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Modeling and Modeling Headshots: Why is your Portfolio so Important? 

What is a headshot? Seems like a stupid question right? A headshot is a 8 x 10 publicity photo – and usually your 

first step in getting commercial roles with a modeling career.  It’s your personal calling card.  You hand it out to 

agents and managers to find representation.  You post it online.  And you bring it with you for every audition. In 

other words, if you are serious about your modeling career, get an updated headshot now. 

What is the difference between a modeling headshot and an actor headshot?  At times, there can be little to no 

difference between model headshots and actor headshots — as they are both focused on highlighting a person’s 

face. However, the differences between the two types of headshots can be huge. 

Actor headshots (or Theatrical Headshots) are intended to be a real-life representation of a person’s face and 

features. It is vital that the actor’s headshot resembles the actor. This means natural make-up (if applicable) and 

little to no photo retouching. Certainly nothing that alters natural & permanent features of the face, such as old 

scars or wrinkles.  Actors should look at websites showing modern looks for acting headshots – IMDB, Broadway 

show websites, etc 

Model headshots tend to be more artistic and generally flatter the subject with liberal use of lighting, make-up, 

composition, and angles. These are the “glamour shots” or “beauty shots” used for marketing purposes in 

modeling portfolios (both old school comp cards and the modern digital “portfolios”). Model headshots are 

professionally retouched to remove “flaws” and create a more aesthetically pleasing photograph.  Models 

should look at websites showing modern looks for modeling headshots – Model Mayhem, etc. 

While model headshots tend to be flattering, they should not be confused with the natural no make-up 

headshots of a model (“Polaroids”) that are intended to show a model’s skin and complexion. 

So, whether you are a veteran model updating your headshots or brand new to the role, there are some things 

you should know about headshots and modeling sessions. 

Commercial vs Legit vs Glamour Headshots 

There are 3 basic types of modeling headshots, and most should have both: 

1) Commercial: Sometimes these are called “everyman” or “everywoman” headshots.  Advertisers usually 

like warm, friendly, and trustworthy people to sell their product.  Your headshot should make you look 

like one of these people.  A typical headshot features a nice smile and soft colors.  The lighting is usually 

bright, with few shadows. These are your most common acting headshots! 

2) Theatrical/Legit: A “legit” headshot is your chance to show off your type. These are more layered and 

nuanced, often driven by a character or character type you want to portray.  If you are looking for 

“family man” roles, then bright, soft colors are needed.  The “villain” or the con guy, then dark shadows 

with hard lines are needed.  If you don’t know your type, talk to casting directors, agents, acting 

instructors, or friends. If you know what you’re looking for and can convey that to your photographer, 

your final shot will be much better.  Trying to be the jack-of-all-trades who can play anything rarely 
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works.  If you’re seeking auditions for distinctly different types, take multiple headshots that reveal 

those types and send them out accordingly. 

3) Glamour, Beauty, or Fashion: These headshots usually do not invite the viewer into the photo. Similar to 

a Theatrical headshot, they mostly show the eccentric, the beautiful, and the unobtainable. Fashion and 

Beauty headshots show strong attitudes and often tend to be detached from the viewer of the photo. 

There is frequently an arrogance, bored look, almost of disdain for the viewer of the image, and what 

sometimes appear to be for life itself. Eye contact is limited, and then often the model is looking down 

to the camera adding to the illusion of superiority. They are usually heavily styled, heavily retouched and 

mostly reserved to those with, slender faces, large eyes, full mouths, and angular features – traditional 

“pretty” is not a requirement. It is more how all the features work together. Smokey eyes, false lashes, 

stronger contouring, wet, glossy, mouths, full lips, combined with luxurious, full hair styles, often made 

fuller with clip-in extensions, or dramatic shorter styles all work to complete the looks. 

Head & Shoulders vs Three-Quarters or Full Length 

As the name implies, a headshot is of your head and shoulders – it’s not a portrait of you, nor is it a full body 

shot, which are more for modeling comp cards.  However, if this interests you, then one of Monumental Art’s 

Modeling Sessions may be better for you, which will include headshots, portraits, three-quarter, and full-body 

shots, as well as specialty shots if you are looking to do any body part modeling. 

Outfits – One / Two / Three? 

Your outfits should be carefully selected for your sessions.  But why do more than one outfit? 

