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Creative
Commons
Attributions

Creative Commons (CC) licenses designate works that 
can be used with the permission of the author/own-
er of the copyright. When you search using Creative 
Commons, you will find copyrighted resources that 
can be used for free, which is awesome. However, then 
your task becomes figuring out HOW you are allowed 
to use those CC resources. The licenses attached to 
the resource tell you everything you need to know be-
fore you begin to use what you find. 

This document includes some explanations and graph-
ics that we hope will help you recognize (with some 
practice) what you can do under each type of CC 
license. There are a range of restrictions and freedoms 
when it comes to using CC resources—all of which 
allow you greater access and use than standard copy-
right law permits. 

But, there is a catch: you MUST always attribute your 
Creative Commons sources, otherwise all the protec-
tions that allow you to copy and use those resources 
go away. Don’t worry though, this document also 
includes a brief tutorial on CC attribution.
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There are four conditions that can be applied to copyrighted material under a Creative 
Commons license. These four conditions may be mixed and matched by copyright 
owners. The only conditions you will never see paired are the No Derivative Works and 
Share Alike conditions (this is because a Share Alike license only applies to derivative 
works). Together these conditions code what you are allowed to do with the resources 
you find. 

Learning what each licensing symbol or abbreviation means will be incredibly useful to 
you if you decided to use CC files. Figure 1, “Conditions,” provides a breakdown of 
the different conditions that can be applied in a CC license. Often, these conditions will 
be followed by the license version. The current CC licensing agreement is version 4.0. 
The version number represents which licensing contract the copyright owners agreed 
to when they registered their work with a CC license, but only needs to be noted by 
you, the user, for the sake of including the version number in your attribution. 

Attributions indicate which combination of licenses apply to the resource you have 
found. The most free license is a CC0, which means “no rights reserved.” When you 
see CC0, the copyright owner has essentially declared their work public domain. 

An Attribution only license (CC BY) is the next most open license, wherein the license 
holder only requires others who use his work (in any way) to give him (the original crea-
tor) credit. If for whatever reason you want to use a CC BY work without giving credit to 
the original creator, you would first have to obtain the creator’s permission. 
In contrast, the most stringent of all CC licenses is the Attribution-NonCommercial
-NoDerivatives license (BY-NC-ND). Under this license you may copy and use the work, 
but only for non-commercial endeavors, if you give the original creator credit, and if 
you use the work in its original form without alterations of any kind.

Figure 1: “Conditions” is a derivative of “How to Attribute Creative Commons Photos” by Foter.com used under CC 
BY SA 3.0/cropped from original.

https://foter.com/blog/how-to-attribute-creative-commons-photos/
https://foter.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
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Figure 2, “Licenses,” shown below, places each possible CC license on a scale be-
tween the two extremes. Beyond being a helpful way to compare the licenses, Figure 
2 also includes information about what is allowed or required with each combination of 
CC licensing conditions. 

Figure 3, “Creative Commons Licenses,” (on the next page) is a visual representation of 
what is permitted with each license type. The checks signify actions that are allowed (or 
required) according to the different CC license agreements. At a glance, you can use 
this chart to determine what actions you can (or must) take when you wish to use a CC 
resource.

Figure 2: “Licenses” is a derivative of “How to Attribute Creative Commons Photos” by Foter.com used under CC 
BY SA 3.0/cropped from original.

https://foter.com/blog/how-to-attribute-creative-commons-photos/
https://foter.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
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Resources and Attributions
When a CC resource is marked as anything other than CC0, you will need to attribute it 
appropriately. Creative Commons asks that you include four essential elements in your 
attribution. These are: Title, Author, Source, and License.

For example, all of the graphics on this information sheet are part of the same original 
graphic. That graphic is registered under a CC BY SA license, which means we were 
able to crop the image and rearrange it, then use it in any way we like so long as we 
give the original creator credit and share this document with the same license as the 
original work, (which we have). 

The first part of any attribution is the title, which in this case is “How to Attribute Cre-
ative Commons Photos.” The second part is to add “by” and then the author’s name, 
which is Foter.com. The third part is adding “is licensed under” and the license. This 
graphic was licensed as a CC BY SA 3.0. 

Once you have typed out the text, each part of the license should be linked. The title 
gets linked to the original file, the author gets linked to his or her online profile, and 
the license gets linked to the original license agreement on CreativeCommons.org. So 
finally, your attribution will look something like this:

“How to Attribute Creative Commons Photos” by Foter.com used under CC BY SA 3.0. 

Figure 3: “Creative Commons Licenses” is a derivative of “How to Attribute Creative Commons Photos” by Foter.
com used under CC BY SA 3.0/cropped from original.

https://creativecommons.org/
https://foter.com/blog/how-to-attribute-creative-commons-photos/
https://foter.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
https://foter.com/blog/how-to-attribute-creative-commons-photos/
https://foter.com/
https://foter.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/
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If you look our figure captions, you will see that we indicate that each figure is a deriv-
ative of “How to Attribute Creative Commons Photos” by including our new title and 
the phrase “is a derivative of.” This is a best practice with derivative works because it 
indicates the creators original work.

Also, know that it is appropriate to attribute resources from Creative Commons at the 
end of a document or presentation, BUT it is a best practice to put the attribution as a 
caption directly under the resource. 

If you have more questions about attribution or wish to see more examples, please 
follow this link. 

https://creativecommons.org/use-remix/get-permission/

