
Social photography revolves around formal and informal events including:
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•Parties

•Reunions

•Dances

•Meetings and conferences

•Presentations

•Weddings

•Baptisms

•Funerals

•Amateur sports

•Fund raisers

•Work parties and charity events

•Theater
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The goal of social photography is to capture moments, and to portray the sense and 
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meaning of an event. It is both a form of record keeping and a creative genre. Social 
photography answers the questions:

•Who was there?

•What did they do?

•What did they experience?

•How did that make them feel?

It is a totally different form of photography than landscape or architectural 
photography, and the goal is usually not to create ‘prize winning’ photographs for 
club or other competitions. The purpose of social photography is to create some sort 
of ‘journalistic’ record of the event—primarily for the use of the participants.  

Depending upon the type of event, the photographer might end up ‘printing’ several 
hundred pictures. The emphasis is on comprehensiveness—ensuring that all 
necessary participants were captured at least once.  This is not to say that quality is 
not important, but the photographer does not have the luxury of time to optimize any 
single picture. 

Social photography is a form of journalism—not ‘fine art’ photography. 
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Social photographers rarely use tripods. Even when taking set portraits, the subjects 
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are in a hurry, and aren’t willing to wait for a photographer to finish setting up lights 
and experimenting with different focal lengths and backgrounds.

Social photographers have to work fast, seeing interesting and important events 
unfold, and ‘capturing’ them. I stress the use of that word, because in most cases, 
the photographer is not creating a story, but is depicting someone else’s story. It is 
not ‘about’ the photographer—the emphasis is on the ‘subject.’ The photographer 
cannot become part of the event, but must be something of an observer. This does 
not mean that the photographer does not interact with the subject, but it does mean 
that the participants of the event are not ‘models’, waiting for instructions from the 
photographer.

This need for speed and expediency puts a premium on photographic reflexes. A 
good social photographer needs to be prepared to snap the shutter at any moment, 
capturing a correctly exposed, sharp, and well-composed image that depicts 
something relevant. 

Making careful use of auto and manual modes, along with careful choice of 
aperture, shutter speed, and ISO is vital in ensuring the optimal camera settings. 
Light and subject conditions are constantly changing at an event, and the 
photographer needs to be constantly adapting.  Learn to change camera settings 
without having to remove the camera from your face.
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Good people pictures show something of the personality of the participant. It shows 
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who they are, and what their emotions were. 

The relationship between individuals is an important part of social photography—
how do those people relate to each other? Are they obviously in tune? Are they 
temporarily out of synch?

Jay Heiser



The relationship between a photographer and subject varies across a spectrum of 
connectedness, even intimacy, and it affects the nature of images. 

24 January 2012Social Photography

5

connectedness, even intimacy, and it affects the nature of images. 
I’ve got a lot of photos taken during a service project at a Bulgarian orphanage. The 
most compelling shots were taken after our service group had been there for 
several days. It makes a huge difference in how you relate to people, once they 
know you.  Some of those Downs Syndrome kids we were spending time with didn’t 
even know that we didn’t speak Bulgarian. Still, there was some strong connection 
we made just by being in that orphanage for a week, fixing it up for them, and 
spending time with them. They loved all the attention. I think that connection comes 
thru in the pictures. 
A true candid shot is one in which the subject is totally unaware of the photographer. 
Perhaps it makes no difference to the viewer, but this ability to capture a decisive 
moment it remains a source of photographic pride, as evidenced by the continuing 
controversy over pictures by Cartier-Bresson, Robert Capa, and many others. 
Journalistic photographers do choose to take different levels of participation in the 
events that they are recording, which affects what they communicate. 
Choosing a broad mix of different forms of photography will add interest to the set of 
photos depicting an event. It would be boring to put together a slideshow consisting 
solely of people clowning around for the camera, but for many events, it would also 
be somewhat self-indulgent to concentrate solely on stealth-captured snapshots. 

Jay Heiser



Either is equally valid as a record of the event, but be aware of the difference, both 
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when you are taking the picture, and when you are ‘publishing’ the images after an 
event.  They take different skills.

Posed shots require that the photographer have rapport with the subject, winning 
their trust and cooperation. The photographer sometimes has the luxury of taking 
multiple shots, double-checking exposure and lighting and resetting as necessary.

Successful candid photographers are able to unobtrusively capture a compelling 
picture, without the knowledge of the subject. While the results are essentially 
‘snapshots,’ the term has negative connotations. Any amateur photographer can 
luck into the occasional gem of a candid image, a skilled people photographer can 
do it consistently.  

Both types of photo, and everything in-between, are equally valid. A greater variety 
of types is more interesting than a set of identical shots.  Highly-posed portrait shots 
are deadly dull.

Jay Heiser



Subjects are aware of the camera.
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Taken with the Gary Fong Lightsphere II diffuser 'cloud' model, and the Amberdome.  
I dragged the shutter, to keep the background light, and the use of the orange 
diffuser meant that the flash was close in color to the tungsten light. 

Canon 20D, 1/40, f/2.8, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 55mm, 580ex on-camera with Fong 
diffuser

Jay Heiser



Subjects are not aware of the camera.
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Taken with the Gary Fong Lightsphere II diffuser 'cloud' model, and the Amberdome.  
I dragged the shutter, to keep the background light, and the use of the orange 
diffuser meant that the flash was close in color to the tungsten light. 

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 200, 17-85 @ 22mm, 580ex with Fong diffuser

Jay Heiser



24 January 2012Social Photography

9

The subjects are aware of the camera.

Taken with the Gary Fong Lightsphere II diffuser 'cloud' model, and the Amberdome.  
I dragged the shutter, to keep the background light, and the use of the orange 
diffuser meant that the flash was close in color to the tungsten light. 

Canon 20D, 1/40, f/2.8, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 53mm
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Seconds later, in the same room, now the subjects are not aware of the camera
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Taken with the Gary Fong Lightsphere II diffuser 'cloud' model, and the Amberdome.  
I dragged the shutter, to keep the background light, and the use of the orange 
diffuser meant that the flash was close in color to the tungsten light. 

