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			Psychology 101

			As you think about some of your best images of people—whether posed or candid, family, friends, or strangers—what do you feel was the single most important factor in the images’ success? Was it your subject’s clothing, their smile, their activity, their hair, their environment, the light that surrounded them, your lens choice, your composition, your point of view? The answer could be all of the above, but I’ll go so far as to say that at the root of most successful people photographs is a spoken or unspoken “cooperation” between the subject and the photographer.

			Lucky is the photographer who has a sound understanding of human psychology and the patterns of human behavior. If you’re going to be able to motivate anybody to be a subject (family members included), you had better be prepared to answer the biggest and most immediate question that’s either spoken or thought by your subject(s): What’s in it for me? It is a fundamental “law” of human psychology that self-interest governs most of what people do.

			To date I have flown more than three million air miles and photographed in just over one hundred countries, and without fail, I have repeated this same ice-breaker over and over: “Hello, my name is Bryan and I’m a photographer who loves to photograph people. You may not be aware of it, but right now at this time and this very place, you are part of an incredible photo that in fact would not be incredible at all if you were not here. Seriously! Can I take a quick snap of you and show you what I mean? I am sure you will agree! And of course, I would be happy to email you, almost instantly, a copy of this moment that you were such a huge part of. And to be really clear, this will cost you nothing.”

			Almost without fail, this “truth” produces the desired result—and truth it should be! When you analyze the reason(s) why you feel compelled to take someone’s photograph, you will find it is often because at that moment the person or people really are part of something compelling.

			Likewise, if you are of the ilk to “choreograph” images, you will, again, be enlisting the aid of family members, friends, even strangers. How can you motivate them? More often than not, the answer in today’s world is to suggest that they will probably receive a high number of “likes” on Facebook or Instagram, assuming the ideas you have in mind are executed perfectly. Again, cooperation between the photographer and subject is key. And in today’s fast-paced, instant-gratification world of digital photography, both of you can be immediately immersed in the joy of this cooperation as the images are quickly viewed and hopefully celebrated.

			This simple law—“What’s in it for me?”—is at the root of most, if not all, of your motivation to do anything. Most of us form relationships and make both small and life-changing decisions based on the what’s-in-it-for-me question. In today’s world, this might mean more likes on social media, more clients because of a stronger portfolio, or simply the desire to bring an idea to fruition. And like it or not, your subjects share the same thought process in response to your request. When your subjects don’t feel that there is anything in it for them, they’ll say no, more often than not, to being photographed. And yes, as many of you already know, this even applies to family members.

			To be clear, I very rarely pay my subjects, because quite simply, it’s not necessary, unless of course you’re working with hired models, or you’re photographing people with the intention of placing the images with a stock photo agency. In those cases, you’ll need a signed model release, in which one of the provisions clearly states “for valuable consideration.” More often than not, that valuable consideration is money, though it can also mean “x number of photos from the photo shoot” or  “a ten-speed bicycle” or anything else deemed a fair trade of “valuable consideration.”

			But again, most subjects are not holding out for some enormous fee. There are only fourteen pictures in this book for which the subjects were actually paid money; in three of them, the subjects were professional models who I gladly paid a fee, and the other eleven expected payment as part of the “tourism culture” for the native tribes of Ethiopia’s Omo Valley (and I can’t stress enough that if you struggle with paying them their standard fee of 20 cents for ten minutes of their time, then please consider digging them a much-needed freshwater well instead!).

			What I’ve found throughout the 111 countries to which I’ve traveled is that most people are willing subjects if your tone and intent are sincere. Lately I’ve been traveling with a portable HP printer called the Sprocket. Using an app on my iPhone, I’m able to print out a 2 x 3-inch color print—either a photo taken by my phone or a photo processed in Photoshop and then sent to my phone via email. Alternatively, I’ll send a photo via email if the subject has an email account. Though at times there are language barriers, today’s language translation apps have made this gap increasingly narrow.

			Assuming you are presenting yourself as an aspiring photographer, and even if your experience is truly limited, people are more apt to hear the enthusiasm and passion in your voice and respond to that than they will to a somewhat reserved, shy, insecure voice. It’s just another side of our human nature: most of us feel “safe” when the tone of the person speaking to us is self-assured rather than indecisive and unsure. Your subjects are more inclined to feel motivated not by what you say but by how you say it; once again, it comes down to the sincerity of your request.

