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Get Your Shot
Together

Before you say your first word, your audience has already formed an
impression. And in virtual settings, much of that impression comes from
what your camera shares with the world. Your gear, your framing, and the
visual vibe of your shot don’t just affect how you look; they affect how
you’re perceived.

This chapter isn’t about acting natural on camera (that was Get Per-
sonal), or sitting with intention (that was Get Physical). And even though
Part Four is gear-head heaven, it will not be a round-up of products. This
is about the frame that holds it all together. A good shot builds trust. A bad
one creates distance. And the best part? You don’t need to be a cinematog-
rapher to get this right.

You just need to get your shot together.



Your laptop camera might be
lying to you

Most built-in laptop cameras struggle to handle real-world lighting.
They blow out highlights, they drown out shadows, and they make your
skin look dull or shiny—or maybe dull and shiny, both at once. In short,
they make you look worse, not better.

Because they’re fixed to your screen, built-in cameras often shoot from
below eye level, creating the classic “nostril cam.” Nobody looks their best
from that angle. And while I will tell you soon the same thing that all cam-
era consultants advise—to get your camera at eye level—I know how hard
that advice is to follow when we’re talking about your laptop computer. It
usually involves a few strategically placed books.

Very few built-in cameras offer the sensors needed to render accurate
skin tones or keep the image balanced when light changes. You look either
ghostly or muddy, depending on the time of day. In anything but ideal
lighting, your image can turn soft, noisy, or choppy.

Worse, built-ins can give you a false sense of adequacy. You open
Zoom, see your little face in the corner, and think, “Looks fine.” But that
preview window is tiny, forgiving, and self-deceiving. To your audience—
watching full screen on a monitor—you look underlit and disconnected.

So yes, your laptop camera is lying. It will be fine for Zoom calls,
where you just need to show yourself to others. But it should fall well
below the standard you set for leading a virtual presentation.

� The pages of the printed book might not adequately show the

difference in image quality of the various camera options outlined

here. Please see our camera test at www.crushyournext.pro.

The upgrade your face
deserves

If you have $75 to spend, you can completely change how you come
across on screen. A better camera won’t make you more qualified, but it
will make you easier to see, easier to watch, easier to pay attention to. This
isn’t about looking glamorous—it’s about removing one of the many
potential barriers between you and your audience, so your presence comes
through without visual distraction.
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Get a USB webcam
These are the workhorses of virtual presentation. They’re affordable,

plug-and-play, and most offer big leaps in image quality over your laptop’s
lens. You’ll get crisper focus, better light sensitivity, and more control over
your framing.

If you search “USB webcam” on Amazon, you will be presented with
about 10,000 choices, and you cannot go wrong with the Logitech C92x
line, ranging between $60 and $100. Here is a side-by-side with it and my
built-in, and just a reminder, you can inspect these comparison photos at
www.crushyournext.pro/camera-test.ppsx:

While the printed book might not show the superior tonal quality of
the USB webcam, you can certainly see its better angle and perspective,
and while granted, I could have made the effort to raise my laptop to eye
level, very few people do. Perhaps that is the key takeaway here: if you have
no choice but to use your built-in, do whatever you must in order to raise
its camera to the level of your eyes.

Use an old phone
Some presenters use an old iPhone or Android as a webcam, taking

advantage of apps like EpocCam, Camo, or DroidCam. For people on a
tight budget or those upgrading in phases, it’s a viable in-between, as they
all offer clean HDMI and better than decent video quality.

Use a “real” camera
If you are ready to level up further, DSLR or mirrorless cameras can

turn your feed into something almost cinematic. The depth of field alone
can make you look like you’re sitting in a professional studio. It is probably
unfair of me to lump these two into one, but they share the same virtues of
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interchangeability of lenses and profound control over the light that they
are able to capture.

DSLR/mirrorless cameras are a bit more complicated and they cer-
tainly cost more than good USB webcams, but for many, they are the only
way to go, and they will get the lion’s share of the ink in this section, start-
ing with how to choose:

Choose a DSLR if you have an old one lying around. That Canon Rebel
from 2010 would be perfect to use in your studio.

Go with a mirrorless if you are buying, as they win out in almost every
comparison. They are smaller, easier to mount, optimized for continuous
shooting, and more intelligent with face tracking.