Jay Heiser



Press photographers and wedding photographers are both masters at taking charge 
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of a photo scene.  They do not ask permission, but assume that their role provides 
them with license that other participants do not have.

When dealing with strangers, it helps to look like a photographer. Wear a photo vest 
or something that looks vaguely official.  Handle your camera with authority, too.  A 
demonstration of ease and familiarity will encourage the recipients to trust you.  
Fumbling around and looking awkward will not relax your subjects, and in extreme 
circumstances, might encourage the event to ask you to leave.

Your mood will have an impact on the subjects, either making them nervous, or 
putting them at ease. If you are funny and relaxed, they will smile. If you are angry 
or lack self-confidence, your subjects will tighten up and frown.

If your subject is not doing something interesting, it is up to you to encourage them.  
If you bring high energy to an event, you can infuse some of that energy into your 
subjects.  If it is appropriate to the event type and your photographic goals, then 
pump them up.  Subject rapport is one of the primary skills of a good portraitist, but 
it also comes into play in event photography.
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What could be a more hackneyed party shot than someone with a lampshade on 
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their head? Nothing.  However, in this case, it isn’t a lampshade, it is a souvenir of 
Lady’s Day at Royal Ascot. 

People doing things are more interesting than people standing about or sitting down, 
posing for a shot that they don’t want to be in. People modeling funny clothes, and 
having fun doing it, are fun and interesting—as long as it isn’t overdone.

•People doing work are interesting.

•People playing sports and games are interesting.

•People are interesting when they are in unusual locations or circumstances.

•People passionate about an activity or pastime are innately interesting. 

•People relating to those they are close to are especially interesting.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 45mm, diffused on-camera 580ex
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Find an interesting scene for your subjects on a day out in the city.
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Street performers are often very colorful, and are always happy to pose with your 
subjects.  If you ever take pictures of a street photographer, be sure to leave a 
generous contribution in their bucket.

This picture was taken from below the girl’s eye level, and the performer was 
standing on a pedestal.  It was a sunny day, but fill in flash opens up everybody’s 
faces, making them easier to see.

Canon 20D, 1/125, f/5.6, ISO 200, on camera fill-in flash from 580ex, 17-55 @ 
46mm

Jay Heiser



MG meet in front of Arundel Castle.  Wide angle lens, middle aperture for sharpness 
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and DOF.

Canon 50D, 1/400, f/9, ISO 100, 17-55 @ 17

Jay Heiser



Taken from a very low angle of view with fill in flash to open up the faces, and to try 
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to reduce contrast with sky.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 400, on camera fill-in flash from 580ex, 17-55 @ 37mm

Jay Heiser



Low camera angle, shutter speed high enough to stop most of the motion.
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Canon 20D, 1/250, f/8, ISO 200, 17-55 @ 48mm
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Panning to blur the background.  Taken outdoors with no flash.
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Canon 20D, 1/80, f/10, ISO 100, 17-85 @ 85 mm

Jay Heiser



Sports pictures that involve any sort of ‘swing’ are usually better if the ball is actually 
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visible.  Follow through pictures that don’t show the ball, can also be effective if the 
athlete's face shows their emotion.  The sand trap is always a good choice for golf 
shots.  Not only does the flying sand add some interest and drama to the photo, but 
the golfer is often in a more interesting pose than a tee shot.

Canon 350D (EOS Digital Rebel XT), 1/160, f/9, ISO 100, 18-55 @ 28mm

Jay Heiser



Looking straight down on the subject adds some variety for the after event slide 
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show.  

Young Life service project, building a playground in Bulgaria.

Canon 20D, 1/90, f/4, ISO 100, 580ex fill-in flash, 17-55 @ 44mm
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This room had strong light coming in from a window, so at ISO 800, there was no 
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need for the flash.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55 IS USM@20mm, f/3.2, 1/40, ISO 800, natural light

Jay Heiser



Not just standing in the kitchen, but in the act of doing something.
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I kneeled on the floor in front of the stage at a corporate awards ceremony.  I was 
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intending to capture a handshake shot of an executive providing a trophy to one of 
my co-workers.  I had no idea that Elvis would show up first.   Always be prepared to 
capture surprises.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 23mm

Jay Heiser



You don’t necessarily need a DSLR to capture a presentation.  Relatively show 
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shutter speed adds some motion blur in the hands, while freezing the face.  
Juxtaposition of the speaker against the screen adds context, helping the viewer 
understand why this person is giving a speech.

Adjust white balance for the speaker—you probably cannot optimize the white 
balance for the screen without doing local corrections in Photoshop, masking out the 
rest of the picture.

Canon G9, 1/40, f/3.5, ISO 400, 19mm

Jay Heiser



A corporate celebration at a bar got a little weird one night, when the local crew 
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made a special presentation to a visiting dignitary.  

The best camera is the one you have with you. A DSLR would have done a much 
better job, but carefully used, the G9 is adequate at ISO 400. The G9’s small built-in 
flash is relatively harsh, but it still was adequate to capture this moment.

Canon G9: 1/60, f/2.8, ISO 400, 7mm

Jay Heiser



The overwhelming majority of social shots are taken with a so-called ‘standard’ focal 
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length (50mm on a full frame camera, or 30 mm on APS-C).  Next most common 
are short wide angles (35mm equiv), which can be very effective, but require the 
photographer to be extremely close to the subject. Any wider than that will introduce 
distortion.  Wide angles (28mm equiv and wider) are usually only used for scene-
setting shots, showing the venue—with or without a crowd of people.  

Telephotos are useful for candid shots, but a long telephoto is only useful for events 
that take place outdoors.

My workhorse lens for events is the EFS Canon 17-55 2.8 IS USM. Although I 
generally leave the image stabilizer turned on, and find it to be useful in supporting 
shots below 1/20 of a second, beware that it doesn’t help with subject motion. The 
equivalent lens for full frame would be a 24-70 2.8, although none are available with 
image stabilizer.  