			And, no matter where or who you choose to shoot, you should be, first and foremost, motivated to make images that feed the fires of your creative endeavors. Here is my approach to choosing who to photograph: First, I seldom ask anyone who I don’t find interesting, which of course is very subjective, since what I find interesting may strike another as completely boring. And second, I’ve discovered that a few minutes spent simply observing a potential subject (sometimes discreetly) goes a long way toward determining how I want to photograph that subject. It is during these several minutes that I make mental notes about specific mannerisms or expressions I may wish to capture. Also, it helps, when I do approach a person, that I explain the reason I am interested in making the photograph.

			Whether an image advances your career, wins a photo contest, or receives ten or ten thousand likes on Instagram is truly secondary to the greater reward. People photographers often work inside the fiercely protected psychological boundaries that many subjects possess, but whether it be immediate or several hours later, I often feel enriched by the shared experience and am grateful for that best “high” of all: connecting with others on what is surely a deeper level than the norm, whether they be family, friends, or strangers.

			
				[image: ]
				
					[image: ]

					Three cheers for travel without expectations! I was traveling with Nattakun, a model and makeup artist I’ve known for several years. We were in Jodhpur, India, and Natt wanted to get her hands painted with henna. Neither of us knew where the henna shops were, yet we were both too stubborn to ask for help. So, with a healthy dose of wanderlust, we hit the streets of Jodhpur and, twenty minutes later, saw a big red sign advertising henna along with sample photos of beautifully painted hands.

					As we entered the establishment, we were greeted by a long, colorful hallway of green and blue. I made a note to myself: shoot this hallway with a wide-angle lens and a lone person standing in the one area of brightness, looking up to the heavens with folded hands. Once we arrived in the actual shop, I knew I had found my model. Dressed in green pants and an orange dress (orange, fortuitously, being the color complement of blue!), she was the owner of the shop. After she and her sister finished painting Natt’s hands, she agreed to be my model for the shot you see here. I believe my exact words were, “You may not be aware of this, but your long and colorful hallway is a photographer’s dream and, considering the bright orange clothing you are wearing, you would be the perfect addition to make that hallway truly come alive. Of course, I will happily share a copy of the result with you, and heck, you might want to even consider putting it on your website promoting yourself as the henna artist that you are!”

					NIKON D500, NIKKOR 18–300MM LENS, F/16 FOR 1/100 SEC., ISO 1600, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB
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					How many photographs of people have you taken in which the subject was expressing anger or sadness? It is not common for most of us to raise the camera to our eye and begin photographing at the first sound of rage or falling tears, yet it is our human nature to be drawn to other’s misfortune, whether it be that couple arguing in Starbucks or the child screaming in pain as he rubs his skinned-up knees following an unfortunate bike spill.

					Despite being witness to these times of discomfort, seldom do we consider making a photograph out of respect for the subject’s privacy. I get it, yet the few times I have gone against the norm, I’ve been rewarded with an emotionally charged image that evoked far deeper responses than your standard “warm and meaningful” portrait. Thoreau was right: “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” This quiet—and sometimes not so quiet—desperation continues from birth until death, so why not consider capturing the occasional sad time, along with all those other good times?

					This little girl had just been given a flu shot from an outdoor medical clinic on the streets of Jaipur, India. Her mother was honestly elated when I showed her the photo and was quick to offer me her email address; that evening, I sent her a copy.

					NIKON D500, NIKKOR 18–300MM LENS, F/6.3 FOR 1/200 SEC., ISO 100, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB
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					Following your very brief introduction (“Hi, my name is…I’m a photographer…”), what compelling reason do you offer a complete stranger you’ve asked to photograph? More often than not, my reasoning (beyond the fact that I find him or her “attractive”) is that at that moment, in that light, in that location, and with their attire, I believe that I will be able to create a photograph they will find flattering. If I didn’t believe that, then it would make very little sense to stop a stranger and take up their time for what is essentially a practice session. If you need practice, choose a friend or family member.