Here is what you will need in order to add a high-end interchangeable
lens camera (ILC) to your arsenal:

1. Clean HDMI Out. This quality refers to the ability to project an
output signal that eliminates all of the stats shown through the
viewfinder (ISO, aperture, magnification, shutter speed, etc.).
Most ILCs offer this, but make sure before you pull the trigger on
an off-brand ILC, because if your audience is constantly being
told that you are shooting at F8 with 800 ISO, white balance on
Auto, 20mm zoom, and exposure compensation at -1.25, this will
be an epic fail.

2. A physical mount. Even the lightest ILCs are bulkier than USB
webcams and cannot just sit atop your monitor. You will need to
use a tripod that sits on your desk, or better still, one that attaches
to the edge of your desk or to a pole. These are cheap and plenti-
ful, but should not be overlooked.

3. A capture card. Just like with the analog microphones we spoke
about in the last chapter, ILCs need to convert their picture to
digital so you can plug them directly into your PC as USB
devices. These cards cost as little as $20.

4. A “dummy battery.” You will not want to run your ILC from a
battery, as the constant video image will drain those poor things
the way shooting video drains your iPhone. Instead, pick up a
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battery-shaped adapter that connects to AC power. Your camera
won’t know the difference but your patience will.

�

You can purchase a current Canon, Sony, Fujifilm, or Panasonic ILC
in a range of $500 to $800, but let me share with you my bargain of the
century: the Sony A5100. This is the entry-level model of Sony’s wildly
successful Alpha series, introduced in 2014. Sony had no idea that it was
creating the perfect Zoom camera before anyone knew what Zoom was.
But this little mirrorless gem offers clean HDMI, reliable face detection
autofocus, a flippable screen, and an excellent sensor.

I troll eBay for them, where I will find used bargains like these:

The one on the left has a shutter count of 350,000, and that is why it
is $100 cheaper than the typical used price. But here’s the thing: in your
studio, you might not depress the shutter once across the next five years.
All you care about is the quality of the lens and the sensor, and they tend to
have half lives like plutonium.

The one on the right has a cracked viewfinder, and while I am not
advocating that you gamble on damaged goods as I often do, you will
never frame a shot with the viewfinder; you will do that with your confi-
dence monitor or within your streaming platform.

I have three used A5100s in my studio, one of which I bought from a
vendor in Thailand for under $200. I have outfitted them with dummy
batteries, they pump high-def HDMI directly to my AV switcher, and they
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have been marvelous, trouble-free performers. Two of them do most of the
heavy lifting, one fixed at 18mm and the other at 22mm:

� Compare all four camera types at

www.crushyournext.pro/camera-test.ppsx.

Show up in your own shot
Zoom goes to great lengths to allow you to present while seated in

front of the Eiffel Tower or from the peaks of Machu Picchu. It also helps
you look good even if your lighting is bad. These are good qualities, which
we will discuss soon, but more important than your background and your
lighting is your framing. Shot composition is one of the simplest ways to
elevate your virtual presence, and one of the easiest to overlook. When your
face is too low, too high, too far, or too close, it could send subtle signals of
awkwardness or disconnection. Even if your content is great, a poorly
framed shot can quietly undermine your credibility.

The rule of thirds...sort of
One of the true elements of photographic gospel, the rule of thirds cre-

ates a grid from two horizontal and two vertical lines. The principle is to
cluster main characters on the intersection of those lines and to place hori-
zons along one of the horizontal lines.

The photo on the next page follows these two principles perfectly.
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The young couple (my daughter and future son-in-law, no less) is
placed in the top-right third and the horizon is along the top line. This
type of positioning provides context, energy, and vitality to the photo. This
is considered quintessential framing for still photography.

These rules also apply for people on camera who are not speaking to
the cameras, like on just about every interview you have ever seen on televi-
sion. Here are stills from a profile of a young crocheting phenom named
Jonah and his mother.
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Adhering to the rule of thirds allows interview subjects to face into
their scenes. While it is standard operating procedure for placement of peo-
ple who are not speaking to the camera, those who are (like virtual present-
ers) would not follow all of these guidelines. Let’s go deeper:

Lining eyes: Your camera lens should be level with your eyes. That’s how
we view each other in real life, and that’s what creates a sense of natural
connection on screen. If your camera is looking up your nose or down at
your forehead, your audience feels it, even if they can’t articulate why.

