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Transform Your Photos 

with Speedlights
An Introduction to Speedlights: A Beginner's Guide to Using Flash

Listen to this episode at Shootorials.com. 

If you’re a natural light photographer looking to step up your game, you’ve probably heard about speedlights. 

But what exactly are they, and how can they enhance your photography? Let’s dive into the basics and explore 

why adding a speedlight to your kit can open up a whole new world of creative possibilities.

What is a Speedlight?

A speedlight is a portable, battery-powered flash unit that attaches to your camera’s hot shoe. It can also be 

used off-camera. It's designed to provide extra light in low-light situations, fill in shadows, or add creative 

lighting effects. Unlike the built-in flash on your camera, speedlights give you a lot more power and control, 

making them a go-to tool for both indoor and outdoor photography.

They are different than studio strobes that can’t be attached to a camera, but which are much more powerful. 

Below you’ll see a picture of a speedlight with a swivel head and a much bigger studio strobe that is more than 

8x brighter than a speedlight.
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Before we get into the details, here’s a quick rundown of what you’ll need to know when starting out with a 

speedlight.

Must-Know Basics

Learn how to attach and sync your speedlight, control its power, bounce light for softer shadows, and 

understand flash sync speeds. Mastering these techniques will set you up for success, especially in portrait or 

low-light photography.

As you grow more confident, you can explore advanced techniques like off-camera flash, using modifiers, and 

experimenting with creative effects such as gels or second-curtain sync.

1. How to Attach and Sync Your Speedlight

Hot Shoe Connection: Most speedlights attach directly to your camera’s hot shoe (the metal slot on top of 

your camera). This allows the flash to sync with your camera’s shutter, ensuring the light fires at the right 

moment.

Syncing Off-Camera: Many speedlights can be triggered wirelessly using radio or optical systems. This allows 

you to place the speedlight off-camera for more creative control over lighting direction and style.

2. Power and Flash Output

Manual Power Control: Speedlights allow you to adjust their power output. For example, you can set it to 1/1 for 

full power or lower it to 1/2, 1/4, or even less, depending on how much light you need. This gives you precise 

control over the intensity of your light.

TTL (Through-The-Lens) Metering: In TTL mode, your camera automatically adjusts the flash power based on 

the scene’s ambient light. This is a great option for beginners or fast-changing conditions when you need the 

camera to make quick adjustments for you.



Flash Exposure Compensation (FEC): If you're using TTL mode, Flash Exposure Compensation allows you to 

fine-tune the brightness of your flash. For example, if the flash is too bright and overexposes your subject, you 

can dial it down slightly for a more balanced look.

3. Bounce Flash for Softer Light

Speedlights have a tilting and swiveling head that lets you bounce the light off ceilings, walls, or other 

surfaces. This softens the light and spreads it over a larger area, avoiding the harsh, direct flash that often 

creates unflattering shadows.

4. Recycle Time

The recycle time is how long it takes for your speedlight to recharge between flashes. At higher power 

settings, the recycle time is longer, so you’ll need to wait a few seconds before the flash is ready to fire again. 

This is important to keep in mind, especially if you're shooting in rapid succession.

5. Shutter Speed and Sync

Flash Sync Speed: Every camera has a maximum shutter speed at which it can sync with a flash, typically 

between 1/200 and 1/250 seconds. If you use a faster shutter speed without High-Speed Sync (HSS), you’ll 

see a black bar that obscures part of the photo. 

High-Speed Sync (HSS): HSS allows you to shoot with faster shutter speeds, like 1/1000 or even faster, which 

is particularly useful in bright outdoor conditions when you want to balance flash with sunlight. 

Nice-to-Know Information About Using a Speedlight

Now that you’re familiar with the must-know basics, here are some other features of using speedlights that are 

incredibly useful. 

1. Zoom Function

Speedlights have a zoom function that you can use to adjust the flash beam to match the focal length of your 

lens. For example, if you’re using a wide-angle lens, the flash will spread the light over a larger area. With a 

telephoto lens, the light will be more concentrated. Understanding this allows for more control over how light is 

distributed across your scene.



2. Diffusers and Modifiers

To improve the quality of your light, you can use modifiers like softboxes, bounce cards, or diffusers. These help 

to spread the light and avoid harsh shadows, giving your images a more professional, polished look. Most 

modifiers designed for flash, like domes, bounce cards, and tiny softboxes, don’t soften the light to any 

significant degree. However, there are some larger softboxes that you can attach to a flash that will soften 

your light.  

3. Off-Camera Flash

Using your speedlight off-camera can dramatically improve your lighting. With wireless triggers, you can place 

the flash anywhere in your scene, giving you full control over the direction of light. This technique is often used 

in portrait and product photography for more creative lighting setups.

Here’s an image that illustrates how you can use a speedlight off-camera to get a dramatic effect. The sun was 

behind Drea, which would have made her face and dress look dark in the shadows. So I had Drea’s husband 

stand in front of her holding the speedlight over his head and pointing  it at her as I took the shot.  



4. Manual vs. TTL Mode

While TTL mode is great for beginners, switching to Manual Mode gives you complete control over your flash 

power. This is especially useful in studio setups where lighting conditions are consistent and you want full 

creative control over your flash settings.

5. Flash Gels for Color Effects

Gels are colored plastic sheets that you place over your speedlight to change the color of the light. They’re 

useful for balancing your flash with ambient light (e.g., using an orange gel to match indoor tungsten lighting) or 

for creating creative color effects.



Ready to Level Up Your Lighting?

Adding a speedlight to your photography toolkit can open up so many possibilities—from enhancing your 

portraits with soft, flattering light to creating dramatic effects with off-camera flash. Start by mastering the 

basics: learn how to attach, sync, and control the power of your flash. Once you’re comfortable, experiment 

with techniques like bouncing light, using modifiers, and taking your flash off-camera.

What flash should you buy? Most flashes have all the functionality I’ve talked about. What’s most important is 

that you buy a speedlight  that matches your camera brand. A Nikon flash, for example, won’t work on a Canon 



camera. 

Camera manufacturers manufacture speedlights for their cameras. However, there are many third-party 

manufacturers that produce comparable quality speedlights that are much less expensive. 

Godox speedlights and studio strobes are the go-to brand for most photographers. Many retailers sell private 

label versions of Godox lights. For example, Flashpoint is one of the most well-known private label brands for 

Godox flashes. Others include Neewer, Cheetah, MoLight and Golden Eagle. 

Expect to pay anywhere from for $100 to $300 for a decent flash. Some premium brands can cost up to 

$1,000, but there is no significant advantage in paying more than $300. If you’re paying over $300, you’re 

paying for the brand name, not for quality or functionality.

I hope this guide gives you a solid introduction to using speedlights and inspires you to dive into the world of 

creative lighting! Feel free to experiment with the tips and techniques that best fit your style and shooting 

needs.

If you’re enjoying the show, please show a little love by subscribing to wherever you listen to 

podcasts and leaving a review. It will help other photographers like you who are looking to level up 

their skills and gain a deeper understanding for the art of photography. For even more love, share a 

link to Shootorials on your favorite social platform and let people know you enjoy it. 

And be sure to sign up for the monthly Shootorials newsletter where you’ll get updates about new 

podcasts, monthly challenges, and more. Subscribers to my newsletter can join my private 

Facebook Group. 
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