					This woman was walking toward me on a very colorful street of painted houses in Old Harar, Ethiopia. She spoke just enough English to understand my desire to photograph her. The whole thing took, max, 15 seconds, including the 1/125 sec. it took to press the shutter release for the exposure you see here—of a great face, wrapped in colorful cloth, against a backdrop of complementary color.

					NIKON D810, NIKKOR 24–120MM LENS, F/11 FOR 1/125 SEC., ISO 400, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB

				
			
			Approaching People

			So you love photographing people, yet you don’t like to approach strangers and your family is comprised of just so many members. Where are you going to find subjects to practice your craft? Short of being the most liked person in the world, most of us are lucky enough to make a few new friends each year, and how we make these new friends is, more often than not, through “referrals”—friend of friends—since rarely does the person we sit next to on the plane or share an elevator ride with become our best friend, let alone a photographic subject.

			With that in mind, I still know of no better way (and yes, I’m aware of the countless “making friends” apps) to meet new people, people who can help expand your pool of subjects, than through referrals. In the workplace, this is called networking, and if you’re a serious people photographer, the practice of networking should be high on your list of weekly tasks. The old saying “It’s not what you know but who you know that counts” certainly applies to photographing people. You’d be surprised at the number of willing subjects your physician, minister, hairstylist, server, gas station attendant, and day-care center staffer can provide. And again, it does bear repeating that your sincerity and tone have a big impact on exactly how valuable these potential contacts will be for you.

			Keep in mind that everybody you meet has a certain look that is unique to them, and the greater your circle of “looks,” the greater your opportunities to photograph anyone from children to seniors with different styles of dress and under a host of environmental settings. And of course, “what’s in it for your subjects” is a chance to have fun as well as record some great memories.

			When I ask students why they don’t take more pictures of people—in particular, of strangers—the answer I hear most often is “fear of rejection.” They assume their request will be rejected, and rejection can sometimes sting. Truth be told, fear of rejection is justifiable. Throughout the world, the people you wish to photograph—friends as well as strangers—have something to say about you taking their picture, whether they express their opinion verbally or with a rude gesture. Even the strongest photographers feel a pang of rejection when a great subject makes it clear they are in no mood to be photographed. On more than one occasion, I have been turned down at what I felt to be the most inopportune time, as the location, the light, or the time of day was “perfect”—perfect for me, of course, but at that moment not perfect for a friend, family member, lover, or stranger.

			The reasons people don’t want to be photographed are, perhaps, many, but I’ve concluded that there are two main ones. First, most people say “no” simply because they feel that you couldn’t possibly take a good picture of them at that time, at that place, wearing those clothes, and without them being able to “freshen up” first. Ironically, these reasons for refusing are the very reasons that draw you in in the first place: the time (the light is perfect), the place (the environment complements their personality or character), their clothes (their attire fits or contrasts sharply with the environment), and their appearance (dirty face, messy hair, sweaty brow, or the joy or sexiness they’re exuding at that moment).

			Second, people say no because they don’t believe your intent. Again, nothing plays a more pivotal role in winning people’s trust than the level of sincerity you convey. This is true even when photographing family members. Trust, like nourishment, is a universal need. Tell them why you want to take their picture. There’s a reason, isn’t there? Of course I’ve been turned down, many times, but I’m also quick to remind myself that every “No, thank you” means I am one person closer to an “Okay, why not?”

			Rarely, if ever, am I a fan of shooting surreptitiously. I don’t feel I’m being fair to the subject, and getting them to sign a model release will be difficult, at best, if getting model releases is your thing. Strictly speaking, there is not a stock photography agency in the world that would use a photograph of a person for commercial use (such as an advertisement promoting a product) without a model release. So to be clear, that great shot of the stranger who, to this day, has no idea you took their picture is useless in the commercial arena. (For more about model releases, see this page.)

			Although some photographers argue that being sneaky is the only way to get “real” people shots, I strongly disagree. I’ve shot some of my best “candids” because I made my presence known to the subject. The real joy in photographing people comes when subjects are free to pose willingly and when all parties involved agree that the final image is an accurate portrayal of the subject. And again, for those shooting digitally, you can share that accurate portrayal immediately via the monitor.

