
Rights and Permissions for Figures, Tables, and Images

When publishing journal articles, books, or book chapters—or Keough School publications such as case studies, 
policy briefs, and policy reports—if you intend to reproduce any figures or tables from other sources for which 
you do not own the copyright(s), you must obtain permission from the original publishers or copyright holders. 

Here’s how to determine if you need permission:

Are you using an original figure or table?

An original figure or table is one that you created that has not been published. If, for example, you use data 
from a published figure or table and combine it with new data from other sources to create a new figure or 
table, you do not need to obtain permission, but you must include attribution to the original source(s) in the 
Source notes below the new figure or table.

Are you using a reproduced figure or table?

A reproduced figure or table is an exact copy of a figure or table that has already been published in a journal or 
book. It may have been published in your own manuscript* or it may be from another researcher’s manuscript. 
To use a reproduced figure or table, you must obtain permission from the owner of the copyright of the original 
figure or table (usually the publisher), and you must also include attribution to the original source(s) in your 
manuscript in the Source notes below the reproduced figure or table. 

*In most cases, you will have signed over your rights to the publisher. Some publishers will allow authors to 
reuse content in a derivative work, as long as proper attribution is given and the DOI link is included. Check 
your publishing agreement; if it does not specify, you will need to ask permission to reproduce the figure or 
table.

Are you using an adapted figure or table?

An adapted figure or table is one that looks similar to a previously published figure or table, but has been 
changed slightly. To use an adapted figure or table, you must obtain permission from the copyright owner 
(usually the original publisher) and include attribution to the original source(s) in the Source notes below the 
reproduced figure or table. This must be done even if you created the original figure or table from which the 
new one has been adapted, as you are likely to have signed over your rights to the publisher.

Redrawing a figure: If you have redrawn a figure so that it is significantly different from the original, you do 
not need to obtain permission to use the new figure, but you must include attribution to the original source(s). 
There is debate about what degree of change constitutes a new figure versus an adaptation, but a useful rule is: 
if you started out using a figure from another publication as your “base” and then built upon that figure, it’s an 
adaptation, and to be on the safe side, you should seek permission.



Seeking permission from publishers to reproduce a figure or table

Many commercial publishers use the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink system to streamline permission 
requests. But don’t go there; go to the abstract/landing page of the article from which you would like to 
reproduce the figure/table. [Note: the article that the figure/table appears in may not always be the original 
source; double-check that the figure/table is not attributed to a different source before proceeding with 
RightsLink.] Once on the abstract/landing page, find and click the ‘Permissions and Reprints’ link to get to the 
RightsLink permission request form. You will need to sign up for a RightsLink account and there may be a fee 
for reproducing the figure or table (but often it’s $0.00). Complete all the screens until Rightslink generates the 
license for use, and be sure to save the license. See this Elsevier guide or this post for instructions. 

If the publisher of the figure you wish to reproduce does not use RightsLink (for example, in the case of many 
non-profit publishers), you can request permission directly from the publisher; there is often a link or email 
address on the publisher website to do so. 

Open access journals

Copyright of articles is in most cases held by the publisher. A general exception to this rule is open access 
journals, which have different (and in some cases very specific) agreements governing re-use of material. If 
you wish to reproduce materials from an open access title, you should check the journal homepage for more 
information on their re-use policies. 

Using content under Creative Commons licenses: If the figure/table/image you wish to reuse has been 
published under a Creative Commons license, refer to the table below to see whether you need to obtain 
permission from the publisher. Full attribution, including the license under which the content was originally 
published (and a link to that license), must be included whether or not permission is required.

 



Re-using images from the internet 

Images published online are usually copyrighted and will require permission for re-use, unless the author/
owner has made clear that the image is freely available. Check the source of the image to determine whether 
or not you need to ask for permission for re-use. If you cannot determine the status of the image, look for a 
different option; we will not be able to republish any image that is not freely available or for which permission 
has not been granted. If you are able to use the image, include attribution to the original source in the caption/
photo credits.
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