Super zooms are less useful for social events, especially indoors, because of their 
relatively slow speed. Arguably, a fast prime would be preferable. 

Jay Heiser



Note how relatively large the near arm and elbow are, while the face appears 
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Canon 20D, Canon 17-55@17mm, f/2.8, 1/30, ISO 200, existing light
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Both photos at 81mm on Canon 20D,  which is a 128mm equivalent on a 35mm 
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camera.  A short telephoto like this tends to minimize the nose size and  makes 
faces look more slender.  Blurrier background is an additional benefit of using short 
telephotos for face shots.
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You can also add variety to your photos by deliberately choosing to use a variety of 
A very high or low vantage point not only creates a more interesting photo, it can 
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A very high or low vantage point not only creates a more interesting photo, it can 
also simplify the background, reducing clutter, distractions, or avoiding a washed-out 
sky.  Whether or not you believe that the horizon provides a sense of stability in an 
image, clearly there is a difference between photos with and without a horizon.

To some extent, vantage points are a victim of camera technology. Those used to 
Rangefinders and DSLRs tend to shoot at eye level, while those using TLRs tend to 
shoot at waist height. 

Shooting upwards can make people look more heroic.
Shooting upwards also emphasizes chins, so it is usually more flattering for older 
subjects to shoot at a downwards angle.
Try to shoot children and pets from their eye level—shooting from above at adult 
eye-level tends to diminish their importance, and results in unflattering distortion.

Extreme vantage points, lying on the floor and shooting upwards, or climbing onto 
something and shooting downwards, make for provocative shots that stimulate the 
interest and curiosity of the viewer. 

Jay Heiser



Taken from two very extreme perspectives, these two images demonstrate how high 
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angles can be more flattering than low ones.  Higher  vantage points emphasize the 
eyes, cheekbones, and lips, while low vantage points tend to make the torso, and 
neck look relatively larger.

Even subtle differences in camera position can make a difference in how the viewer 
perceives the subject.

Jay Heiser



Low camera angles have the effect of making the subject look larger, which is an 
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advantage for small animals and children.

Beagle: Canon 20D, Canon 17-55 IS USM@55mm, f/2.8, 1/15 sec, natural light

My son: Canon EOS Rebel, color negative, no information
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I kneeled on the floor for this shot to make the teenagers look more heroic.
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Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@17mm, f/4.0, 1/60, Gary Fong diffuser on 580ex

Jay Heiser



Women of a certain age usually prefer the result when the camera is above their 
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heads, looking down.  The subjects are seated, so their torsos are not part of the 
picture.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@24mm, f/4.0, 1/60, Gary Fong diffuser on 580ex

Jay Heiser



I had to lie on the ground to get this picture. Flash was absolutely necessary to 
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ensure that the faces would be lit (and the sky still blew out).  I used a very small 
aperture to ensure that everything would be sharp.

More time spent fiddling with the flash might have reduced the relatively harsh glare 
and prominent shadows, and certainly a second flash would have helped.  Social 
event photographers rarely have the luxury of time, let alone subject patience, to 
refine what is essentially a grab shot.  Set everything on automatic and get what you 
can while your subjects are still excited about the picture.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55@17mm, f/19, 1/180, ISO 200

Jay Heiser



Taken at a Young Life project to build a playground at an elementary school in 
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Bulgaria, I stood on top of a monkey gym and shot almost straight downwards.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55@21mm, f5.6, 1/250, ISO 200, 580ex flash

Jay Heiser



Natural light, or more precisely, ambient light,  has a different feel to it than does 
studio light, or electronic flash.  With the exception of extremely well lit areas, such 
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studio light, or electronic flash.  With the exception of extremely well lit areas, such 
as a stage, ambient light is normally much softer than artificial photographic light.  In 
most cases, existing light is more natural looking than introduced light.
Using ambient light means there’s no need to carry a flash, or additional lighting 
gear, which makes it simpler and more discreet. A photographer banging away with 
a huge electronic flash can be very distracting during an event.
However, it is usually harder to achieve a well-exposed and sharp picture when 
using natural light. Done well, though, it usually looks more authentic than does a 
flash. 
It is easier to take advantage of ambient light when your camera is able to make 
low-noise shots between 400 and 1600 ISO. Higher ISO can be useful in some 
scenes. Fast lenses, either f/2.8 zooms or primes (1.4 or 1.8) make a big difference.   
Image stabilizing can provide a couple of extra stops, and I routinely shoot handheld 
(or propped against something) below 1/20 of a second. A stable subject can be 
captured at 1/10 of a second, but not a moving one. 
Naturally lit images are soft not only because of the low-contrast light, but also due 
to reduced lens performance at low apertures, and due to slight camera or subject 
motion.

Jay Heiser



This banquet hall had relatively dim ceiling lights, and the newlyweds were 
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essentially  sitting in the dark.  Even thought the 20D is 2004 technology, making it 
relative old in digital terms, it did an acceptable job of capturing this image at ISO 
3200, maintaining the natural feel of the scene.

The painting in the background adds some interest to this photo, a feast scene that 
mirrors the wedding  reception.

This was taken at a relatively low angle, kneeling on the floor. This makes the faces 
more visible, and makes this a more intimate and interesting scene .  Shooting from 
standing height would have placed too much emphasis on the top of their heads.  
Also, this low angle of view helped bring the background painting into the image.

Canon 20D: 1/30 f/5.6, ISO 3200, 17-85 @ 56mm

Jay Heiser



Even badly lit rooms can have narrow areas where lights might shine on your 
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subject.  Be aware of where the light is and where the shadows are falling, and 
avoid letting a shadow  cross your subject’s face.

In this image, the dim ceiling lights were shining directly on the young girl, lighting  
her face and even providing some catch lights in her eyes.

