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by Anne Marie Segal, Executive Coach, CCMC, CPRW and NCOPE 
(who happens to hold a degree in Fine Arts / Photography) 

 
Even the best photographers may not have experience shooting for the LinkedIn format, so here’s 

some guidance to ensure that the final image projects the confidence and gravitas you wish to 
portray. That doesn't mean they can't get a great shot!  
 

As part of the Powerful LinkedIn Profiles course, I have prepared this checklist and the details 
and images that follow for you to review. If it is helpful, you are free to print and share this seven-

point checklist with your professional photographer.  
 

Seven Pointers When You Are Working with a  
Professional Photographer 

 
Here are my top seven suggestions to help make your professional photo shoot a success: 
 

1) Choose a neutral background without distractions (in the form of texture, line or color). 
 

2) Generally, "creative" or casual shots don't work for an executive or attorney headshot. 
 

3) Dramatic or directional lighting also generally doesn't work. Soft lighting is preferred. 
 

4) Beware the bare skin look – with a possible exception, see more on that below – which 
can be interpreted as risqué or worse by your target audience. 
 

5) Remember that the format of the LinkedIn photo (currently, at least) is a circle. Shots 
should be centered so they can be cropped without coming in too close. 
 

6) As the subject of the photo shoot, watch your body language. Because of the small circular 
format, anything a bit "off" looks exaggerated in your LinkedIn headshot. 
 

7) Make sure you know what you want – there are other lessons for more advice on how to 
do that – and make it known. Professional photographers are experts on photography and 
can give you ideas and direction, but ultimately you are the client and the expert on you.  
 
Any photographers worth their salt would prefer you speak up before or during the 
shoot than complain afterwards about the experience or result! 
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Neutral Background 
 

Generally, the easiest way to shoot is in the studio, although natural lighting can be quite lovely. 
If you use a background, it should complement the color of your outfit and your own skin color. 
 

If you do not use a background, make sure that there are no stray elements or texture in the photo 
that draw the attention away from the face (or that they can be removed post-shoot). Even if the 

original image looks great, when cropped closer these design elements become distractions. 

 
Creative or Casual Shots 
 

Many photographers have an artistic bent, which is to be applauded. Yet the art can come through 

while creating an interesting shot despite convention. As I said elsewhere, project the image you 

want to have in front of your clients, board, management or other stakeholders. Often this is not 
creative, and never should it appear that the "action" is somewhere off-screen to the right or left. 
 

If you want to add something creative - like a shot of you giving a presentation - this is better 
added as a banner image or an attachment. The LinkedIn headshot is simply too small, and your 

face gets lost. That said, if you are in a creative field or have enough credibility and/or professional 
rock-star status, you certainly have more flexibility to make your shot your own. Nonetheless, you 

may wish to create some shots like this for other purposes (such as media exposure). 

 
Uneven Lighting 
 

In the small format of a headshot, uneven lighting is distracting. If unintentional, it can show a lack 

of attention to detail. If used for dramatic effect, it may be extremely artful but nonetheless is likely 

the wrong look for an executive or attorney. 

 
Showing Skin 
 

If you are in a conservative field, think twice before showing some skin (e.g., bare arms or low 

neckline). Photographers often work hard to make a shot "come alive,” and the easiest way to do 
that if you drop the hard and heavy look that often accompanies a suit.  
 

While wearing short sleeves or going sleeveless can look more approachable - often, but not 
always, a plus - it can also look casual, risqué or vulnerable. You have to be able to pull it off, 

which means not only must you have a great photographer but also you should be entirely 

comfortable in front of the camera. Even then, it’s a risk-reward analysis. 
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Centering for Circular Format 
 

If your photographer does not center the original image, it can be difficult to make the cropping 
work for LinkedIn. Due to the circular format, there needs to be space on all sides. If you are 

having trouble conceiving of how an image would look in a circle, think of a diamond shape with 
points at the top, bottom, right and left.  

 
Body Language 
 

While tilting your head can make you look like you are listening (and therefore great for 
conversation), it looks off in the small format of a LinkedIn headshot. A head and shoulders or 

full-body tilt also does not work, for the same reason. 
 

Folding your arms can make you look closed off to your audience, so if you take some of these 
shots, make sure you take others without arms crossed and review both styles with this in mind. 