			Finally, I want to stress just how important it is to listen to your subjects. As mentioned earlier, people do talk back, and oftentimes, what they have to say is worth its weight in gold. You may have everything all figured out in your mind, but don’t be surprised if, after winning your subject’s trust, they also have ideas about how they see themselves. One of the most important questions I’ve asked strangers as well as family members is this: “If you could look any way you want while being photographed, and in the environment of your choosing, what would I see and where would you be?” The answers may surprise you, but more than that, you may discover that they have is a favorite dress or a favorite hairstyle, or a favorite trick they can do with their eyes, or that they’ve always wanted to be photographed inside that barn down the road (a barn you’ve always wanted to get access to but didn’t know who to ask). Or you may discover that they have a beach house and an infinity pool that meets up with the distant blue waters of the ocean, and now you have access to a location that would normally cost a fortune to rent.

			Listening to your subjects, taking an interest in them, is absolutely vital. The many interactions I have had over the years have led to a number of the ongoing relationships I still have today, relationships that lead to invitations to return to these subjects’ homes around the world, where awaiting me upon my arrival are several new subjects that my friends have found for me, thinking that of course I would like to photograph them as well.
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					It can be frustrating when, at times, you can’t communicate with someone who does speak your language and of course even more so when neither of you speaks the other person’s language. It creates a level of frustration akin to sitting in a dental chair and being asked to answer important questions while your mouth is jacked open and full of dental instruments!

					Despite several attempts to communicate with this street merchant in Jodhpur, India, I don’t know how long he had been cleaning these very worn and battered pots and pans, nor whom his customers might be. But in a matter of minutes, his roaring fire and a mysterious white granular powder turned the insides of these pots into gleaming mirrors with better-than-new finishes. The speed at which he spun the very hot pots was really impressive; while one hand gripped each pot with a pair of pliers, his other hand wiped his “magic powder” on the inside of the pot and kept it spinning simultaneously.

					It was the roaring flames and the spinning of the pot that triggered me to shoot at the relatively slow shutter speed of 1/20 sec., producing the motion effect. A note about postprocessing here: my primary exposure was for the dramatic, bright fire, which in turn created a lot of darkness in the shadows. To open up the shadows and recover detail, I later moved the Shadow slider to almost 90 percent, which accounts for the image’s somewhat odd look—almost an HDR look, though it is only a single exposure.

					NIKON D500, NIKKOR 18–300MM LENS, F/11 FOR 1/20 SEC., ISO 1600, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB

				
			
			
				Honesty Is the Best Policy

				Whether you know a subject or are approaching a complete stranger, tell them why you want to photograph them and what it is you have in mind. Be honest about your intentions. I can’t overstate the importance of this. Don’t walk up to the farmer at the roadside produce stand and tell him you’re doing a story for National Geographic magazine when that’s not true. Don’t approach that woman on the beach and tell her you’re doing a story for some travel magazine when you aren’t. Tell the truth, and chances are good that your truth is my truth: “Truthfully, I am attracted to your look (or activity) and I know in my heart of hearts that I can make a compelling image of you that you will love!”

				If you are serious about wanting to one day be hired by a magazine such as National Geographic, explain your aspirations to the farmer and that he could be instrumental in you reaching this goal, or confess to the woman at the beach that you aspire to freelance for a fashion magazine such as Vogue, and you need examples to showcase your creativity in photographing people involved in leisure activities. Most subjects, when told they can help you, are eager to do so, and of course the prospect of getting something in return—such as the jpegs or high-quality prints you promise to send them or, if necessary, financial compensation—is a bonus.

			

			
				[image: ]
				
					[image: ]

					When you feel you’ve come upon a good portrait subject and, assuming the logistics are worked out (such as lens choice, aperture choice, background, and point of view), you will, in all likelihood, just before you shoot, feel compelled to say something along the lines of, “Smile please.” Before you make that request, ask yourself what it was about the person that made you stop and consider shooting their portrait in the first place. Was it their smile, a gesture of their hand, or the intensity of their eyes? Maybe it was the light falling on them, or the color that surrounded them?