Canon 20D: 1/45 f/2.8, ISO 1600, 17-55 @ 43mm

Jay Heiser



Interior of a room at a conference center, subject lit by a window, providing strong 
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side lighting. Low vantage point makes his entire face visible, while still providing 
enough context to understand what he is doing.

Canon 20D, 1/125, f/9, ISO 1600, 17-85 @ 41mm

Jay Heiser



Although the subjects may not be as emotionally engaged, photographers often 
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have more freedom of movement at a dress rehearsal.

The quality of the lighting can vary quite a bit at a convention or trade group 
meeting. Its normally a case of you get what the organizers pay for.  For a 
professionally run event, such as the one depicted above, the existing lighting is 
usually quite good, and camera flash is not needed at all.

It is the photographer’s responsibility to manage their background—find a position 
that juxtaposes the speaker with the presentation screen to provide some context.  
Avoid background lines that distract—especially graphic elements or fixtures that 
intersect your subject’s head.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/3.5, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 37mm

Jay Heiser



Taken in Las Vegas, this existing light shot shows strong magenta light from a 
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to the sense of place. The correct exposure for the faces meant overexposing for 
the background. The low-contrast light limited the amount of detail possible in the 
faces (which was not a problem, given their ages), and the slow shutter speed also 
contributed to the fuzziness. 

This is a slow shutter speed, even with an image stabilized lens. A higher ISO level 
would probably have helped, but it would have exacerbated color problems, the 
blown out highlights would have been worse, and resolution would be slightly lower.  
My Canon 50D would have done a better job at 1600 than the 20D can do at 800.

Be aware that image stabilization does not have any affect on the subject. It isn’t 
magic, and it cannot compensate for subject movement. It is only of minimal benefit 
when the subject is moving.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55@20mm, f/2.8, 1/5, ISO 800, no flash.
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The first accessory a social photographer needs, after getting a camera and lens, is 
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an external flash. A model that supports your brands Through The Lens (TTL) 
metering standard is preferable. Sigma and Metz both provide flashes that support 
Canon and Nikon.

Electronic flash means that you are always in control, but that control needs to be 
handled responsibly. Getting a well-exposed and sharp image with a flash is easy, 
but making it look naturally requires some finesse.

On-camera flash is very convenient, especially when built into the camera, but it is 
not flattering. It tends to create a harsh, amateur-looking image, that lack shading. It 
results in harsh shadows under the eyes and often causes red eye. 

Quality of picture can be improved by increasing the separation between the source 
of light, and the lens, and by increasing the size of the light source.

A hot-shoe flash is superior to a built-in flash not only because it has higher light 
output, but because it starts farther away from the lens, and can be positioned even 
farther away.

Jay Heiser



A more directional light, one that simulates sunlight, and does not emanate from the 
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camera, can be provided by holding the flash up and to the side. Nikons can support 
this either through use of an off-camera cord, or by using the onboard flash as a 
master.  Until recently, Canon users had no choice but to use a cord (non-name 
brands work fine, and are much cheaper). The latest camera DSLRs now allow the 
onboard flash to serve as a master to trigger off camera flashes.

The size oft the light source can be improved by bouncing the light off the ceiling or 
from a wall. A good flash gun can swivel and rotate while still remaining on the 
camera.  This provides the convenience of on-camera flash, without the 
disadvantages.  Be aware of the ‘bounce factor’ of the walls and ceilings. A medium-
sized flash can fill up a room inside a house with light from multiple directions, 
providing even lighting that fills in the shadows. With practice, you can learn to 
manipulate the direction and intensity of bounced light, simulating the multi-source 
lighting of a studio.

Most of today’s flashes include a white pullout card above the light source.  This is 
used when bouncing off the ceiling to reflect some stronger light directly into the 
face of the subject, to make catch lights in their eye, and provide a bit of fill.

Jay Heiser



It was much more difficult to do a subtle lighting job back in the day.
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Picture the famous press photographer, Weegee, with his Speed Graphic and 
potato masher flash.  Old press photos often have this characteristic look of a dark 
background and starkly lit subject.  This is largely due to the equipment limitations. 
Film was relatively slow speed, camera lenses were slow, and flash exposure could 
not be automatically controlled,  so you exposed for the flash and ignored any 
ambient light. 

Photographers using film have less latitude for experiments—they can’t really know 
how a picture turned out until they develop their negatives. When I was doing a lot 
of photography with my AE-1, I would frequently take two shots—1 with the flash, 
and 1 without. I very rarely made changes to my Vivitar 283 flash, which had a 
sensor that quenched the flash once it determined that enough light was reflected 
back from the subject.  

Digital cameras, with their instant ability to review photos, encourage a bit more 
adventure. You can see if you got the shot right, and if not, you’ve got a good 
starting point towards correction. You can independently vary the overall exposure, 
and both the strength and direction of the light.
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This is a photograph I took in 1977. It has some flaws, but we ended up using it in 
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the high school year book. The biggest problem is that my subject was too close to 
the wall, and the flash, relative to the ambient light, was too harsh.  This shadow 
arguably adds some dimension and interest to the photo, but in most cases, you 
want your subject farther away from the wall.  Diffused flash would have softened 
the shadow.

Canon AE-1, 50mm f/1.8, Vivitar 283 handheld above and left of camera

Jay Heiser



Indoors, I normally use a flash diffuser.  Originally, I used a gadget called the 
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Lightsphere II from a guy named Gary Fong.  It’s a big dome that diffuses the light, 
simultaneously bouncing it off the ceiling and walls, while softening any light that 
falls directly on the subject from the flash.  Now I use the Demb diffuser, which is 
much smaller and easier to carry, and is a bit more flexible. A diffuser allows you to 
avoid harsh shadows, and you get a nice, even, natural looking light. You usually get 
just enough direct light to put some nice reflections in the eye, which usually 
improves a portrait.   It takes some practice to know how to use it, but its pretty 
close to magic in practice.

