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Headshot Photography Part 1: The Photo Session

Thanks for opening a copy of my first book on headshot photography. This book covers 

everything you need to know from camera technicalities and lens choices all the way to 

getting the best intricate performances from your clients, both actors and non-actors. 

Sounds good, right? Well, then let's get into it, step by step!



The Technical Part of Headshot Photography:

Unfortunately, this part may  become boring. However, it is mandatory that you 

understand all the technical aspects of headshot photography and what cameras, lenses, 

aperture settings, and shutter speed settings to use on the camera before you begin to 

delve into the creative realm of framing, color, and emotion. Please read through this 

section and take notes if you must and be sure to experiment with all the techniques 

provided before taking on a paying client.

Step 1: Selecting a Camera ($700)

Selecting a camera is almost as difficult as having a baby. On second thought, I'm 

kidding. It's easy! I highly recommend either Nikon or Canon, because they are both 

great brands, are versatile, and will have clients believing you are a true professional. Just 

remember that you can't switch from one brand to the other because the lenses aren't 

interchangeable.

Nikon or Canon?

The basic pros and cons: Canon is typically ahead of Nikon in digital sensor technology 

and video capabilities, along with having slightly cheaper lenses. On the other hand, 

Nikon has faster auto-focus and generally sharper lenses. I personally  own Nikon 

equipment.

Canon: Better Sensor and Cheaper Lenses

Nikon: Fast Auto-focus and Sharper Lenses

Once you've decided on a brand, choose a digital SLR camera that costs at least $700 for 

the body. It's best to buy  a full-frame camera but if you can't afford it, that's fine. You 

can always upgrade later. In my opinion, the most important aspect of the camera is that it 

has great pixel sensitivity. You need something that can shoot at high ISOs and not have 

much noise.



Low Noise Camera

So what does all this mean in English? Spending at least seven hundred dollars will give 

you a great  camera that has a slightly  smaller sensor than the sensor size of a full frame 

camera. A sensor that is the actual size of 35 mm is called a full frame sensor. More 

important, however, is the ISO sensitivity, which dictates how well the camera can 

capture detail in low light situations. You don't want a camera that has too much grain 

when there isn't very much light. Be sure to do your research.

Along with checking the ISO/low light sensitivity of the camera, also be sure to look up 

the number of megapixels the camera shoots at. I recommend at least 10 to 12 

megapixels. Just remember that higher megapixel cameras don't always offer better 

quality, so don't let that be your only deciding factor. Having too many megapixels will 

also wind up taking up  a lot of space on your computer if you shoot in a RAW format. 

For headshots, you really  don’t need that many megapixels. That’s more for landscape 

photography.

Need 10 or More Megapixels

Step 2: Choose Your Lenses ($1,600)

Don't worry, once you buy your lenses, you won't have too many more expenses left (or 

money  in your pocket). You’ll just  need a computer and Photoshop. But I'm jumping 

ahead to what's in the next book.

If you have an APS-C sensor camera (not full-frame), you ought to have at least two 

lenses. I like to use a standard portrait lens along with a more telephoto lens, a zoom. But 

before we go into it exactly, one thing must be explained: the crop factor.

The crop factor can be defined as a phenomenon that occurs when you shoot with a 



smaller sensor. Imagine a large piece of 35 mm film: it is the same size as a full-frame 

sensor. A 1.5x crop sensor (or APS-C sized sensor) is a bit smaller than film. Therefore, it 

only picks up  a portion of the frame that the full frame sensor would pick up. See the 

image below:

The cropped portion is what the crop sensor would pick up, while the area around it is 

what the larger sized “full-frame” sensor would pick up. Therefore, if your camera has a 

smaller sensor, lenses will appear to be more telephoto than they would look on a larger 

sensor. To figure out which lens would be used on a smaller sensor, such as a 1.5x crop 

sensor, simply multiply the focal length of the lens by the crop factor. For instance:

Focal Length   X   Crop Factor = Relative Focal Length

Imagine a 50 mm lens. On standard film, a 50 mm lens looks normal. Things appear the 

just as the eye would see them, with no distortion or magnification. However, on a crop 

sensor, the 50 mm lens would look the same as a 75 mm lens (50 mm X 1.5 = 75 mm) 

would look on a full-frame sensor. Meaning basically, if you put a lens on a crop sensor, 

it’s generally going to be more telephoto. This is why you need to buy the right lens for 

the type of sensor your camera has.



Based off the information above, I'd highly  recommend a 70-200 mm f/2.8 zoom lens if 

you own a full frame sensor camera and can afford it, because it gives you the most 

options for headshot photography.