Noggin space: The other key quality for virtual presenters is headroom, the
space between the top of your head and the top of the frame. If there is too
much, you look like you’re sinking. Too little, and you’re crowding the
shot. Just an inch or two—keeps you feeling centered and comfortable.

No thirds: But the rule of thirds does not apply when you are speaking
directly to your camera. If you choose to move a tiny bit left or right in
order to accentuate your own good side or that of your background, that’s
okay. But if you moved all the way to the third, the shot would feel off.

Here is an example of good framing and video composition:

This woman has sufficient headroom, is looking directly into the camera
with level eyes, and is positioned very close to the center of her frame. Her
background is diffused and flat; the only thing I might quibble with is the
color of her shirt, which blends in a bit with the background. I might have
advised a darker color for better contrast, but everything else here is spot-on.
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Be tight, hang loose
In this chapter, and in several earlier ones, I have written about the rel-

ative merits of tight shots, which enable you to create intimacy with your
audience, and looser ones, which allow for more upper-body gesturing. In
particular, Chapter 14 is replete with examples of both and how they
impact gesturing and emoting.

My hope for you is that this is not an either/or situation, and for that I
refer you to Chapter 24, for how you can use hardware to accommodate
the use of multiple cameras.

Support behind the lens
Eye contact is one of the most powerful tools in any communicator’s

toolkit and we have discussed it in all four parts and across many chapters.
In virtual settings, it becomes a trick of geometry: if you look directly into
the camera, you can’t see the people you’re speaking to. And if you look at
your screen—where their faces live—you’re no longer looking at them. I
devoted a section of Chapter 12 to this paradox: the more you try to see
your audience, the less seen you appear.

To address this conundrum, a wide range of solutions, strategies, and
products is at your disposal, and I offer them to you in increasing degrees
of tech.

Move your Zoom window!
The simplest solution, and the one that I employ, is to move your

streaming platform’s window close to your camera. Furthermore, Zoom
users can reorder the Brady Bunch squares to place the person speaking
right below your camera. Coupled with the strategies on Page 110—where
I detail where to look and when—this stands as the simplest, cleanest, and
cheapest solution.

But it’s not perfect: you are still looking away from the person you are
speaking to instead of right at him. And that is potentially bothersome
when trying to be present for your audience. To review, what you are hop-
ing to avoid is Brady Bunch syndrome, where you are looking at a person’s
square while speaking (left), instead of looking into the camera (right).
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Stick your camera onto your screen
A new collection of products enables you to bring your webcam down

from the top of your monitor and place it anywhere on the screen, includ-
ing over the face of the person you are speaking with.

These range from very slick little suction cups to fully hinged solutions
that hang your camera down from the top of the monitor’s edge. Some are
dedicated cameras and others are more generic mounts that will work with
nearly all webcams. They range in price from $25 to $250.

The most evolved are from Plexicam, an outfit that focuses on accesso-
ries for virtual presenters. Plexicam’s products include mounts that hang
down from the top of a monitor as well as suction cups that can be placed
anywhere on the screen.

Here are four uses for screen-mounted cameras, ranging from simple
to sophisticated, and clever to misguided.

Get Your Shot Together 177



1. Hang a cam: The most popular way to place a webcam on the screen is
to hang it from the top of the monitor and slide it up and down to the
desired vertical position. These cost between $75 and $100.

2. Suction action: This webcam is literally suctioned to the screen, along
with two lights and a microphone. It’s effectively an entire studio on one
32-inch display Each cup costs about $50. Coffee cup is extra.

3. Eyes on the slide: If you want to maintain eye contact with your
audience while being displayed next to your slides, you can place your cam-
era literally right in your slide.

4. Read and stare: You can also place your webcam right on top of your
script and use it like a teleprompter. Please don’t—this usually fails epically,
turning you into a lifeless zombie.

Monitor your confidence
In the ballroom of an in-person event, a confidence monitor is a screen

placed at the foot of the stage that enables speakers to see their slides, a
timer, their notes, and anything else that helps them stay grounded in the
moment and present for their audience. A confidence monitor is not just
about displaying information; it provides assurance—hence its name.