I took a lot of the 20D and some of the 50D images with the Fong diffuser, but I’ve 
found it to be heavy and inconvenient.  Now I carry the Demb diffuser, pictures in 
the middle above, which folds up, and does just as good a job as the Fong. If you 
take the time to adjust the reflector and diffuser, it actually can provide a much wider 
variety of effects than the Fong. 

DIY Homemade Flash Mini-Bouncer 
http://www.diyphotography.net/homestudio/blz/flash-mini-bouncer

Demb Diffuser http://www.dembflashproducts.com/diffuser/

Gary Fong (Lightsphere, WhaleTail, other) http://garyfonginc.com

A Better Bouncecard http://abetterbouncecard.com/ 
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On camera flash, shining directly at the subject, is not flattering.  It is an unnaturally 
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direct, cold,  and harsh form of light  that tends to bring out every detail on the face, 
which is usually undesirable for adults.

Jay Heiser



Demb diffuser on a hotshoe flash.  
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Note that this picture lacks highlights in the eye.  The following pictures were also 
taken with a diffuser, but exhibit some specular highlights

Jay Heiser



In a normal house, with a relatively low ceiling and some nearby walls, a diffused on 
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camera flash creates plenty of light from all directions.  This looks much more 
natural than an on camera flash. The primary light is still coming from the flash, but 
additional fill is coming from above and the sides.

While this image is relatively natural looking, for a diffused flash, it is relatively ‘hot’. 
Notice the relatively strong shadows under the chins.  While this arguably gives the 
image some ‘pop’, an older group of ladies might not consider light of this strength 
to be very flattering.  It will show every skin texture—fashion or flaw.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4.5, ISO 400, 17-85 @ 28mm, on-camera 580ex with Fong 
diffuser

Jay Heiser



Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 200, 17-55 @ 55mm, 580ex with Fong diffuser
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Taken in a large room with a low ceiling.  In this case, the light is much softer than in 
the previous image. See how much less prominent the shadows are.  Try to make 
time to experiment with your flash setting.  If the shadows are too strong, they can 
be reduced either by repositioning your reflector/diffuser, pointing the flash in a 
different direction, or by reducing the relative amount of flash by setting a negative 
flash compensation.  High-end on camera flashes provide immediate access to flash 
compensation with a wheel on the back of the flash, and you’ll want to learn how to 
make effective use of it.

Jay Heiser



In a normal house, a diffused on camera flash creates plenty of light from all 
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directions. 

Canon 20D, 1/40, f/2.8, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 31mm, on-camera 580ex with Fong 
diffuser

Jay Heiser



This shot was taken at a fundraising event held at the Pinehurst Studios clubhouse, 
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and is one of a series of about 70 that I took one evening as complimentary gifts to 
attendees at a fund raising event. We finally compromised on the James Bond 
movie poster as a background that provided a sense of place.  I placed a large 
white stripe of gaffer’s tape on the floor, and asked the guests to stand on it for their 
portrait. I used two lights on stands. To my right, and above the subject, I put a 
580ex on a stand and shot it through a white Lastolite umbrella. To my left, and 
slightly below the subject, I put a smaller flash with a Fong diffuser as a fill light to 
open up the shadows and reduce contrast. Flashes were triggered with Cactus 
(eBay) radio remotes. Aperture and flash power settings were determined through 
trial and error (chimping) and the flash settings were not recorded.

Canon 20D, 1/125, f/5.6, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 51, 2 off-camera flashes

Jay Heiser



This picture was taken using a Fong diffuser on a hot-shoe flash, but it was taken in 
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a relatively large room, with a very high ceiling, so the room didn’t contribute to the 
‘bounce factor’. 

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55@55mm, f/2.8, 1/40, ISO 400

Jay Heiser



These two pictures were taken in relatively large rooms, with high ceilings, so the 
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room didn’t contribute to the ‘bounce factor’. 

The picture on the left was taken in a very dark lounge.

The picture on the right was taken during a portrait session in a very unattractive all 
purpose room with a stage. I made decision to pull a black curtain across the stage, 
and let the background go black. This was a simple solution to what can be a 
difficult problem, finding decent backgrounds.

Left: Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@73mm, f/5.6, 1/60, ISO 400, on camera flash

Right: Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@64mm, f/5.6, 1/60, ISO 400, diffused on camera 
flash

Jay Heiser



It is very easy to end up with a well lit subject in front of a black, or nearly black, 
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background. The default automatic behavior for a flash provides this sort of effect.  A 
lighter background, and a more realistic looking shot, can be accomplished by 
‘dragging the shutter’. This refers to reducing the shutter speed, thereby increasing 
the exposure to those parts of the photo that are not lit by the flash.

1) Take a shot on automatic exposure (at or slower than the maximum flash synch 
shutter speed), without flash to determine correct exposure for background.

2) Set camera manually to the same f-stop, and a shutter speed approx 1 stop 
faster.

3) Turn flash on, set it for automatic, and take a test shot of your subject.

4) Adjust flash compensation if the subject is too bright (probably) or too dark 
(rarely).

5) Adjust the shutter speed to make the background lighter or darker.

Jay Heiser



The picture on the left was taken in a house, using an on camera flash with a Fong 
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diffuser . The Fong amber ‘gel’ means that the flash output matches the color of the 
ambient incandescent light. When the white balance is set at Tungsten, it makes the 
evening sun coming through the window appear even bluer than normal.

The picture at the right was taken in Las Vegas at a corporate event.  The banquet 
room had colorful walls that were lit from behind, making for interesting 
backgrounds.

Jay Heiser



One of the downsides of dragging the shutter is that the background light often 
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doesn’t match the color of the flash. The only way to compensate for this is to put a 
gel on the flash that matches the color of the background, and then set the camera 
(or RAW converter) white balance correspondingly

I carry a couple of CTO (color temperature orange) gels to match incandescent 
lights, and have some green gels to match fluorescent (but don’t remember ever 
using that one). 

Gelling is becoming increasingly impractical, due to the growing variety of artificial 
light sources and their different color temperature. Very few lights, especially in 
commercial buildings, actually match CTO. Rosco actually makes 4 different grades 
of CTO. 