70–200mm f2.8 Professional Zoom Lens (for either crop or full-frame sensor)

However, if you are using a 1.5x crop  sensor, I recommend you also buy  a 50 mm f/1.8 

lens. The reason is because in this case, you'll be too telephoto with a crop sensor if your 

shortest focal length is 70 mm. You want the option of having a wider angle, since the 

70-200 mm will actually be acting like a relative 105-300 mm lens. Using a 50 mm will 

be like having the option of going wider with a relative 75 mm lens. So you see, an 

advantage to having the full frame sensor is that  you technically only need to buy one 

lens, the 70-200 mm.

50 mm f/1.8 Prime Lens (if you have a crop sensor)

What do these lenses do for my headshots?

The 70-200mm f/2.8 zoom is a great lens to have because on a full-frame camera, as it 

allows you a standard portrait range (shooting from the chest  up from about fifteen feet 

away), or zooming out to a 70 mm allows you to move closer and play with a tiny bit of 

distortion. The 70 mm (similar to the 50 mm on the crop  sensor) is fun to use for more 

experimental shots, and gives you some great effects without being so intense that the 

headshot can't be considered standard anymore.

Remember: actors need to have some shots that stand out among all the rest, so shooting 

at a wider 70 mm angle can give them some more options. Try tilting the camera a bit for 

some fun angles to make the shots memorable. I recommend doing this very sparingly 

however, as more often than not headshots are best shot with a long lens.



Remember: a standard portrait headshot should start at  about 120 mm. Anything lower 

than this isn’t considered standard portrait anymore, as there will begin to be slightly too 

much distortion.

Shoot Standard Headshots at 120 mm

Shoot Experimental Headshots at 75 mm

Step 3: Set Your Aperture:

Many amateur photographers don't know what aperture to shoot headshots at. Most of the 

really new headshot photographers who have not yet invested in lenses dedicated to 

shooting them will wind up using a kit lens with a very small aperture. I highly advise 

against this because kit lenses don't work for headshots unless you are extremely 

experienced and use at least a 200 mm focal length.

Instead, buy one of the lenses I recommended in the last chapter and take some test shots 

at different apertures to learn what the effects are. Make sure that you use a human 

subject. If you shoot a random object, you won't learn how the different apertures effect 

what the face looks like compared to the background.

Test Different Apertures on a Human Subject

Shoot telephoto lenses with a slightly closed aperture and shoot wider-angle lenses with a 

slightly wider aperture. You'll notice that as you open the aperture wider and wider, the 

depth of field decreases and the subject’s ears begin to blur when you focus on their eyes. 

This is something that you don’t want if you can help it.

Don’t Blur the Subject’s Ears

Most beginning headshot photographers think blurring the subject’s ears is good because 

having such a shallow depth of field looks professional. In all honesty it's not that nice to 



look at, especially if it’s overdone. It winds up looking as though the subject is swimming 

in a pool of blur, and the only things not under the blurring pool are their eyes and the 

front of their face. It's actually a bit weird. This effect is more noticeable when shooting 

at a faster aperture than f/2.

The best look is a subject whose head is mostly in focus where the only thing noticeably 

blurry is the background. This way, there is no strange blurring to distract the person 

looking at the photo, and the viewer can focus totally on the subject’s face.

The following are some good numbers you may want to write down. I use this simple 

formula to determine what aperture to shoot with and at what focal length:

For every doubling of focal length, aperture must close by one stop.

Begin at 100 mm = f/2.8

You should start the formula with 100 mm and f/2.8. Using this formula, it's easy to see 

that if you plan to shoot at 200 mm, you will need to close the aperture down by one stop 

to an f/4. If you decide to shoot at  50 mm, you should open the aperture one stop from an 

f/4 to an f/2.

By following this formula, you will know what aperture to use at  different focal lengths 

to avoid blurring of the ears too much. Of course you can just experiment, but it's a good 

thing to know in your head so you’ll appear more professional to your clients. It’s better 

to know the exact camera settings instead of telling the subject you are going to take a 

few test shots to see what camera settings look good.

Remember: try to avoid shooting headshots at the widest possible aperture. Lens optics 

won't be as sharp and you may wind up dealing with purple fringing and lens flare, things 

you definitely don't want in your headshots. They will definitely be distractions and you'll 

have to somehow remove them later in Photoshop. Therefore, always close down the 



aperture by at least one stop from the maximum of the lens. This is why it's good to buy 

lenses that  can open very wide, even if you don't plan to shoot that wide. It results in 

much sharper glass.

