sports photographer Melbourne or you are still

building confidence, fast panning is one of the most valuable skills you can develop.

Below is how | approach it, with practical settings, how to practice, and the trade-offs that matter when the umpire
blows the whistle and everyone is moving at once. | will keep it grounded in what works on real fields, courts, and
tracks around Melbourne, and how photographers at Pure Sport Images tend to think about movement and

sharpness as one problem.

The real goal of fast panning

Most people think panning is “move the camera with the subject.” It is more specific than that. Your pan has to
match the subject’s angular speed across your viewfinder, and your shutter has to land while your subject and lens

are aligned well enough to freeze critical detail.
When panning goes wrong, you will see one of three symptoms:

1) The subject is soft because focus did not lock where you needed it. 2) The subject is soft because the shutter
captured a moment when your tracking lagged behind. 3) The subject is sharp but the whole frame looks odd

because the direction and speed of the background blur do not look like how your subject actually moved.

The first problem is autofocus. The second is technique. The third is how you move, how you position yourself, and

whether your shutter speed is helping or Have a peek here hurting you.

Fast panning is a balancing act between two types of sharpness. With a slower shutter, the background blur
becomes more dramatic, but the subject has less tolerance for minor tracking errors. With a faster shutter, the
subject has more tolerance, but the blur becomes less obvious, which can make action images feel less “alive.” The

best results usually come from choosing shutter speed based on how stable your tracking can be in that moment.

Start with the light and your shutter speed choices

In Melbourne, match days vary fast. A cloudy morning can turn into bright, contrasty afternoon in the same week.
Stadium lights are different again, and courts can reflect light in a way that makes exposure and autofocus more

temperamental.
Your shutter speed is your anchor. For panning, | tend to think in ranges rather than a single number:

* Around 1/250s to 1/500s often gives a pleasing blur on the background while still holding enough detail on

players when your panning is consistent.

* Around 1/800s to 1/1000s is where you start freezing more crisply, but you may lose that “sweep” look

unless your pan speed is very smooth.
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* When you dip to 1/160s to 1/200s, you can get gorgeous motion blur, but only if tracking is disciplined. Miss

the timing by even a fraction and the subject smears.

A quick anecdote from a wet night at a Melbourne venue: the light was lower than expected, and | found myself
tempted to drag the shutter for drama. The first few sequences were disappointing, not because autofocus failed,
but because my tracking became cautious under stress. Once | raised shutter speed back toward the 1/320s-
1/400s range and committed to a smoother pan, the same action looked far sharper. It was a reminder that your

technique gets better when the camera is giving you a little more tolerance.

Autofocus and tracking: making the camera follow the right thing
For sports photography Melbourne, fast panning is not just a movement skill. It is also an autofocus strategy.

In practice, | use continuous autofocus with subject tracking (how exactly you configure this depends on your
camera). The common thread is that you want the camera trying to keep focus on the player, not locking onto the

crowd, the referee, or a high-contrast advertisement board behind them.
A few judgement calls | make on the spot:

e |f players move toward you, autofocus performance can change. The subject angle shift is not the same as

side-on motion, and your tracking may hunt. | tighten my framing and give myself less “busy” background.

e |f the background is visually loud, | reduce the chance of focus jumping by keeping the subject large in the

frame. A small subject against a detailed scene increases the odds that the camera’s attention slips.

® When a player crosses behind another player, | accept that there will be brief focus ambiguity. The goal is to

recover quickly as soon as the primary subject reappears.

Metering and exposure matter too. High contrast can cause the camera to underexpose faces or blow highlights
on jerseys. If you are using aperture priority or automatic modes, consider how quickly exposure might swing as
players move across shade. Many sports photographers Melbourne rely on manual exposure with auto I1SO for

consistency, especially when light changes in patches.

Lens choice and body handling for panning stability

Your lens focal length changes how “forgiving” panning feels. A shorter lens gives you wider framing and more
room for correction. A long lens magnifies errors, because the subject occupies fewer pixels if you miss your pan by

a small amount.

| often shoot in the middle-to-long range for field and court sports, and | hold the camera in a way that keeps

movement natural:

e |f you shoot too stiffly, the pan becomes jerky.