Virtually, these same principles apply, as does the goal: maintain aware-
ness and orientation without breaking connection. But monitors are cheap
and space around you is like gold, so it pays to go big when thinking about
how to set up shop.

At a minimum, you want to see what your audience is seeing, and typ-
ically the streaming platform can do that for you. Additionally, you might
want to have PowerPoint’s Presenter view visible, so you can see the current
slide, the next slide, your notes, and current and elapsed time.

If you have more than one camera in operation, you will want a moni-
tor to confirm for you which view is being sent to your audience, and
before you know it, you are ordering up two or three extra monitors. That
might help you and it might make you drown.

Below is a repeat from Chapter 11, where you can see many displays in
front of me. Here is a tour:
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Display No. 1 is PowerPoint’s Presenter view. It shows me my notes and
what slide is coming next. I don’t use Presenter view often; this monitor
normally shows me the interface of the streaming platform in use.

Display No. 2 is the current slide in the presentation deck, but that is not
what my audience is seeing. I know this because...

Display No. 3 monitors my direct feed out to Zoom or whatever platform I
am using. This becomes my lifeline, as it would be all too easy to lose track
of what I am showing my audience. This functions as my confidence mon-
itor, and normally it would be placed very close to the camera. But because
I have three cameras that I actively use, I need to go a bit rogue and find a
place that is close to all three.

Display No. 4 is a tall monitor which can show many minutes of Chat and
dozens of participants all at the same time. I don’t refer to this monitor
often, but it is great to be able to place a lot of auxiliary data on an easy-to-
read display.

My AV switcher is right below Display No. 3 and it is what makes that
third display so vital. I want to be able to see at a glance which signal I am
sending to my audience: one of several cameras, my computer display, or a
split screen of both.
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So as you can see, the notion of a confidence monitor can morph and
expand dramatically in the virtual space. And let me be clear that you do
not need four monitors to get this right. One well-placed second screen
will do you a world of good.

Teleprompt at your own peril
There are a host of products that have as their primary objective the

preservation of your ability to maintain eye contact with the camera.
Teleprompting involves placing a reflective surface in front of your camera
and then projecting something onto that surface. This allows presenters to
look directly into the lens and see whatever is projected onto that interven-
ing surface. Just about every newscaster you have ever tuned into uses this
technique to deliver messages directly into your living room.

Meanwhile, in large auditoriums or outdoor venues, teleprompters are
not attached to cameras but are free-standing surfaces that allow speakers to
look out into the audience. You have seen these used by just about every
president and presidential aspirant since the beginning of time:
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While newsroom-quality teleprompters start in the mid-four figures,
you can put one in your studio for under $300, and the most impressive of
the bunch is Elgato’s Prompter. It uses beamsplitting technology (that is the
technical term for what teleprompters do) to place a monitor in front of
your camera, and it is almost dizzying what you can project onto it:

� Your script, so you can use it in a conventional manner

� Gallery view from Zoom or Teams

� The active speaker when in Single Speaker view, so whoever is
speaking will be shown to you

� One Note, so you can take notes while looking at your audience

� Presenter view from PowerPoint, so all of that data is right before
your camera lens

� And the Chat, so you can monitor what everyone is saying while
you are speaking to them

Truly geek heaven for anyone who wants cutting-edge technology in
their studios, but it was a bit too much for me. It placed a stunning
amount of technology at the one place where I want as little as possible.
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I don’t want to discourage you from trying cool new tech. Just know
that you will need to practice with it diligently to reach a point where you
can speak naturally in front of it.

Early adopters have likened it to an addictive drug, one colleague shar-
ing with me that he feels as if he “can’t present without it.”

I don’t want that for you. I want you to develop the confidence and
the belief that you can speak from your heart under any circumstance. “Just
give me a camera—I’ll do the rest,” is how another colleague put it when
discussing this topic. That is what I want for you, and I’m not so sure that
teleprompters can deliver it.

�

The core principle remains the same: choose tools that help you feel
more present, not more distracted. Whether it’s a beamsplitting
teleprompter or a stack of books that gets your laptop to eye level, the goal
is the same: to help you find that place where you are freely sharing your
ideas and your passion in the most genuine way possible.

Do whatever you have to do to get to that place.
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Crazy smart tech from Elgato
The Prompter is impressive engineering from a group of talented engineers. Are
you geek enough to handle it? I was not.