Be aware that many school auditoriums, sports facilities, and other large public 
spaces are lit high-efficiency lights that have a much narrower spectrum than 
sunlight does. If you hold a prism up to a mercury vapor light, it will not neatly break 
up into ROYGBIV as sunlight would.  The narrower the light spectrum, the more 
difficult it will be to find a pleasing color balance.

Gels can also be used for creative purposes. If you put a CTO gel on your camera 
and take pictures out doors, you’ll get a deep, and slightly surreal, blue sky.

Gel’s and other off-camera lighting supplies, are available from Midwest Photo 
Exchange. Look for the ‘Strobist Pro Rosco Color Correction Gel Pack ‘ on 
http://www.mpex.com
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The subjects are primarily lit by the flash, which has a Fong diffuser with the orange 
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cap on top of it. This means that the light from the electronic flash is approximately 
the same color as the artificial light, allowing the two to balance. The photograph is 
processed in Lightroom with Tungsten light balance, making the table lamp look 
white. Note how blue the daylight is coming in through the windows.

Jay Heiser



Although it is a technique you’ll only rarely find opportunity for, flash can also be 
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used to stop motion. In this case, you need to be sure NOT to drag the shutter.

The flash has to be the sole source of light so that the effective shutter speed is the 
duration of the flash itself, which can be less than 1/1000 second (it varies, 
according to the settings). This shot was taken indoors, so it was easy for the Vivitar 
flash to provide enough light to overwhelm whatever incandescent lights were on 
(this was taken in the evening). 

Canon AE-1 50mm, aperture not recorded, 1/60, Vivitar 283 (1977)

Jay Heiser



If your object moves (or you move the camera), and it is lit by ambient light, then 
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you may see a blurred ‘ghost’ effect. This may be annoying, or it may be desired. 
The longer the exposure, the longer or brighter the blur.

The default behavior of a flash on a focal plane shutter SLR camera can have an 
unfortunate effect.  If your camera is standing still, and the object is moving, the blur 
will appear to be in front of the motion, not behind it.  This is because the flash fires 
at the beginning of the exposure, so any subsequent blurring will take place during 
the remainder of the picture, appearing to be in front of the direction of motion. 
When taking pictures of moving subjects (dancers or athletes), set your camera or 
flash for ‘second shutter synch’. This will cause the flash to fire at the end of the 
exposure, after the blur has been captured by the sensor or film. 

Magnum photographer Bruce Gilden has made a street photography specialty of 
deliberately moving his Leica camera while holding his Vivitar flash in his other 
hand, freezing his subjects, while blurring the background.

Nikon D200, Nikon 18-200mm, f/8, 1/15, diffused flash (Arlan Heiser photo)
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Taking pictures outdoors is really challenging. The sun can be very harsh, with no 
clouds to soften the light. Use of a direct flash for a fill, to remove shadows from 
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clouds to soften the light. Use of a direct flash for a fill, to remove shadows from 
under eyes and chin.  Some of the pictures I took contre jour, which roughly 
translates as ‘against the sun’.   In these examples, the flash is the primary light on 
the face. 
1) Take a shot on automatic exposure (at or slower than the maximum flash synch 
shutter speed), without flash to determine correct exposure for the sky.
2) Set camera manually to the same f-stop, and the same shutter speed.  
3) Turn flash on, set it for automatic, and take a test shot of your subject.
4) Adjust flash compensation if the subject is too bright (probably) or too dark 
(rarely).
5) Adjust the shutter speed to make the background lighter or darker. 
Underexposing the sky 1 stop (faster shutter speed) will make the sky darker and 
more dramatic.
Diffusers are less important outdoors than indoors. The greater amount of ambient 
means that contrast is less of a problem, and the lack of ceilings and walls makes 
bouncing infeasible.
I usually leave my 580EX flash on auto exposure, with the compensation dial down 
about 2/3 of a stop.  The only effective way to do determine the compensation level 
is to have an LCD on the back of your camera so you can quickly review the 
exposure and the relative lighting between the face and the background.  A few very 
skilled photographers did this in the film days, but it is much, much easier to do on a 
digital. 
Canon 20D, 1/180, f/5.6, ISO 200, 580EX on camera, 17-55 @ 55mm
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This was an extremely bright day, with the sun casting shadows across the face of 
the subjects.  Without the flash, this picture would have been too contrasty, with 
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the subjects.  Without the flash, this picture would have been too contrasty, with 
heavy shadows obscuring the faces of these teenagers.

Canon 20D, 1/250, f/8, ISO 100, 580EX on camera, 17-55 @ 31mm

Jay Heiser



Subjects are lying on the ground, photographer is kneeling. A Spring day in a church 
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graveyard makes for an unusual and interesting setting. 

Canon 50D, Canon 17-55 IS USM@44mm, f/4, 1/60, ISO 100
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Work towards becoming aware of the background.  If you’ve only got a quick 
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chance to take a picture, then snap away, but if you’ve got the ability to compose 
the shot first, then make sure that nothing weird is growing out of one of 
somebody’s head. 

There’s a lot to be said for shooting at a relatively wide open aperture, especially at 
longer focal lengths, because it will throw your background out of focus. Remember 
that the smaller your sensor, the greater the depth of field. Compact cameras don’t 
have much ability to blur the background, while full frame cameras have a greater 
ability to control DOF than do APS-C DSLRs. 

Don’t depend on Photoshop to fix all your mistakes, but don’t shy away from its 
ability to make quick fixes, and to remove distracting and unnecessary elements 
from a background. 

At f/2.8 and 55mm, what would otherwise be a complex background is nicely 
blurred. 

Canon 20D, 55mm, 1/60 f/2.8 ISO 800, no flash (primary light from window at 
right—notice slight bluish cast from sunlight).
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New York Times technology columnist David Pogue describing his love affair with 
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the iPhone.  I really like Pogue’s expression and body language, but that line 
bisecting his head is very unfortunate.  