¢ If you loosen your grip too much, your horizon and tracking feel inconsistent.

A practical technique | like is to move from the torso rather than only the arms. Think of the shoulders and chest
as the pivot. Your wrists and elbows do the fine direction, but your stability comes from a larger movement

pattern.

If you can, brace your stance. | prefer feet set shoulder-width apart, one foot slightly forward in the direction the
action is moving. You want to feel balanced enough that you can follow a sprint without your body “lagging
behind” the subject.



For longer sessions, fatigue shows up in the blur. It starts as mild softness, then you see more smeared motion

trails. Taking micro breaks between bursts, changing your stance, and breathing helps more than people expect.

Where you stand matters more than most beginners realize

Fast panning looks easy when you watch someone else do it. In reality, your position relative to motion

determines how hard the pan will be.

Side-on action is typically easiest. Front-on action is harder because the subject’s apparent speed and distance
change rapidly. Diagonal movement is where many photographers Melbourne get tripped up, because your pan

direction has to adjust continuously rather than just sliding left to right.
Some practical ways | choose placement:

® | look for a stretch of action with predictable movement. In rugby league, there are phases where players

bunch and then separate. In AFL, there is often a predictable flow between contests.

¢ | avoid too-tight angles that force you to pan while also tilting the camera. Tilt and pan together can create a

"wobble blur” that looks messy.

® | watch the background. A clean stand of trees or a uniform wall behind the action often produces better

panning results than a cluttered fence full of signage.

If you are shooting from the sideline, watch where barriers or ropes cut through the blur. Sometimes you want the
blur to stay smooth and uninterrupted. Other times you can use foreground elements creatively, but only if you

are confident you can keep the player sharp.

Camera settings that work for fast panning

There is no single perfect setup, but there are combinations that make sense. | will describe the approach rather

than pretending one value is universal.

Shutter speed and burst timing

For fast panning, shutter speed is the primary lever. | typically start around the 1/320s-1/500s band for side-on

runs, adjusting based on how clean my tracking feels and how fast the sport is.

Then | time bursts. Here is the key: do not begin spraying wildly just because the ball is near. Start a second earlier
than you think, because reaction time is part of the game. With continuous bursts, you want frames that start

before the subject’s best angle and carry through the exact moment you like.

In many match scenarios, the “best angle” only lasts a few frames. If you are waiting for it, you will miss it.

Aperture and depth of field

A wider aperture gives you lower ISO and faster shutter speed, but it also makes focus and framing more critical.
With fast moving subjects, | often choose an aperture that gives enough depth of field to keep the head and

upper body reasonably sharp, while still separating subject from background.

The trade-off is that too much depth of field can reduce background blur and make images look less dynamic. The

best results are a compromise between subject isolation and focus tolerance.

ISO discipline



Auto ISO can rescue you during shifting light, but it can also raise ISO at the wrong time. If the camera is

permitted to drift too high, you lose detail even if the subject is sharp.

My preference is to set a sensible ceiling for ISO and accept that some frames will be noisier rather than sacrificing
shutter speed. If you can keep shutter speed in the panning-friendly range, the overall image quality often stays
better.

Technique: how to pan without smearing the subject

This is the part that most photographers need to feel in their body.

Choose a pan path and commit

Before you press the shutter, you should know which direction your camera will travel. If you are photographing a
player running across your frame, commit to a smooth lateral sweep or a smooth diagonal sweep. The moment

you “fight” the motion, you introduce micro-stops, and micro-stops create softness.

| try to start tracking before the subject enters my ideal frame. Then | maintain a consistent pan speed through
the burst. Your job is not to follow every tiny movement. Your job is to keep the subject’s angle aligned with the

camera during the exposure window.

