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 Top 10 photography shoot hacks for the family by Jane Goodall  
Are you thinking about hiring a photographer for a family photoshoot?  You might think that the choice of 
photographer is the main factor that dictates the quality of the images. Well I have a surprise for you; a lot 
of the success of the photoshoot is down to you. Here are my top 10 tips for a successful shoot. 
 

1. Say NO to the studio? 
Have you considered a photoshoot ‘on location’?  Whether you choose an 
urban, garden, park or woodland location or even something more unusual, is 
down to you. Discuss options with the photographer as they will appreciate the 
photo opportunities that different locations can provide. 
Do not cave in to the photographer that suggests a studio shoot is the best 
and only option. A studio shoot is a whole lot less hassle, more time efficient, 
and more profitable for the photographer, so they might try to undermine your 
request by a bit of gentle persuasion. Although you are subject to the mercy of 
the weather and lighting conditions, a photoshoot on location is more fun and 
relaxed. The photographer has more opportunities to capture decisive 
moments and those special interactions. Remember, a shoot on location 
requires more time and commitment and planning on your side too, but I am 
sure you will find that the results will be worth it. 

 

2. Think like a stylist.  
 ‘Rocking up’ to the shoot in outfits that are closest to hand are unlikely to give the best results. Consider 
the appearance of your family and work to create a look that appears effortless. It will make a huge 
difference. Your family and their faces need to stand out, not the clothes. A mix of too many colours makes 
the photograph far too complex and ‘busy’. Keep to a few colour choices, fewer than you think is correct 
and you are probably in the right place. Spend some time thinking about appropriateness of the colour 
palette for the location or season. Browns, reds and soft yellows work beautifully in autumn for example 
and will give you photographs with that extra special something.  
Why not take a few ideas from the colour palettes in this link. 
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/source/harrishousephoto.com/ Thoughtful styling will make beautiful 
photographs. People should not feel over dressed, you do not want matchy matchy clothes but colour co-
ordination is the key to making a difference.  
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Bold logos or cartoons and pictures on T-shirts can really detract from the result; you want the people not 
the clothes to be the stars of the photoshoot. Light and pastel colours work really well but beware if one 
person is wearing dark clothes as they will ‘stand out like a sore thumb’ so if you have multiple family 
members please talk to one another about the colour scheme. This should not be prescriptive as a family 
may have one of the children with some bolder colours, which can be a nice accent. What you do not want 
is a load of stripes and crazy colours. T-shirts are acceptable as long as they are not crumpled, ill-fitting or 
washed out in colour. Children’s hands should be visible in T-shirts and jumpers, so this is not the time to 
wear the over-sized ‘hand me downs’. 

 
If you want the kids to wear something less casual, in spring and summer, for girls, how about a simple ¾ 
length light coloured sun dress teamed up with sandals and it works beautifully in meadow shots. If that is 
a little too whimsical for you, how about dressing up your little girl with a smock and leggings which allow 
more boisterous behaviour. T-shirt and leggings are fine if your child is happier dressed like that but do 
consider other options. Blue jeans and white shirts are a popular choice that can look very effective with a 
contemporary twist. Here’s an important bit of advice, choose longer sleeves, trousers and dresses over 
much shorter styles as lots of bare skin is tricky to work with. Avoid shorts on Dad and Grandpa at all 
costs.   
  

3. Make the shoot the priority for your day 
 

Making the shoot the focus of your day means that you will get 
the best out of your children. If you try and cram in all your 
normal activities beforehand, the children may feel a little over 
stretched, a swimming lesson just prior to the shoot is likely to 
lead to tired and grumpy kids.  You want the kids on top form. 
 
Picking the softer light can result in better images. Going out in 
the morning or late afternoon is best but these times need to 
be co-ordinated with normal routines. If you are travelling a 
while to the location, allow enough time for your child to wake 
up if they have a tendency to sleep in the car (my son was 
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always in a horrible mood for at least half an hour after waking up from a car sleep). Bringing along a tired 
toddler who has not had their nap will not give you the best results to put it mildly. 
 

4. Bring ‘everything but the kitchen sink’ 
Okay, I am exaggerating but bring along a small rucksack, which is stuffed with a few key items. 
Bring toys or favourite objects that are easily transportable. These make great props. Add in a pair of fairy 
wings (a bit cliché, but if you like them bring them, it’s your choice), a head dress, whatever takes your 
fancy, just be prepared to keep taking things in and out of that rucksack and make some lovely photos. 
Imagine your toddler leafing through a book on the grass or sitting reading with Dad, this can work really 
well and make that special image. Do not force these objects on the kids, if you little boy wants to play, 

jump and have fun with Mr Fox, then you have it handy. It can be an icebreaker to start with and give the 
children more confidence with the photographer.  