While there isn’t always time in the heat of the moment to ensure a clean 
background, you should always be working towards ever higher levels of 
‘background awareness’.  It is the photographer’s responsibility to control all 
elements of their image. I took many shots during this presentation, most of which 
did not have this distracting seam in the background.

In many cases, Photoshop can be used to clone out, darken, or blur distracting 
backgrounds.

Canon 50D, 70-300 DO@135mm, 1/80 f/5.0, ISO 1000
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This was on a high school stage with a very high ceiling, so the room didn’t 
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contribute to the ‘bounce factor’. The family wanted a number of portraits taken after 
this event, but the room was dog ugly, and there was nothing that constituted an 
attractive location for an impromptu studio. I made decision to pull  the black curtain 
across the stage, and let the background go black. This was a simple solution to 
what can be a difficult problem, finding decent backgrounds.

Left: Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@41mm, f/5.0, 1/60, ISO 400, diffused on camera 
flash

Jay Heiser



No matter what else happens in a picture, the eyes need to be razor sharp, and that 
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means that the photographer must very carefully focus on them.  The rest of the 
face can be somewhat blurry (and in fashion photography, it frequently is), but the 
windows of the soul must be sharp.

Focus is especially critical when using a wide aperture—narrow DOF is much less 
forgiving of sloppy focusing.  Other than the high-end professional models, today’s 
digital cameras, including DSLRs, are not well-suited for manual focusing.  Social 
photographers need to learn how to make effective use of auto-focus to ensure 
sharp eyes.

There are two basic techniques. The first technique is to use the centre focusing 
point, which for most DSLRs is the most accurate one, placing it over an eye, 
focusing by half-pushing the shutter, and then reframing the shot and firing.  The 
second technique is to choose a focus point nearest an eye, or ideally, right on top 
of an eye, so that little or no reframing is needed. With the possible exception of a 
slow lens in a dark setting, the second method is generally preferable, resulting in 
more accurate focus, and depending upon camera and setting, sometimes more 
accurate auto-exposure.  

Facial recognition technology is usually not precise enough on DSLRs, but can be 
acceptable on compacts because of their greater DOF.

I grew up taking sharp pictures with manual focus—and I virtually always use 
autofocus for people shots. 

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/2.8, ISO 200, 17-55 @ 50mm, diffused on-camera 580ex

Jay Heiser



People sitting down to a meal usually makes for a great picture, but it is extremely 
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difficult to make a graceful picture of people eating.  Try to avoid it.

Pictures of people seated in front of food can be very effective, though. Choose the 
correct moment to capture the most pleasing image.

Canon 20D, 1/30, f/5, ISO 800, 17-55 @ 23mm, diffused flash
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Group shots at a social gathering are difficult—its like herding cats to get everybody 
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into one place, and then they have a very short attention span. Pick an attractive 
setting, big enough for the entire group, stick a couple test people into the setting, 
and make sure that you’ve got the exposure and flash set correctly.  I sometimes set 
the camera on manual at this point.

If you have a large group of people, arrange them in multiple rows, at multiple 
heights. If you can find a vantage point above the group, it is usually effective at 
improving the ratio of face size to body size (take up picture with faces, not torsos), 
and it maximizes the size of the faces in the back row.

A rule of thumb for smaller group shots is that no two pair of eyes should be at the 
same height. A second rule of thumb is that odd numbers of people are easier to 
arrange in an interesting group than are even numbers. These are generally true, 
and are useful in studio situations, but they are difficult for a social photographer to 
follow.

It is usually up to the photographer to put some energy into the photo—even more 
so than shots of individuals, groups can be very dreary looking. Get the subjects 
cranked up—crack some jokes, encourage them, flatter them, get them to do 
something, and the shot will come alive.

Jay Heiser



Although the ambient light wasn’t great, and there was no place to bounce the flash, 
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this was a perfect backdrop for group shots.  I love anything with a lit background, 
balancing my subjects with carefully compensated use of the on-camera flash and 
diffuser.

Sometimes your subjects will figure out their own pose.

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 21mm, 580ex with Fong diffuser
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Always take a couple ‘straight’ shots when you need to capture a group shot, but 
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once you are sure that you have something usable, then mix it up a little bit, and ask 
your audience to do something silly, or wave their hands around.

Canon 20D, Canon 17-55 IS USM@38mm, f/20, 1/250, ISO 800, 580ex flash
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This picture is actually a self portrait. I placed the camera on a ledge, and used the 

24 January 2012Social Photography

71

10 second timer so I could run into the photo before the shutter fired.

Canon 50D, Canon 17-55 IS USM@17mm, f/3.5, 1/60, diffused flash (bounced off 
ceiling)
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Social photography is not a genre that rewards a methodical approach, although it 
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certainly requires skill and patience.  Tripods and lighting gear are almost never 
used, making it a very different form of photography than either studio work or 
landscapes. 

Although my lens and accessory bag is normally nearby, my regular kit consists of a 
Canon DSLR (20D or 50D), the 17-55mm f2.8 IS lens, the 580ex flash, and a flash 
diffuser. 

Paid photographers are more likely to have a bag of expensive prime lenses, and 
perhaps multiple camera bodies so they can quickly switch back and forth.

Jay Heiser



The type of photography you do, and the nature of the event, will make a big 
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difference in the type of equipment you’ll use on any particular occasion. 

It is no coincidence that so many press and street photographers gravitated towards 
the Leica. In an era when film cameras were generally large, bulky, and highly 
visible, a sleek and unobtrusive 35mm camera not only allowed the photographer to 
be quick and flexible, but it allowed them to be discrete.

Photographic subjects, and people in general, react to photographers in culturally-
influenced ways.  Today, in an era in which camera phones and pocket compacts 
are ubiquitous, large ‘professional-looking’ cameras often evoke strong feelings.  
Just as a wedding or press photographer establishes credibility by carrying an 
impressive camera, you can establish a level of authority by bulking up your camera 
with a large flash and battery grip. 