					We are conditioned to always ask our subjects to smile, just as we have all been asked by family members or other photographers to smile since we were in preschool, yet there are countless portraits taken by photographers worldwide that would have been far more compelling without the subject smiling. Let there be no doubt that a genuine smile generates a warm response from the viewer, but don’t forget to shoot “serious” portraits, too, especially when that is the biggest reason you were drawn to the subject in the first place.

					This was certainly what attracted me to this “serious” shopkeeper in Chandni Chowk market in Delhi, India. At no point did I ask him to smile, simply because it was his forceful, intense gaze that caused me stop and take his portrait, along with the blue surrounding him that seemed to magnify the seriousness of his gaze. Maybe not having your subject smile is a better idea—something to consider on your next portrait outing.

					NIKON D500, NIKKOR 18–300MM LENS AT 284MM, F/6.3 FOR 1/60 SEC., ISO 1600, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB
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					When it comes to photographing people all over the world, I first and foremost think about and look for potential backgrounds. In the studio, photographers shooting portraits and/or products are all too familiar with the importance of a “make or break” background. The background should be powerful enough to call attention to the person or product in front of it, but quiet enough that you don’t notice it.

					Compared to a studio, the world as we know it offers a far greater array of backgrounds in any number of colors, textures, and patterns, able to be rendered either in focus or out of focus, and with varying degrees of contrast, clarity, and tone—all effects that can usually be controlled in-camera by a combination of aperture, shutter speed, and lens.

					Once I’ve decided on a background, I’ll begin conversing in earnest with potential subjects. Following several minutes of conversation, which for me are intended to build trust as well as reveal a certain look I may wish to capture, I “move” the subject(s) into position and fire away, often while the conversation continues. These are usually meant to be simple portraits—eye-to-eye encounters between subject and viewer—and a clean background is, more often than not, key to their success. It’s not dissimilar to doing background checks when interviewing people for a job: A potential employee with a clean background will be an employee without distraction.

					As you can see in the photo (top), the background of the portrait (bottom) is nothing more than the green foliage of a distant tree.

					NIKON D500, NIKKOR 18–300MM LENS, F/8 FOR 1/250 SEC., ISO 320, DAYLIGHT/SUNNY WB

				
			
			
				Getting People to Sign a Model Release Form

				My students and readers of my books often ask me how I get complete strangers to sign model release forms. Of course, walking up to a complete stranger has its share of risk, but that risk is often minimized when you have a specific reason in mind when asking permission to take a picture. This isn’t the time to simply say, “I don’t have anything in mind, other than wanting to take some pictures of you.” Rare is the individual who jumps on a waiting bus without first knowing where the bus is headed. You must at least offer up some reason for wanting to take someone’s picture, and of all the “lines” I’ve used over the years, nothing has worked better for me than the truth. As already discussed, for me this truth is that I’m always looking to add more people images to my portfolio. I usually conclude by saying something like, “…and I’m hoping you can help me in accomplishing that goal by allowing me to take your picture.” Nothing plays a more pivotal role in winning people’s trust than the level of sincerity you convey.

				When asking my subjects to sign a model release, I simply explain that someday I might get lucky enough to have the image published, and if I should get so lucky, I would do my best to see that they were made aware of it, but that, more important, I could never get the pictures I made of them published without their permission. “Can I get your okay on this release, which could allow both of us to have our fifteen minutes of
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			About the Author

			Bryan Peterson is a professional photographer, internationally known instructor, and founder of two extremely popular photography instruction websites, The Bryan Peterson School of Photography at BPSOP.com and You Keep Shooting at youkeepshooting.com. He is also the best selling author of Understanding Exposure, Learning to See Creatively, Understanding Color, Exposure Solutions, Understanding Shutter Speed, Bryan Peterson's Understanding Composition and Bryan Peterson’s Understanding Photography Field Guide. It was Bryan who introduced the Photographic Triangle, an exposure teaching tool that has helped millions understand and implement not just a correct exposure but the most “creative exposure” and his trademark use of use of color and strong graphic compositions have garnered him many photographic awards, including the New York Art Director Club’s Gold Award and honors from Communication Arts Photography Annual and Print magazine.
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