1) One Outfit: Just updating your headshot?  One outfit is all you need.  I always recommend for men a suit 

jacket/coat for one set of pictures and an open collar or plain t-shirt for another set of pictures.  Ladies 

have a wider selection, with sweaters or blouses and a coat 

2) Two Outfits: This gives you a wider look than one outfit, with a casual and professional look, or the 

option to have a commercial and a legit look from the same session. 

3) Three Outfits (or more): Three or more outfits gives you the best range to show off your look.  One 

should be a “traditional” professional headshot, so a suit or dress.  One should be very casual yet 

competent.  A third look should be formal, or extreme. 

Bottom Line about Your Headshot 

Your headshot should look like you on your very best of days, one of those days when you look in the mirror and 

say “oh, yeahhh.” A great headshot isn’t about your photographer, it’s about you - the picture should show off 

your style - your personal “brand.” When looking for a photographer, be sure your photographer will take a 

photograph that emphasizes your brand, not his or hers. 

 

If you are happy with what you’ve read so far, please go onto the next page for information on preparing for a 

headshot – and give Monumental Arts a call to discuss, schedule a consult or event your session!  
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Preparing for your Modeling Session or Modeling Headshot Session 

There are plenty of things you can do ahead of time to make sure your headshot session goes well. 

Meet the Photographer In Person (if possible) 

Meet with your photographer ahead of time – consultations are ALWAYS FREE with Monumental Arts. Discuss 

your needs and find out if this is a photographer with whom you would feel comfortable. A headshot session can 

be a very revealing process in which you might feel vulnerable. If you aren’t comfortable while having a cup of 

coffee with a prospective photographer, keep looking.  When meeting with your photographer, be sure to let 

him or her know what your “type” is so the photographer can be prepared to shoot you the right way (see What 

is A Great Headshot?). 

Make Your Beauty Show 

1) Well in advance: Guys, if you want pictures with and without facial hair, start growing your beard with 

enough time for it to grow in. Although you can shave it during the session (not recommended!), but it’s 

tough to grow it the day before. 

2) One week before: Take care of all your beauty treatments (haircut, color, eyebrows, tanning, etc.) so the 

treatments are fresh but look natural.  Never ever get a haircut the day of! 

3) 72 hours before: Drink lots of water; avoid caffeine, alcohol, cigarettes and salty foods; stay out of the 

sun. Don’t forget to moisturize. 

4) The night before: Sleep. Lots and lots of sleep. 

5) That day: If you’re using an on-site makeup artist, come to the shoot with your face clean and product-

free except for moisturizer.  Otherwise, arrive with yourself ready to shoot! 

- The Day-Of Checklist - 

 Natural face - wash and apply your usual moisturizer 

 Clean, dry hair - very short hair should leave it wet 

 Wear a comfy outfit - NOTHING tight (including leggings, tight waistbands, or tight bras) 

 5-6 fitted outfits to wear in photos -  

 Pretty nails - Neutral fingers, fun toes 

 Touched up eye brows - and any other loose hairs 

 Arrive ON TIME! 

Speaking of Makeup 

Women: Don’t underestimate the importance of makeup for your headshots. The makeup you wear in daily life 

or on stage is not the same as the makeup you’ll wear for a shoot. So, unless you’ve studied makeup for 

photography, get your makeup done professionally. A professional makeup artist knows what makeup looks 

good on camera and will make you look your best. 
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Men: It may sound sexist, but men don’t usually need makeup. It’s all about expectations. We’re accustomed to 

seeing women in makeup, not men. So if you do use makeup, it should be minimal in almost all situations. For 

instance, a little powder (which I provide for my shoots) will eliminate shine. 

Hair for Men & Women: Unlike makeup, there’s no magic to doing hair for photos. A hairstylist can make your 

hair look its best for the shoot. But if you hire one, don’t get a hairstyle that’s too fancy. You must be able to 

replicate the hairstyle when you go for auditions. And again, never ever get a haircut the day of! 

Body Care for Men & Women: If you go the waxing route, give yourself a few days to heal before your shoot. 

Shaving can be done the night before. Be sure to get your legs and underarms, and if you’ll be wearing a 

swimsuit or lingerie, go for the bikini area as well. 

 

 

Practice Makes Perfect: Practice posing in front of a mirror. You might feel silly, but it helps! 