In other contexts, such a show of technological force can be intimidating, causing 
your subjects to respond in unnatural and undesirable ways to the presence of a 
camera.  

Even though the technical results are inferior, use of a compact camera, or even a 
bridge camera, can often result in more interesting candid shots than a 

“Wow! That sure is a big camera. What is it?” 

“A Canon G9.”
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I ALWAYS shoot in RAW. Storage is cheap, and it gives you much, much more 

24 January 2012Social Photography

74

flexibility to manipulate your pictures in multiple ways. If you do want JPGs 
immediately after the event, you can always set a DSLR to capture both.

After an event, you’ll need to create a bunch of finished photos quickly, and this is 
what Lightroom is made for. It is hugely efficient in applying common processing 
settings to multiple pictures simultaneously.  Although it uses the same Adobe 
Camera Raw (ACR) technology as Elements and Photoshop, it has a very efficient 
and flexible interface. The dodging/burning and gradient capabilities in the latest 
version are superb, and the dust spotting tool, when in healing mode, is quite useful 
in removing nose reflections, and even in removing background elements. All of this 
means that your hard drive is less cluttered with PSD files.

Lightroom is also superb at photo outputting, automatically sharpening pictures 
when reducing or enlarging them (as JPGs or TIFFs), and when printing or creating 
a quick PDF slide show. It is a very fast way to select and print out a set of light-
balanced and properly sharpened set of photos.

Be creative in the way that you distribute your photos to the event participants. 
Consider doing it both online, or in the form of a book.

Jay Heiser



Depending upon how much time you have, and the way that the photos will be 
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applied, you will often find it useful to do a bit of retouching.  

Red eye reduction is very easy with today’s software, and is considered a normal 
sort of photo process. Just as was done in the wet darkroom, some burning and 
dodging is perfectly acceptable. Obviously, choices must be made about color 
balance, saturation, exposure, and contrast. Generally speaking, women and men 
can be treated differently when optimizing photos. Women should not be subject to 
as much contrast or sharpening.

The degree to which further ‘manipulation’ is desired, necessary, or appropriate, 
depends upon the context, but you’ll rarely find that your subjects object that you’ve 
made them look too attractive. 

Social photography is usually just for the purposes of the participants, and is not 
meant to follow a journalistic standard for authenticity. It is almost always 
acceptable, and usually desirable, to simplify the background. Swapping facial 
features, or entire faces, between shots is usually not considered a moral issue, 
although removing someone from a portrait might be one.  If you’ve got a nice 
portrait of someone, but the background is lousy, feel free to slip in a new one.

“The Creative Digital Darkroom,” by Eismann and Duggan, is one of my favorite 
guides to making realistic-looking improvements in Photoshop.
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This was a nice grab shot, but the background was awful.  Instead of fixing the 
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background, it was easier to cut the subject out and paste her into a different 
picture. 

Canon 20D, Canon 17-85@76mm, f/5.6, 1/50, ambient light.
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I’ve never had a subject complain when I do a bit of subtle Photoshop work.
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I gave the subject a bit of a tummy tuck with the liquify tool.  I also copied his arms 
and club, pasting, shrinking and rotating  them in multiple layers to provide the 
illusion of motion.

A simpler way to slim down a subject is to shrink the image about horizontally 
vertically, while leaving the height alone. This is a super quick manipulation in 
Photoshop, and it often can be very flattering, yet not obvious, in slimming down a 
subject.

Nikon Coolpix 5700, 1/800, f/5.9, ISO 100, 29.5mm

Jay Heiser



Many venues have got terrible lighting, and flash is not always practical. Get in the 
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habit of photographing a grey card, or at least a white surface, in every setting, so 
that you can quickly come up with a relatively neutral color balance afterwards in the 
digital darkroom.

Unfortunately, you can spend hours fiddling around with light balance, and never get 
a natural looking picture. Use of high ISO can exacerbate color challenges.  There 
are several common problems that are difficult to avoid:

1) Mixed light color, especially when late day sun is coming through windows and 
mixing with artificial light. Artificial lights vary widely in color, depending upon type.

2) Narrow spectrum. As demonstrated by rainbows and prisms, sunlight is 
composed of a wide spectrum of light wavelengths. Many forms of high-efficiency 
lighting, especially in school auditoriums and indoor sports facilities, but also in 
commercial buildings, stores, restaurants, etc, have light that is very narrow in 
spectrum. There is no amount of on-camera filtering, or post-processing that can 
increase the available spectrum. The result will be unnatural skin tones.

3) High contrast light. Watch your in-camera histogram and avoid burned out faces.

Black and white is the simplest way to overcome problems with mixed light 
temperature or narrow spectrum light.  It sometimes can make blown highlights less 
objectionable. 

Canon 20D, 1/13 f/5.6, ISO 1600, 17-85 @ 85mm
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It is actually very challenging to come up with a pleasing skin tone in a portrait that 
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flatters the subject. The curious fact of the matter is that people don’t actually want 
to see their true skin color represented in a photograph. ALL ethnic groups have 
their own preferences.  Generally speaking, lighter people want to be darker, and 
darker people want to be lighter, but there are also issues with hue.  Caucasians 
tend to be very pink looking—especially if they have been active, or drinking. 
Removing some red, and adding some yellow, often results in a skin tone that is 
more pleasing to look at. Brown skins can benefit from adding some yellow.

I find that the hue adjustment in Lightroom is perfect for making a quick and 
effective shift from the red towards a more yellow tone.

Dark complexions can be very challenging in shadows, and often benefit from fill in 
flash. Light complexions can blow out in sunlight.

I highly recommend the book “Skin” by Lee Varis as an advanced guide to dealing 
with these issues.
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A well-lit background that provides some context and interest for the image (a 
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fountain at the base of a pair of sweeping stairways.  The use of diffused flash 
opens up the faces and balances the ambient light .

Canon 20D, 1/60, f/4, ISO 400, 17-55 @ 51mm, 580ex on camera with Fong 
diffuser (room too large for bounce flash)
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