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YOUR PHOTOS
GETTING STARTED
3 BREATHE!  It took years for your photos (digital & physical) to get to the current state they are in.  This 

will be a process and will not happen overnight.  Take it one step at a time.  

3 PRIORITIZE. Do you want to start on digital or physical photos?  What are your end goals?  Think 
about how you want to access all your photos later.  

3 GATHER.  Start pulling pictures out from EVERYWHERE: closets, drawers, etc.  
 DIGITAL – computers, external hard drives, thumb drives, CDs, DVDs, SD cards, digital cameras, digital 

picture frames, social media, saved emails, etc.  
 PHYSICAL – Boxes, albums (leave in the albums for now), scrapbooks, framed photos, school photos

3 SECURE.  Whether starting with digital or physical photos you should start with properly storing your 
physical photos and backing up your digital photos.  

SORTING PHOTOS
The process of sorting photos is the same whether sorting printed or digital photos.  Digital photos may have 
metadata (data describing when and how the photos were taken) that could help you if the camera used 
was programmed accurately.  You can choose to organize photos by theme or chronologically or using a 
combination. 

The themes you choose will be specific to your life and vary from person to person.  Some examples are:  
weddings, vacations, sports, heritage, each child, pets, school, Christmas, birthdays, etc. Sorting the themed 
pictures in chronological will help you put together an overall timeline and make them easier to access. 
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Deciding what to keep can be 
overwhelming. Following a few simple 
guidelines can make this process easier. 
I rely on the ABCs of photo organizing to 
stay on track. 

ALBUM: These photos are the most 
important and are album worthy!  These 
are the ones that you want to preserve 
for the future a scan as well. This will not 
be every photo in your collection. The 
ones you choose are often the most 
personal and cherished. Less is more! 

BOX: Photos that are important enough 
to keep should be stored in archive 
quality boxes for long term storage or 
backed up thoroughly if digitized. 

CAN: These photos can go in the ‘trash 
can’ or your delete file. Toss duplicates, 
blurry or unflattering photos, excess 
scenery photos, etc. 

STORY: This is the most important part. 
Does the photo tell a STORY! Keep any 
photos that clearly tell a story. An old 
blurry photo may have your Dad’s first 
car in the background! Be careful not to 
toss away history. 

APPO’S1 
ABCs OF PHOTO 
ORGANIZATION

With today’s rapidly changing technology, protecting 
our photos continues to be a challenge. I recommend 
what the US Department of Homeland Security calls the 
3-2-1 RULE.  

Keep 3 copies of any important file: 1 primary 
and 2 backups. Many photo collections are too 
large to fit within computer storage nowadays 

so the main storage for digital photos becomes an 
external hard drive.  

Keep the files on 2 different media types in 
your home to protect against different types of 
hazards. 

Store 1 copy offsite (e.g., outside your home 
or business facility). APPO recommends storing 
your ‘A photos’ with an offsite service, known 

as cloud storage. I recommend BackBlaze, a cloud-
based storage system that offers the security you need 
plus the added advantage of unlimited photo storage 
and accessibility from many devices for easy, private 
sharing.  Please be mindful of what rights you may be 
signing away in various cloud-based storage options.  

PHYSICAL PHOTOS: Store in temperature controlled 
environment in archive quality boxes both while 
organizing and for preservation. Scan photos to backup 
and combine complete collection.  

SAFEGUARDING 
YOUR PHOTOS

THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND
• This will be a process and will take time.  You 

will be reminiscing as you go, so be realistic!

• Done is better than perfect.  Some photos will fit 
in multiple categories; pick one and move on.  

• If you are overwhelmed, set a timer!  Work 
in 20-30 minute increments.  When the timer 
goes off, stop and assess if you will keep 
going or be done for the time being. If the 
project seems too overwhelming, I would love 
to help you!
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TIPS FOR ORGANIZING YOUR DIGITAL COLLECTION
NAMING FILES: Start with a consistent naming pattern:   
I use YYYY-MM-DD-EVENT.  Even if it is a single digit month or 
day, like May 5th, keep the 0s in so the files will stay in order 
for you.  Also, start a list of names/events you use.  It may 
seem like you will always have one name per person, but 
when you have a Jr., a Third, or nicknames it can become 
complicated.  Be consistent in the naming you use!  
BACK UP AS YOU GO: It will be tempting to wait until   
everything is perfect…don’t do it!  Consistently back up 
your work!
EXTERNAL HARD DRIVES: These are easy to get and come 
in different storage sizes.  I suggest 2TB (only $20 more than 
the 1TB) and something shock resistant. 
CLOUD STORAGE CONSIDERATIONS: Size, Accessibility, 
Recovery, and Rights

1 Association of Personal Photo Organizers www.appo.org  •   2 www.us-cert.gov/sites/default/files/publications/data_backup_options.pdf   •  3 www.organizingphotos.net/signing-away-digital-rights