Keep the subject large in the frame

A surprisingly effective rule is: make it easier for yourself. If the player is small in the viewfinder, it is harder to keep
them aligned with the autofocus point and harder to judge pan speed. When the subject fills more of the frame,

tracking becomes more intuitive.

Of course, you cannot always control framing, especially with fixed positions. But within your limits, | keep subjects
big enough that my attention stays on them, not on the background.

Follow-through is not optional

When many people finish the pan too early, the last frame is often where the subject smears. If the burst covers
the action, the pan still needs follow-through after the shutter stops. That follow-through prevents your body

from “snapping back” and interrupting your tracking right at the key moment.

| count it like a short movement sequence: start tracking, burst through, continue the pan for a beat, then reset.

Practising panning when the match is not happening
Practice is not glamorous, but it is where fast panning becomes reliable under pressure.

The easiest practice is with controlled motion. You can also practise with sports on a training night, where the pace

is still fast but you have room to fail and learn.
Here is a simple practice approach | use when | want to tighten technique quickly:

® Pick one shutter speed (for example, 1/400s) and one lens focal length.
® Practise tracking side-on motion only, first at slower speeds, then faster.
* Do short bursts, 5 to 8 frames, and review immediately.

® Focus on smooth pan speed, not frantic camera movement.

* After every set, change one variable only, like shutter speed or your stance.



A detail that helps: try practising with your eyes half-focused on the subject and half focused on the background
blur direction. You are training your brain to notice whether your pan path matches your subject’s motion across

the frame.

If the background blur appears to “curve” or wobble, your camera movement is not consistent. That is fixable, but
you need to spot it.

Trade-offs you will face during real games

Fast panning is not always the best look. There are moments when you should prioritise sharpness over blur, and

moments where the blur is the point.

When you should raise shutter speed

If your subject is unpredictable, like a sudden cut inside or a collision, your pan will struggle to stay aligned. In
those moments, raising shutter speed can save you. A slightly less dramatic background blur is better than an

image where the subject loses sharpness and looks unusable.

A practical example: in fast contact sports, players can change direction mid-sprint. The first instinct is to keep
panning the original path. Better approach is to follow the actual change in direction even if your blur loses some

smoothness. If the turn is sharp enough, bump shutter speed one step and commit to focus recovery.

When you should accept a faster pan and simpler compositions

Sometimes the “perfect” panning shot is not possible from where you stand. If you are blocked by a barrier or
your angle cuts through busy foreground elements, reduce complexity. Pick a cleaner section of the field, even if it
means fewer photogenic faces. A consistent sharp subject with a simpler background beats a dramatic concept

that falls apart technically.

When light is changing mid-play

This is a common Melbourne sports photography Melbourne issue. Players move from shade to sun, stadium
lights flicker, clouds roll in. If you rely on fully automatic exposure without limits, the camera can change exposure

settings mid sequence. The result is inconsistent brightness across frames that should be similar.

| prefer exposure consistency across bursts, even if it means a bit of adjustment afterwards in editing. Keeping

exposure steady often matters more than chasing “correct” exposure on the first frame.

How to think about composition while panning

It is easy to become obsessed with sharpness and forget composition. But panning invites composition because

the blur can lead the eye.

When | pan, | look for a background that supports direction. If the background lines already suggest motion, your

blur can enhance that rather than fight it. Stadium fences, stands, and track lane lines can act as visual guide rails.

| also watch for jersey contrast and face visibility. A sharp face is a reward. If your pan keeps focus but the face is
cut off, the image feels incomplete. The best sports photographer Melbourne approach is not only to capture

movement, but to capture emotion with enough context.

Getting the “sharp player” look: a checklist from the field



There is a point in every shoot where the technique is either under control or it is not. Here is a brief pre-burst
checklist | run in my head. It is not a literal process you must follow every time, but the questions keep me

consistent:

® |s my shutter speed in a range that allows my pan accuracy to succeed?

® |s my autofocus set for continuous tracking, with the background unlikely to steal focus?
* Am | positioned so the motion is predictable and | can pan smoothly?

