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Photographing People 
 
Pictures of the people we love make us smile. Be ready with your camera 
and you'll be rewarded with memories that rekindle emotions for years to 
come. 
 

 
 
Have fun!  
Don't work too hard to position your subject. The goal is for him or her 
to relax and fall into a natural pose. Try shooting in your subject's 
favorite place, or at least a comfortable place. Meaningful props, like 
a trophy, a musical instrument, or even a fish, can add interest. 
 
Get close  
Fill the camera's viewfinder or LCD display with your subject to create 
pictures with greater impact. Step in close or use your camera's zoom to 
emphasize what is important and exclude the rest. Check the manual for 
your camera's closest focusing distance. 
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Take candid pictures  
Ignore the impulse to force your subjects to always pose staring at the 
camera. Variety is important. Take candid pictures to show them working, 
playing, leaning against a banister chatting, or relaxing. 
 

 
 
Use natural light  
You may be surprised to learn that cloudy, overcast days provide the 
best lighting for pictures of people. Bright sun makes people squint, 
and it throws harsh shadows on their faces. On overcast days, the soft 
light flatters faces. Indoors, try turning off the flash and use the 
light coming in from a window to give your subject a soft, almost 
glowing appearance. 
 

 
 
Avoid harsh shadows  
Avoid harsh facial shadows by using the soft lighting of a cloudy day or 
a shady area. On sunny days, if your camera has several flash modes, 
select Fill-Flash This will fire the flash even in bright sunlight. This 
"fills" the shadows on nearby subjects, creating more flattering 
portraits in direct sunlight. Check your camera's manual. 
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There are several factors to consider when photographing people:    

Location  
The first thing to do is find your location. Choose a spot with a 
simple, medium-toned background. Tree foliage, grass or the ocean works 
well. For darker skin, look for a similarly dark background to keep the 
highlight (and thus the camera's exposure) on the face.   Minimize 
patterns, shapes and colors. Keep that background simple, or include a 
famous landmark.    

Lighting  
Get the sun behind you and to one side. If it's bright, put people in 
the shade (harsh, direct sunlight washes out the face). If it's dark in 
the shade, use the fill-flash feature to brighten up the face.   The 
best time is the late afternoon as it gives a nice, warm, golden glow. 
  A popular technique is to put your subject in the shade, then use 
fill-flash to lighten up the face. Bring a small reflector or white card 
reflect sunlight into the harsh shadow areas.   Occasionally, having the 
sun shine from behind the subject (backlighting) looks good as it 
creates a halo through the hair, showing form and drawing the face out 
of the background.   If you're shooting indoors try to 'bounce' the 
flash off a wall or ceiling for more natural lighting. A separate hand-
held flash is best and can be positioned far enough away from the lens 
to avoid red eye.    

Lens  
Favor longer lenses for the most pleasing perspective. Use the widest 
aperture (lowest f-number) to blur the background and highlight the 
face. If the background is important, use a small aperture (high f-
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number) to get everything in focus. If you are doing environmental 
portraiture you may need to use a wide lens to incorporate more of the 
subject's surroundings. 

Positioning  
Get close. Don't include their full body, instead zoom straight in to 
the face. For close ups, crop out the top of the head and overfill the 
frame. Being at eye level usually works best, so for children, kneel 
down.    

Proportion 
Generally try to keep the eyes, not necessarily the head, in the center 
of the frame. If the person is looking slightly to one side, add extra 
space to that side. 

Focus  
Focus is best kept on the subject's eyes. If you can only have one eye 
in focus then choose one. If your subject is to one side of the frame 
you will need to manually interface with your auto focus. To do this on 
most auto focus cameras, dead center your subject's face or their eye 
(depending on how close you are), press the shutter release half way 
down locking focus, then recompose the shot, and then press the button 
down all the way.   Relax Your Subject Get your subject relaxed and 
happy. For friends or family, remind them of a silly event. With 
children, give them something to play with. For local people, ask them 
about the location, their job or skill, or complement their clothes. 
People hate waiting while you adjust your camera so always plan the shot 
and adjust your camera first, before asking people to pose.    
 
Fun Shots  
To add fun and action to a shot, hold the camera at an angle - 30 
degrees with the right side up works well. It looks as though the 
photographer was caught off guard, emphasizing danger and action, and is 
great for parties! Stage a joke shot by pretending to interact with a 
statue. Or use a wide-angle lens to distort the face. 
 
 


