
Simple Head Shots - 7 Simple Steps 

The most common type of portrait is the “head shot”, a simple above-the-shoulders 
composition, often with an out-of-focus background.  Here’s a 7-step recipe for head 
shots — and the same ideas will serve you well in other kinds of photography, too! 
 
1. Pick the lens and focal length of 50mm or more. — You’ll want a lens that has a 
medium to somewhat telephoto focal length. On most of your cameras, this will be 
50mm or more,  Even more (say, 100mm) is probably a little better. What’s critical here 
is that this will put you a couple feet away or more from the subject, being too close to 
the subject causes distortion from the odd perspective. 
 
2. Choose a location, consider the background — if you want the background to be 
out of focus, you’ll have better luck if the subject isn’t right up against the background.  
See how things look by looking through the camera, zooming in to include just the face 
and surroundings.  You should be a couple feet from the subject, and the background 
should be a few feet or further (much further is fine!) than the subject. 
 
3. Choose a location, considering the light  — “soft” light, such as cloudy light or 
shade, is often more flattering than direct sunlight.  Try and find a place for your subject 
and your background that both have soft light if possible.


4. Set your exposure mode: Aperture Priority. — Canon labels this mode Av, Nikon 
labels it A, but nearly every DSLR and mirrorless camera has a mode which allows you 
to set an aperture, and asks the camera to estimate a good shutter speed based on the 
light. 
 
5. Set your aperture — Use the smallest f-number the camera and lens will allow for 
your particular composition. We often call this wide open, you’ll want the largest 
opening the iris in the lens can create, which is confusingly indicated by the smallest f-
number.  On many of your cameras this will often be f/5.6, whatever the widest 
aperture you can get at the focal length you’ve ended up at. 
 
6.  Focus on the eyes — The interface differs for this on different cameras, but if you 
can select a single focus point (and you can), find a way to focus on the subject’s eyes.  
A good head shot can look great if everything but the eyes are out of focus — but if the 
eyes are out of focus, the viewer’s sense of connection will be lost. 
 
7.  Check your shutter speed, and shoot! — In the daytime you shouldn’t have too 
much trouble, but handholding in darker light you may want to be sure that the camera 
has selected a fast enough shutter speed to keep your image sharp. Use the old “1/f” 
rule, if you’re at 100mm, make sure your shutter speed is less than 1/100 second. Now, 
press that shutter!


