How to Turn Product and Editorial Images into
Organic Search Assets

Why Images Matter for Search

Images are no longer just visual decoration. Search engines now treat them as independent
content that can appear in image packs, visual search results, and even regular web results. A
well-optimized image can bring traffic directly from search, and it can support the ranking of
the page it lives on. This article walks through the practical steps to make product and editorial
images work as organic search assets, not just page furniture.

Step 1: Choose the Right Image Format and File Size

The first technical decision you make about an image affects how quickly it loads and how well
search engines can process it. Use modern formats such as WebP, AVIF, or JPEG 2000 where
possible. These formats offer better compression than older JPEG or PNG files, meaning
smaller file sizes without noticeable quality loss. A smaller file size means faster page load,
which is a direct ranking factor.

But file size is not just about speed. Search crawlers have a limited budget for each page. If an
image takes too long to download, the crawler may give up and skip it. Aim for image files
under 100 KB where quality allows, and never exceed 300 KB for a standard product shot.
Tools like ImageOptim or Squoosh can help you recompress images without visible
degradation.

What to watch: Avoid scaling images up in HTML. If you upload a 4000-pixel-wide image but
display it at 800 pixels, the browser still downloads the huge file. Instead, serve the image at
the exact display size. Use responsive image elements or srcset to serve different sizes for
different devices.

Step 2: Write Descriptive, Natural Alt Text

Alt text is the most direct signal you can give a search engine about what an image shows. But
alt text also serves accessibility. Write it as a short, natural description of what is in the image,
including relevant context. For a product image, include the product name, colour, material, and
the action or setting shown. For an editorial image, describe the scene and the emotion or
message it conveys.

What to watch: Do not stuff keywords into alt text. A phrase like "red wool beanie hat on a
model in a winter street scene" is useful. "Red beanie, winter hat, wool hat, cold weather hat" is
not. Search engines recognise keyword stuffing in alt text and may ignore it. Also, never leave



alt text empty on product images. Decorative images can have empty alt text, but every
editorial and product image should have a descriptive one.

Step 3: Add Structured Data (Schema) to Images

Structured data tells search engines exactly what an image represents. For product images,
use Product schema with the image property pointing to the image URL. For editorial images,
you can use ImageObject schema or, if the image is part of an article, Article schema with the
image property. This markup helps search engines understand the image's role and may
enable it to appear in rich results like product carousels or visual search panels.

What to watch: Test your structured data with Google's Rich Results Test tool before
publishing. A small syntax error can make the entire block of markup invisible to search
engines. Also, ensure that the image URL in the schema matches the actual URL served on the
page, including the protocol (HTTPS) and any CDN prefixes.

Step 4: Use Descriptive, Keyword-Relevant Image File Names

Search engines read the file nhame of an image as a clue to its content. A file named
"IMG_4521.jpg" tells a search engine nothing. A file named "women-red-wool-beanie-winter-
scene.jpg" provides a strong signal. Use hyphens between words, keep it under 60 characters,
and include the most important keyword or phrase for that image.

What to watch: Do not repeat the same file name pattern across many images. Each image
should have a unique, descriptive file name. Also, avoid special characters, spaces, or
underscores. Stick to lowercase letters, numbers, and hyphens.

Step 5: Create and Submit an Image Sitemap

An image sitemap is a separate XML sitemap that lists every image you want search engines
to index. It is especially useful for large sites with many product or editorial images. The
sitemap gives crawlers direct URLs to each image, bypassing the need to crawl through every
page. You can create an image sitemap manually or use a plugin for your CMS.

What to watch: Only include images that are publicly accessible and loaded via an tag or
srcset. Do not include images that are loaded via JavaScript, as crawlers may not see them.
Also, keep the sitemap under 50,000 URLs or 50 MB, whichever limit you hit first. If you have
more images, split them across multiple sitemaps and reference them in a sitemap index.



Step 6: Add Captions and Contextual Text

Search engines use the text around an image to understand its context. A caption directly
under the image is a strong signal. Write captions that add value: describe what is happening
in the image, name the product or subject, and include a relevant keyword if it reads naturally.
The caption should not just repeat the alt text; it should provide new information.

Beyond captions, the surrounding paragraphs should also relate to the image. If the image
shows a product feature, the text nearby should discuss that feature. This contextual relevance
helps search engines connect the image to the page's topic.



What to watch: Do not force every image to have a caption. Some images work better as visual
breaks without one. Use captions where they genuinely help the reader understand the image.
For editorial images, a caption can be a short story or a fact about the scene.

Step 7: Monitor Image Performance in Search

Once your images are optimised, track how they perform. Use Google Search Console to see
which images appear in search results and how many clicks they receive. Look at the
"Performance"” report filtered by search type "Image". You can also use the URL Inspection tool
to see if a specific image is indexed.

What to watch: If you see a sudden drop in image impressions, check whether a recent site
change affected image loading. For example, a new CDN or a change in image format could
cause images to load slowly or not at all. If you have ever had the common panic "Can't Find
My _Website on Google" regarding a specific page, check the page's images first. Often, a
missing or broken image can prevent the entire page from being indexed properly. One place

where this happens is after a site migration or a change in file paths. A second scenario where
you might think "Can't Find My Website on Google" is when you have dozens of images but
none appear in image search. That usually points to a technical issue, such as missing alt text,
blocked robots.txt, or a missing image sitemap.

Step 8: Consider Visual Search and Object Recognition

Search engines now use object recognition to understand what is in an image. This means that
even without alt text or captions, a search engine can identify objects, faces, and scenes.
However, the signals you provide through alt text, file names, and structured data help the
search engine confirm its guess. For product images, object recognition is particularly
powerful. If a user searches for "red beanie" and your image shows one, the search engine can
match it even if the text on the page says "knitted hat".

What to watch: Do not rely solely on object recognition. It is not perfect, especially for images
with multiple objects, unusual angles, or low quality. Always provide clear textual signals
alongside the image. Also, be aware that visual search is growing, especially on mobile.
Images that are clear, well-lit, and have a single focus object perform better in visual search
results.

Final Check: Keep the User in Mind

Every optimisation step should improve the user's experience, not just the search engine's
ability to read the image. A fast-loading, well-described, contextually relevant image helps the
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user understand your product or story. That understanding leads to engagement, shares, and
conversions. Search engines notice those signals and reward the image accordingly.

Treat images as an integral part of your content strategy, not as an afterthought. With the steps
above, you can turn every product shot and editorial photo into a discoverable, valuable organic
search asset. The effort you put into image SEO optimization pays off in both direct image
traffic and stronger page performance overall.



