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Introduction
Photography is a synthesis of so many things I care about — art, technology, creative expression, and
connecting with people.

As a child, photography books like The Family of Man and pictures in the old family photo box mesmer-
ized me. I didn’t have an understanding of the mechanics of a camera and wasn’t aware of basic composi-
tion, but I was drawn to the people in the photographs — their expressions, emotions, and relationships.

Inspired to create my own images, as an adult I began the journey toward becoming a photographer.
The image shown here resonates with my sense of that journey — reaching out to explore the world of
creativity and expression and connecting with it on a personal level. Along the way I’ve educated my
“eye” in design, learned to “see” light in a different way, and now use my camera and equipment as
tools for creating photographs that capture parts of people’s lives. 

This book is my effort to help you understand the technology and the basics for developing an artistic eye
and to give you real-life techniques for connecting with, and photographing, people. Whether you are a
beginning digital photographer with a compact camera or a more seasoned photo enthusiast with a dSLR,
you will find the information you need to help advance your photography skills when photographing peo-
ple in any situation, and those skills can take you far beyond just snapshots in any genre of photography!

My goal is to inform, inspire, and provide you with the skills and confidence to successfully use the
digital camera as a tool to create and capture meaningful moments. 

© Stephen Poffenberger
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Before you dive headlong into your pursuit of
photographing people, it is helpful to know some
basics about how to best approach your subject,
compose the photo, recognize the lighting, and
use the equipment you have at your disposal. This
chapter outlines these basics to get you started
right as you begin to photograph people —
whether a candid shot or a posed portrait.

OBSERVE AND CONNECT
WITH PEOPLE
A person’s appearance, personality, and relation-
ships are interesting and unique, but how do you
capture any of this in a photograph? Take the
time to notice a person’s special qualities, observe
how they react, and make an effort to authenti-
cally connect. People want to feel respected,
appreciated, and comfortable, and if you show an
interest in them, they will respond to you and
your camera. When you are photographing peo-
ple, you are in a relationship, whether it lasts for
a few minutes, a few hours, or a lifetime. 

WHO ARE YOU PHOTOGRAPHING?

Decide what interests you about the person.
Maybe the person has bright red hair and freck-
les, piercing green eyes, or a furrowed brow-of-
experience. In addition to noting the unique
physical attributes of your subject, ask yourself
the following questions:

■ What is the relationship you have with this
person? 

■ What is the relationship between the people
you are photographing? 

4

■ What message are you trying to convey? 

■ What is the intent of this image?

These are all questions to think about when you
plan to take pictures of people. Everyone interprets
the world a little differently; show the world what
you see in this person. For example, in 1-1, you’d
never have known that Dylan was shy at first and
quite serious. After a few funny stories, we
laughed, and he felt comfortable enough to let me
get up close and photograph his great freckles.

CAPTURE A SPECIAL MOMENT

A moment in time — that is what a photograph
captures. But what is a special moment? How do
you find it, and how do you encourage it?

One of my favorite photographers, Henri Cartier-
Bresson, defines the decisive moment in a photo-
graph as “the simultaneous recognition, in a
fraction of a second, of the significance of an
event as well as the precise organization of forms
which gives that event its proper expression.”
Whew! My translation — in a nanosecond, you
must identify a special moment, have an intuitive
sense of composition, and express what you see by
capturing it with a camera.

You as the photographer need to decide when
that moment occurs, whether it’s a glance, an
emotion, or a gesture that you think is important.
You find that moment by observing what is going
on around you and capturing it with technical
confidence. 

DIRECTING PEOPLE

There are two “directing” extremes when photo-
graphing people. One is to observe and be
stealth-like in your approach; however, your 
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subjects may never know you are photographing
them and have no connection to you or the cam-
era. The other extreme is to pose people and
demand a certain look, which may result in an
unnatural-looking photograph with no depth of
character or personality. I think there are many
shades of gray between these two extremes, and
choosing the best approach depends on what you
intend to capture. Throughout this book I share
some ideas, stories, and techniques that I have
used to connect with people and encourage that
special moment. 

The following is a story about how I directed and
connected with a four-year-old named Sophia,

who initially was not too happy about having her
photograph taken, as shown in 1-2.

When I arrived at Sophia’s house to photograph
her family, she was intimidated by the activity,
the photo equipment, and the presence of two
people she didn’t know: my assistant and me. She
ran from us as we walked in the door. I had my
camera, lenses, a tripod, diffuser, and reflectors
along with some props: bubbles, a mirror, and
long swaths of fabric netting. My goal was to cre-
ate special family photographs depicting relation-
ships and capturing special moments.

PORTRAIT AND CANDID PHOTOGRAPHY / What You Must Know about
Photographing People

1-1

ABOUT THIS PHOTO An authentic personality is easy to catch if you and your subject share a laugh.
Taken at ISO 400, f/3.5, 1/60 sec. with a Canon Macro EF 50mm f/2.5 lens. 
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I began the shoot by talking with everyone and
gathering them all together for various shots where
they were casually positioned, both standing and
sitting. We laughed and conversed between the
shots. When I was shooting the pictures, I kept
talking and gave them feedback about how they
looked and direction on what to do. 

I moved the family to the backyard, turned on
some music, and helped Sophia blow bubbles in
an effort to gain her confidence. I gave her some
fabric netting to play with, and still defiant, she
gave a sourpuss look off-camera. It took a while

6

to build the trust, but eventually I was able to
capture some great action shots of Sophia run-
ning around in the backyard, oblivious to being
photographed, as shown in 1-3 and 1-4, capturing
the kind of special moments I’d hoped for. 

1-2

ABOUT THIS PHOTO At first, Sophia felt I was an intruder. I like this picture, because she has a
real expression on her face. Taken at ISO 200, f/4.0, 1/350 sec. with a Canon EF 70-200mm f/2.8L lens.

When you’re having your picture
taken, you can’t see how you look,

which makes some people very self-conscious. People
need feedback from their photographer. Encouraging
comments and direction really help your subjects
loosen up in front of the lens.

tip
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