 
You Are the Client 
 

Make sure to make your wishes known to the photographer. You spent a lot of time preparing for 
the day. If you want to try two outfits or a different background, with and without a tie, hair up and 

down, or other variations, speak up. I also suggest having a mirror with you to check your hair 
and face during the shoot (even if the photographer says you "look great").  
 

The last thing you want is to invest time and money in a shoot and see that all of the shots are 
amazing except one glaring issue that can't be fixed or, if it can be fixed post-shoot, the fix will 

take away from the natural look of the image. 

 
On the pages that follow, I have included some examples to illustrate these points. 
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LinkedIn Headshots: Top Seven Pointers 
 

by Anne Marie Segal, Executive Coach, CCMC, CPRW and NCOPE 

 
Neutral Background 

 

 
 

While it’s tempting to ditch from a traditional studio space, it often doesn’t work for LinkedIn 
because the variations in the background are distracting. In shots like the ones above and below, 

the cropped versions can also look like things are poking out of your head. 
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If you do use a neutral background, make sure it – along with the lighting – works with the colors 
of your outfit and your hair and skin tones. For example, in the shot directly below, the person’s 

face loses depth and the headshot is not as grounded, given the lighter shirt and background. In 
the second one below, the background is an accent that complements the subject. 
 

 

 
 

Notes: The first shot of two directly above is a good shot but not a “great” shot. In the second, 
while also good, her look would be much cleaner without pearls. I suggest you try different 

backgrounds, outfits and choice or omission of jewelry to get the best overall look for you. 
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Creative or Casual Shots 
 

 
 

While the shot above could make a very interesting webpage image, it does not work as well 
with the circular format of LinkedIn. Rather than looking pensive, this person almost looks like 

he is trying to cover up something or refrain from a comment he knows he will regret. 

 
 

Similarly, the shot below is visually interesting but… 
 

 



© 2019 Anne Marie Segal. All rights reserved. Please visit www.annemariesegal.com. 

on LinkedIn it looks aloof, or as if the “real action” is somewhere else, not with your audience. 
 

 
 

Dark or Uneven Lighting 
 
Lighting that is dark or uneven is also the wrong look for LinkedIn. If part of your face is in shadow 

or the overall image is too dark, it can look like you are hiding something. If there is too much light 

in part or all of the image, it robs you of the power to make a strong impression. 
 

 
 
Notes: The image on the right suffers not only from uneven lighting (raking light from the top) but 

also the issue of an uneven background. Both are distracting and take away from her credibility 
and professionalism, despite the fact that she otherwise presents very well. 
 

The image on the left, in addition to making its subject look eccentric if not quite creepy, also 
suffers from being cropped too close on top due to its original format, as I discuss further below. 
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Showing Skin 
 

As I mentioned above, usually the sleeveless or short sleeve look is something that an executive 

or attorney will not be able to pull off without looking unprofessional. There are times, however, 
when someone can pull off that look. Here, for example, are two somewhat similar shots, but the 

looks of each are worlds apart. 
 

 
 

In the image above, she looks friendly and confident, but she does not come across as a leader 

who can be trusted with the keys to the company (and all the discretion that entails). Compare 

that to the power shot below, where she “owns” it and looks like she could work a room, lead a 
high-performance team, influence the board, etc. This absolute confidence is extremely difficult 

to achieve – and bring to the office every day - but if that’s your game, this is how to play it. 
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Centering for Circular Format 
 

I have already alluded to the complications that arise when transforming an image to a circular 

format. Here are two more to consider. 
 

While the image below commands an executive presence, the gravitas of the swivel chair is lost 
when it is converted to a circular image on LinkedIn. Instead, it simply becomes a background 

shape that detracts from the headshot. 
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The prior image also loses its power when converted to a circular format. There is simply no way 

to crop it without losing important negative space (background). The drama falls flat. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Body Language 
 
The head tilt – a few images above – is often praised as a way to show that you have empathy. 

But it looks out of place in a headshot. Body language in general can present a problem, 
especially folded arms which can make you look closed off. In addition, if you are not sitting 

entirely straight or the camera is a bit tilted, this can be visually interesting in another format but 

does not translate to LinkedIn.  
 

See, for example, the images below. 
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Remember, you are the client! Take direction from photographers (and this handout) where the 
expertise is helpful, but you are the one who will live with your headshot, so make sure it is 

authentic to you and a reflection of your best professional self. 
 

Image credits above: Adobe Images.  