Do not forget that some of the best accessories are the ones you discover on 
the day, leaves, sticks or things provided by the park or garden or anything 
else the children find. 
Most importantly, you should bring easy snacks and drinks, maybe crisps, 
small bite sized biscuits, pieces of fruit, yes! You need to keep the kids 
energised and not fussing about being hungry or thirsty (and you know how 
that can bring everyone down).  A few images of kids taking some time out 
can produce some of the best shots of the day. Remember the adults 
appreciate a snack too if you are having a 2-3 hour shoot and I never say no 
to a piece of chocolate cake. 
Bring a change of clothes for the little ones, they do have occasional 
accidents. One little toddler dropped himself into a puddle and only cheered 
up once he had a change of clothes and was warm and dry again. 
 

5. Don’t say Cheese 

If you want to coax a natural looking smile out of your child, asking for a smile is not the way to 
achieve this. Playing a game like ‘Simple Simon’, and creating a feeling of anticipation can create a lot of 
great interaction and smiles and there are easy ways to refresh a pose and change the mood of the 
subject. Bored children have bored expressions and overdoing poses will kill those wonderful smiles.  

6. Don’t try to be the perfect family  

You might feel a little self-conscious at the shoot and concerned about ‘unexpected’ behaviour in your 
children if they are feeling a little pressure to perform. Children can sometimes be reluctant to ‘perform’ 
when there are high expectations and ordering them around usually only makes things worse. Using 
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reverse psychology or other tricks can achieve better results. Don’t worry though, if you are outside and 
having fun, your children are unlikely to focus on the shoot and just get on with exploring the location. The 
photographer has many tricks to reveal the best side of your children and the main priority is to enjoy the 
shoot, since this will result in the best opportunities to make great pictures.  
 
 
 

Allow the children to be spontaneous, play in puddles and allow a few dirty knees and grubby elbows. You 
will have wonderful memories of the day, guaranteed.  The one thing I would say to contradict this point is 
about snotty noses. A beautiful portrait is spoiled by the appearance of a running nose and unlike the odd 
speck of dirt, it is almost impossible to remove using photoshop. Vigilance and a plentiful supply of tissues 
is key! 
 

7. Remember you are crucial to the success of the photoshoot. 

 

Parents and carers are essential collaborators in the success of the photoshoot. You are not a passive 
player in the process especially where young children are concerned. You will feel like you have worked 
hard by the end, believe me! 

Parents can provide crucial help by standing behind the photographer to achieve eye contact with your 
toddler. You can play races, twirl your toddler around or give shoulder or piggyback rides, whatever your 
children like to do with you. Getting that perfect shot might involve a bit of footwork or re-positioning of 
your baby or toddler to make the best composition. A bit of a foot or bottom shuffle can make an okay 
shot into a great one and no one wants a tree to look like it is growing out of your head. Parents and 
guardians are key players in games and discoveries, running and helping with group shots and encouraging 
the children to enjoy the environment. Parents have great ideas and your requests will be listened to, it is 
your shoot after all! 

8. Know when to stop 

When an idea is wearing thin and the kids (and parents 
too) lose focus, that is a big hint for everyone to move on. 
The photographer should not labour a pose, an idea, a 
request, if it is not getting good results. Try to reduce the 
demands on your child if they are refusing to do 
something, it’s not the end of the world. Always 
remember, think of the success of the shoot as a whole, 
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the aim of the shoot is to make great images and enjoy the experience. 

If a child does not want to co-operate, try another tack, or focus on a child that is cooperating. A reluctant 
or slightly sulky child can change their behaviour very quickly if they are given some space to themselves 
without constant comment and attention. Each child has their own peaks and troughs and you just have to 
be patient and wait for their moment to shine. 

9. Don’t just leave the images on the hard drive 

Stand out prints from the photoshoot are great, but the best way of enjoying all your successful images is 
to create a photobook. I think of the story of the 
day and use a variety of images that tell that 
story in a creative and visually pleasing way.  
Some images might be simple or create a mood 
and atmosphere that work well with other 
images on the page.  I build up the visual ideas 
with the odd stand out image or portrait to 
make a successful book of the shoot.  
I use Blurb to create the book and you can 
order it online. The printing is very good quality 
and a very reasonable price for a unique book, 
usually around £20-30 for a hard back medium 
sized book of around 50 pages. There are many 
options for soft or hard backed covers and styles 
of paper. 
 

10. Share with friends and family 

Do not forget that the book once uploaded to blurb, can be shared online and enjoyed on the computer 
monitor. This provides a great way of sharing the book with families and friends for free. Depending on the 
privacy settings, book access can be strictly private or accessed by the people you wish to share with, or 
even go public, it is your choice! Remember if you do purchase a book, it is stored permanently online, 
unless you choose to delete it. A PDF copy of the book can also be ordered and is only a few £s and is 
yours to do with whatever you wish. 
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