® |s the subject big enough in frame for tracking to feel confident?

® Do | have the next burst in mind before the ball or player enters my best angle?

That last point matters. If you wait, you react. If you plan, you execute.

Working with teams, events, and expectations in Melbourne

"nou

If you freelance or shoot for clubs, the practical reality is that clients often want “action,” “moments,” and “team

story,” all in the same delivery. Panning mastery helps you nail action, but you also need variety.

Professional sports photographer Melbourne work often involves planning where you can stand during warm-ups,
checking lighting direction, and learning how a venue behaves. Some Melbourne grounds have bright edges,
where shadows from a stand sweep across parts of the field. Some venues have unpredictable wind that shifts

leaves and flags, adding visual noise.

That is why | recommend building a relationship with the venue. Walk it before a game if you can. Identify one or
two side-on action zones where your pan will be clean. Then, when you get busy, you can rely on muscle memory

rather than improvising under pressure.
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If you are capturing for Pure Sport Images or any sports photo business, the goal is consistency across players and
matches. Fast panning is a technique you can standardise, and that makes your results more dependable for

editors and clients.



A few real-world scenarios and how | adjust

Soccer and AFL-style running lines

In sports like soccer and AFL, players sprint, decelerate, then accelerate again. For the run-in, | use panning-
friendly shutter speeds around 1/320s-1/500s and aim for side-on movement whenever possible. When a player
stops or turns suddenly, | either tighten framing and let shutter speed do less work, or | raise shutter speed to

protect sharpness.

Netball and indoor sports

Indoor courts can be tricky because light is often flat, and backgrounds are busy. You might also deal with
reflections. For netball, | prioritise facial sharpness and use panning where it looks natural during lateral
movement. If the background is cluttered, | do not force extreme motion blur. A balanced blur still reads as action,

and the sharp player is what keeps the image usable.

Cycling and track-style movement

For tracks or steady lines of movement, panning becomes a timing exercise rather than a tracking chaos exercise.
You can anticipate. Your pan path is consistent, so you can use slightly slower shutter speeds to accent motion

without losing too much sharpness.

Editing matters, but it should not be a rescue mission

After the camera, your editing should enhance what you captured, not compensate for technique. If the subject is

soft because your pan lagged, no amount of sharpening will create detail that is not there.

| keep edits targeted: mild contrast adjustments for clarity, careful highlight control, and noise reduction when

needed. If blur looks too chaotic, | sometimes crop to re-emphasise direction and reduce distractions.

The best panning photos look right straight out of the camera. Editing should refine, not rebuild.

Common mistakes that quietly ruin fast panning
You can shoot the right settings and still end up with soft players. Usually it comes down to one of these issues:

® You stop panning too early and the last frames smear.

® You change direction mid-burst because you are reacting instead of tracking.

The subject is too small in frame, so your autofocus and your judgement both suffer.

You choose shutter speed for drama, then your technique cannot keep up.

® You panic when the autofocus point jumps, then you tighten your grip and your pan becomes jerky.

The fix is rarely complicated. Choose a shutter speed that matches your current technique, practise until the

movement feels smooth, then gradually push shutter speed slower again for more blur.

Fast panning gets easier when your body trusts the camera. Confidence is a technical advantage.

What mastery feels like

When fast panning is working, you feel less like you are chasing the action and more like you are guiding it

through your viewfinder. The subject stays consistent. The background blur has a direction. Your frames are



repeatable.

That repeatability is the difference between random “lucky” sharp shots and the dependable portfolio that clients
expect. In Melbourne sports photography, where you might shoot in mixed weather, different venues, and varying

light, dependability matters as much as artistry.

If you want sharper players in motion, focus on one thing first: consistent panning speed through the burst, with a
shutter speed that gives you a real chance of success. Everything else becomes easier once you trust that your

movement and your exposure are aligned.

When you get there, the images start to look like what you felt at the game, not just what your camera recorded.
And that is what separates sports photography that merely shows action from sports photography that tells the

story.
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