Never Shoot Headshots at the Widest Possible Aperture

Step 4: Set Shutter Speed and ISO:

This is perhaps the most annoying part of digital photography, especially when you find 

yourself shooting in low light situations. Dealing with noise and camera shake in the 

shots is not fun at all. To help you with this, I’ll try to explain the solutions I have found 

that work best for me.

Typically, to avoid camera shake, you should always shoot at a shutter speed that is the 

inverse of the focal length. For instance, if you shoot at 100 mm, you should shoot at a 

shutter speed of 1/100th of a second. If you shoot at 200 mm, shoot at 1/200th of a 

second.

Shutter Speed to Avoid Camera Shake: 1/F (F=Focal Length)

This seems simple, right? But what if you are shooting on a crop sensor? Things change a 

bit. In that case, you'll have to multiply the number by  1.5 (or whatever the crop factor 

is). So instead of shooting at 1/200th of a second, it would be 1/300th of a second. The 

same goes for 1/100th of a second. In that case, it would be 1/150th of a second.

Crop Sensor? Multiply Shutter Speed by Crop Factor

If this is sounding a bit complicated as it does to me, I’ll give you a simple solution: 

shoot at  least 1/320th of a second. This speed is usually fine and gives sharp images most 

of the time without much camera shake.



Safest Bet: 1/320th of a Second

Now, to turn the talk to ISO, simply understand that the lower the ISO, the better. The 

reason is simply because high ISO images appear grainy and unprofessional. They tend to 

lose detail that should otherwise be there. Therefore, I set my ISO at the minimum needed 

with an aperture of f/2.8 and shutter speed of 1/320th of a second. Just remember that the 

more light available, the better. You don't want to have to boost the ISO and at the same 

time, you also don’t want to open the aperture too wide. Otherwise the subject’s ears will 

start looking really blurred and the image will look grainy.

Use ISO 800 or Lower

Remember: always keep your camera in Manual mode. If you don’t, you’ll face all sorts 

of exposure issues. For one, the camera will not get the exposure correct  every  time. Two, 

you may have images that have too much camera shake because the shutter speed was too 

slow. Three, the images won't all be the same brightness, so you'll have a fair amount 

adjusting to do in post. Four, you don't want the on camera flash popping up  in the 

middle of shooting. That  would just be embarrassing. And if you don't know why, then 

you probably shouldn’t be reading this book.

Always Shoot MANUAL!



The Creative Part of Headshot Photography:

Some would consider framing, composition, and color to be technical aspects of 

photography. However, I’d like to respectfully disagree. Different people and different 

characters require different framing, different white balance, different contrast, and 

different lighting. This chapter covers the creative choices you can make with the camera 

in hand. Remember that no single rule is unbreakable. Every headshot is different and 

may need a different approach. This book should solely be taken as a guide of general 

tips and techniques. As you get better, you can break the rules when the photo calls for it. 

Just don't begin breaking rules until you know them all.

Step 5: Frame Your Headshot:

Headshots can be framed either horizontally or vertically. Although many new actors 

think a headshot should be framed in portrait format, it's not true. Many photographers 

shoot horizontally, especially some of the extremely well known ones like Peter Hurley 

and Jordan Matter. I myself mostly shoot horizontally  unless the client asks for vertical 

shots. It's always a good idea to ask the client if they have a preference before you start 

shooting. Most say they don't care, in which case it's totally up to you. However, I 

recommend giving them a bit of variation and making sure you shoot them in both 

formats, this way they have more choice between the photos.

Ask the client if they prefer portrait or landscape headshots!

The Rule of Thirds serves as a simple guide for effective framing, and is therefore a 

great way to begin your professional headshot photography  experience. Learn proper 

framing as soon as possible so that you know the do's and don'ts of photography. But the 

truth is, once you have been taking headshots for a while, it's best to step away from the 

standard rules and start  experimenting more. I've always been a firm believer in practice 

makes perfect, but something that I agree with even more strongly is that experimentation 

makes perfect. The more you experiment, the faster you learn. Don't be afraid to 



experiment with new angles, shooting on a tilt, or moving the subject higher than normal 

in the frame. These are all different techniques that can make your headshots really stand 

out among the rest. Just be sure that you learn the basic rules of framing first.

Experiment often so you learn faster!

One of the main rules of headshot framing is to never leave too much headroom in the 

photo. I've found that it's much better to leave less headroom than too much. I like to 

position the subject  so that their head is right near the top of the frame, and usually off to 

one side or another. It gives them more space in the shot and looks more interesting. Try 

searching sample headshots online and checking out some other professional headshot 

sites. You'll notice this technique is used quite a lot.

Clip off the tip of the hair in headshots. The eyes should always be above center-line.

See the sample image below so you know what I mean:


