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1  Why Process? 
  

 
I process digital images to return them, as close as possible, to the scene I saw 
before me at the time I took the shot.  Just like custom printing with film, processing 
digital images allows us to bring out all the quality of the image that was diminished 
when the camera’s sensor captured the original image information.  Our camera 
sensors are imperfect when it comes to exactly metering the light of a scene, and 
our LCD screens are equally imperfect when reproducing the file for display on the 
back of the camera.  Trying to use the histogram to judge the quality of each image 
means applying one single set of visual rules to every image, no matter the scene 
before you.  All these high tech features can help us, but none is perfect for 
reproducing what we see.   
 
Our visual acuity far surpasses the ability of the digital sensor to record exactly what 
we see.  We see detail in shadows, and we see detail in highlights; our eyes see 
color saturation and crisp contrast, and probably greatest of all, our eyes see 
sharpness everywhere we look. 
 
The digital sensor sees only some of that.  Through the use of simple image editing 
tools the image can be more closely restored to your original vision.  Shadows can 
be opened up and have detail, and highlights can be darkened from just burned out 
areas to have detail.  Color saturation can be increased, vibrance increased, and the 
overall sharpness of the image increased – all in a few quick steps.  In Chapter 12 
there is a tutorial on creating actions in the CS programs – simple image editing 
commands shortened into the push of a single button.   
 
In Chapter 6 there is an explanation in the use of masks to apply changes only to 
specific areas of an image (local changes), and not to the whole image (global 
changes).  Both Elements and CS allow for this careful image processing technique 
(called masking), yet it’s only difficult the first time, after processing a few images 
and using this technique you won’t forget how it works. 
 
All the image processing techniques outlined in the following chapters work best 
when you have established your own workflow, or steps in image processing.  Don’t 
be afraid of the user interface (UI, as its known) of the software and the list of tools, 
you don’t have to learn them all immediately, just practice on your own images as 
you move along.  If you don’t process your digital files you leave half the potential 
quality of the image unrealized … so process the images and learn your workflow. 
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2  Prepare for Processing 
 
 

No greater mistake can be made than sitting down to process hundreds of recent 
images without first editing them.  Digital photography gives us a remarkable tool to 
document our lives via our cameras, phones, iPads, etc. - but with all those 
opportunities to take photos the one reality we all live with is limited storage space 
and limited time to process those images. 
 
I began my life in photography as a wildlife photographer.  A couple of things were 
important back then (the 1980’s) and one of them was the speed of your motordrive.  
Catching wildlife in action meant a fast motordrive.  But the days of cartridge 35mm  
film were limiting, even a 36 exposure roll of film finished in just over 7 seconds at 
5fps.  Then the rewind and reload process took you out of action for what seemed an 
eternity as your subject sprinted, sauntered, swam, or flew away.  Those days are long 
gone.   
 
My Nikon D3s will shoot at 9fps in Raw mode, and 11fps in Jpg mode.  What I’m trying 
to say is there will be images to edit.  In the seminars I teach I tell folks not to become 
emotionally attached to images without value, either on a personal or a commercial 
level.  Those failed images - whether due to vibration, being out-of-focus (oof), poorly 
composed, sun glare, etc. need to be deleted so you only keep your best work, and 
don’t clog up your stock library with poor images. 
 
The exception to that rule is personal family images.  Sometimes a certain look on the 
face of a child, even if marginally oof, will tug at the heart strings.  Ok, you can keep a 
few of those, delete the others.  Sometimes we hand off our cameras to those whose 
photography skills might be limited, and in return we get images that lack for quality 
but allow us to revisit an important moment or place.  Those can be tough choices. 
 
For myself, I have two over-riding concerns as I edit images from a photo safari or 
commercial shoot.  (1)  Does the image have impact or energy?  Impact could be 
defined by composition, distance to subject, uniqueness of subject, etc. while energy 
might be defined by action, color, emotions, or a group synergy.  (2)  Is the image 
sharp and printable?  If I can’t use it in my business as a printable image, a source 
image, or as an online image (requiring less sharpness) then why keep it?  Also, 
duplicate images are deleted because I can copy that image file a million times 
without changing its quality. 

 

 



 

 
Page 5 of 38 

3  Saving Correctly 
 
 

Saving your files seems like such an easy proposition.  You go to File, then Save, and 
you’re done – or you hit the Ctrl + S shortcut.  Over-writing your previous image can 
be very dangerous and I encourage folks to use the Save as … command instead.   
Let me explain why. 
 
The original jpg file is your starting point for all the other image processing that you 
might want to do.  I’m a firm believer in adding a file name extension when you move 
to save a file.  R means retouched and actual sizes in the file name mean printer ready 
files at that size (at 300ppi).  It is a fairly simple system that allows me to save in one 
place the different versions of a file.  I keep the largest files that are fine art in a 
different folder so they all appear together.  Below is an example from my Stock 
Library with the different versions of the file. 

 

 
 

If you need to close down Photoshop before finishing your image, save the file as a 
.psd (Photoshop File that can be saved with Layers) file, with all the layers intact.  
Finish processing another time and then save your image accordingly; when finished, 
delete the much larger .psd file. 
 
Remember that JPG files are compressed with a Lossy format, which means image 
data is lost during the compression.  Repeatedly resaving files with the same name 
will further compress the files.  While this is a marginal evil at small print sizes, it could 
reduce the quality of larger prints.  Since JPG images are processed once in-camera, 
opportunities to process/retouch the image is somewhat reduced later on – though 
again, this is a marginal evil to those accustomed to processing images. 
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4  Basic Workflow 
 
 

Workflow means an organized set of steps that lead to similar results depending on 
the processing needs of the image.  Many talking heads will say things need to be 
done in a particular way for successful image processing.  I disagree.  I’ve read a 
number of image processing books, heard lectures on processing, and seen videos of 
experts doing image processing – and the one common factor was they were all 
different.  So the order I will give here is not set in cement but can be adapted to the 
results you achieve. 
 
I bought a Minolta Dimage 2 film scanner in the mid 1990’s so I could scan my 120mm 
film and put the images (mostly weddings and wildlife) on my website, which was still 
in its infancy.  I think I began processing images using Photoshop 5 – great for its time 
but a program of limited use when compared to the software available now.  Over 
tens of thousands of hours I learned how to process images.  Again, I read books, 
worked through tutorials, and practiced tips I read in magazines.  I learned that there 
are at least two or three ways to accomplish everything you could want to do. 
 
While I will talk about image sharpening later, lets just look at the different ways you 
can sharpen an image in CS5: (1) you can use the Smart Sharpen filter, (2) you can use 
the Unsharp Mask, (3) you can go into Lab Mode and sharpen the Luminosity Layer, 
(4) you can use the High Pass filter, (5) you can sharpen with plug-in programs like Nik 
Sharpener that will appear in the Filter Menu.  The knowledge you gain from following 
a workflow will lead you to the results you prefer. 
 
One facet of understanding workflow is to envision how you want the image to 
appear when you are finished.  Study the image for its strengths and weaknesses.  No 
images are perfect, and all will require sharpening, color saturation, and global or 
local changes to the exposure of the image.  Over-processing an image is no worse 
than under-processing it because the results are the same – a poorly processed 
image.  Each section of workflow steps is designed to lead from simple corrections to 
more intensive corrections, but they are all determined by your initial review of the 
image.  Just because I say to saturate an image with 8% increased saturation doesn’t 
mean that is the perfect choice for your image; it just means that is an average 
saturation level I use.  Same with sharpening, contrast, fill light, etc.  Once you 
understand the basic steps then you are ready to explore image processing and find 
your own workflow. 
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5  The Magic of Layers 
 
 

If the Layers palette isn’t visible in your workspace, you can select it under Windows, 
where all the palettes are located.  With a picture open in your workspace, you will 
see a single layer called Background.  That is the original file layer.  Creating a copy 
layer (Ctrl + J) will allow you to put your corrections on a separate layer, or copy of the 
picture, then be able to compare the corrections to the original image by clicking on 
and off the eye next to that layer.   
 
The workspace image is always the visual representation of looking down through the 
layers.  You can also create blank Layers (Shift + Ctrl + N) to use in processing, control 
the opacity of the Layer (how much of the layer is showing), and apply different Layer 
blending modes.  In the example below, making a Levels correction of the image is 
being done on a copy layer, Layer 1 here, 
 

 
Each aspect of image processing can be put on a different layer and if a mistake is 
made, that particular layer can be deleted without losing all the other work you have 
done.  Then go back, create a new layer, and redo it.  The second step in your 
workflow, after previsualization of the image, is to create a new layer. 
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6  The Magic of Masks 
(Global vs Local changes) 

 
There is a saying in photoshop – “Black conceals, White reveals”.  This saying 
describes masks.  Masks are used to confine an image processing step to a limited 
area that you can control by painting in the corrections using a mask. 
 
For example, let’s say we have two people in a photo, one face is perfectly exposed 
but the other face is a little darker.  A common problem In portraiture.  You would 
create a new layer, using Levels brighten the image until the darker face is correctly 
exposed, then apply a black mask, which conceals the entire layer.  A black mask is 
applied using the Alt + Mask Icon key in the Layers Palette.  Choose the Paintbrush 
Tool, select White (because white reveals – or makes the black mask translucent 
where you paint in the image), select a Paintbrush Tool Opacity setting – like 20% - 
then paint the lighter face into the picture by painting on the face in the image.  You 
will see the face grow lighter with each paintbrush stroke.  The only part of this 
lighter Layer that will appear is on the face where you paint it in.  This is a local 
change. 
 
In the example below of a butterfly, I needed to add sharpness to the butterfly but 
not the background – which would pixelate with the additional sharpening.  I added 
sharpening to the Background copy Layer until the butterfly looked good, ignoring 
what it was doing to the rest of the image (because it would be hidden by the black 
mask).  I added a black mask to hide the entire Layer, and then I painted in the 
additional sharpening only in the butterfly, using the Paintbrush Tool with White 
selected. 
 

The white area on the black mask is 
where I painted in the changes (on the 
photo in the workspace) to just the 
butterfly. 
 
Likewise, A white mask (just click the 
Mask Icon button in the Layers 
Palette) reveals everything (global 
changes) which can then be painted 
out of areas where you don’t want the 
changes by using the Paintbrush Tool 
with the color Black selected. 
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7  Image Sharpening 
 
 

First off, sharpening won’t fix a badly out-of-focus (oof) image, at least not where it 
could be printed.  It might be possible to sharpen it enough for use on the web (at 72 
dpi) however.  Achieving critical subject focus is something that we all strive for with 
every image we take, but on moving subjects it can test our abilities – and our 
tripods and cameras.  If you are shooting in JPG mode the camera automatically 
applies some sharpening to the image before saving it to the memory card.  
However, critical sharpening of the image must still be done.   If you are shooting in 
Raw then the unsharpened file is saved, and sharpening is done in processing.   
 

Different levels of 
sharpening can be 
done to different parts 
of the image through 
the use of the masks 
previously described in 
Chapter 5.   
 
In the owl image at 
left, I selected the 
background that is oof, 
inversed the selection 
to just the owl, then 
applied additional 
sharpening and a little 

color boost.  I inverted the selection again and applied some noise reduction to the 
oof background, further smoothing it and making the owl stand out that much more.  
You should not sharpen areas of an image that are oof; otherwise pixelation can 
occur and become obvious in the image.  This is especially true of the sky. 
 
Like so many aspects of photography, we each have a personal feeling about how our 
images should look, and how much sharpening to apply.  The different amounts of 
sharpening mentioned here can and should be changed to your personal taste, or 
tolerance.  In choosing levels of adequate sharpening remember that if it can be 
spotted in your processing (the sharpening isn’t smooth and natural looking, there 
are halos or color fringing) you have failed in your image processing.  Let’s talk a little 
about my preferred way to sharpen and the sharpening tools involved. 
You can read many example image sharpening workflows by just googling it on your 
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browser.  You can use the Unsharp Mask (USM) Filter, the Smart Sharpen Filter, the 
High Pass Filter, change to LAB Color and sharpen the Luminosity Channel, the Fade 
Tool, etc.  It can be very confusing. 
 
Sharpening can be destructive to the original image if it isn’t done on a duplicate 
background layer.  So I always put sharpening on its own layer.  The Layers Palette 
should always be open, if not, select it by clicking on Window >> Layers.  So Step 1 is 
always to create a new layer (Ctrl + J on a PC or Cmd + J on a Mac).  Double click that 
Layer’s name and change it to “Sharpen” and select the Luminosity Blend Mode for 
it.  This restricts sharpening to tonal areas and not color. 

 
This image shows the new layer with the name 
changed to “Sharpen”, the blend mode changed 
to Luminosity, and the Opacity set to 100%.  
Now any sharpening changes will be made to the 
tones in the images, not the colors, and this will 
avoid any color fringing problems.  The effects of 
sharpening can be tweaked by reducing the 
opacity of the sharpened layer once finished. 
 
In Step 2 we can use this new “Sharpen” layers 
Blending Options to restrict sharpening changes.  
You don’t want to add sharpening to either 

highlights (they get more contrasty and burn out) or shadows (they get very noisy 
with sharpening).  We can restrict that by making sure the Sharpen Layer is selected 
(as above), right clicking on the layer and selecting Blending Options.  In the Layer 
Style dialog box you will see two scales at the bottom; the top one says “This Layer”.  
By sliding in the dark marker to 20, and the white marker to 240, no sharpening will 
occur in these light and dark areas of the layer, the shadows and highlights are thus 
protected, and none of the sharpening we do on this layer in these areas of the 
image. 
 
In Chapter 13 I discuss creating Actions to lessen the number of keystrokes we must 
do in order to quicken our processing speed.  Step 1 and Step 2 could be combined 
into one Action.  Creating this Sharpen layer, changing the name, selecting the 
Luminosity Blend Mode, and setting these restricting tonal ranges for the layer can 
all be done in one action, and with one click applied to the image.  Also, the amounts 
I’ve selected to use are not set in cement – some darker images might need more 
shadow protection, while some lighter images might need more highlight protection.  
Using this Layer-based adjustment gives us great control over the areas sharpened. 

    Layers Palette showing Layer settings 
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   Layer Style Dialog Box showing how Tonal Changes look to protect the Shadows and Highlights. 

 
Step 3 - Now I have to decide if this entire image needs sharpening (like a landscape 
image) or if just a main subject needs sharpening (like the owl in the previous 
example).  In images with a dominant subject, like wildlife and wildflower images, as 
well as some portrait images, I have found that by only sharpening the subject (by 
using the selection tools to select it) and not the background the image is improved.  
Even landscape images with areas that have continuous tones (like the sky, water, 
oof areas, etc.) can’t be sharpened very much without pixelation occurring.  Thus, 
selecting the area to sharpen is important.  Images with greater areas of texture will 
require more sharpening. 
 
Using the Quick Selection Tool (textured areas to select) and/or the Magic Wand Tool 
(continuous toned areas) will make doing the selection fairly simple.   Few images 
benefit from Global sharpening beyond just a minimal amount, so local sharpening 
through area selection is a skill you want to learn.   
 
Step 4 - My next step is to go to Filters >> Smart Sharpen to open the Smart Sharpen 
dialog box.  You don’t have to select the Advanced tab as I have done here.  Most 
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sharpening is done to the mid-toned areas of an image.  Common setting amounts 
can be saved in the Settings Tab for future use. 
 

 
For this image the Amount is set to 150 and the Radius is set to 1. 

        
Under the Sharpen tab, you see Amount, Radius, and Remove, and More Accurate.  
Amount is the Intensity of Sharpening.  Radius means moving the sharpening away 
from just the edges in the image.  Remove relates to the type of blur applied in the 
sharpening process, while More Accurate means exactly that.  Most increases in the 
Radius will result in a lowering of the Amount of sharpening Intensity. 
 
With the image zoomed in to 50% (for printing) or a 100% (for an image that will be 
seen on a monitor) adjust the Amount Radius settings.  Here are some common 
setting amounts, though every image is different.  This is where your personal taste 
in sharpening amounts will come into play.  Make your selection and hit OK. 
 
General Purpose Sharpening:  Amount of 100 with a Radius of 1. 
Maximum Sharpening:  Amount of 140 with a Radius of 1. 
Maximum Sharpening:  Amount of 70% with a Radius of 3. 
Medium Contrast Sharpening:  Amount 15 with a Radius of 30. 
High Contrast Sharpening:  Amount of 30 with a Radius of 50. 
Images sized for the web:  Amount 25 with a Radius of 1. 
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8  Workflow: Steps 1-3 
 

Step 1  Create a New Layer 
After opening the image create a new layer – Ctrl + J, and name it “Levels”, or you can 
drag the Background layer to the Copy Layer Icon at the bottom of the Layers Palette.  
New layers should be created whenever major changes to the image will take place.  
This will guard against you losing your previous work if you make a mistake.  You are 
always looking at layers from the top to the bottom in the Layers Palette.   
 
Step 2  Use Levels to Correct Exposure  
Open the Levels Dialog Box (Ctrl + L) and make adjustments as needed.  The heart of 
your exposure is the histogram showing the different levels of brightness for each 
individual gray tone.  You can manipulate the images exposure by sliding the black, 
gray, or white markers in the Histogram.  It isn’t so much the curve of the histogram 
that is important, but gaps in the histogram at either end.  Gaps indicate a problem in 
the exposure, which visually is revealed through a lack of contrast in the image.  If the 
Histogram levels extend right to the edges, clipping is occurring in the image.  In other 
words, you have burned areas with no detail in the highlights, or blocked out areas 
with no detail in the shadows. 
 

 
This example shows how the levels of brightness are distributed in an image. 

 
The bottom row shows JPG files are 8 bit files with 256 (28 power) levels of brightness.  
Also notice that there are more levels of brightness in the light and very light tones 
than in the darker tones.  This is why brightening the shadows (which have far fewer 
levels of brightness, thus image information) will lead to more noise in the shadows 
and must be done carefully. 
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The Levels Dialog Box showing the Histogram for my Great Gray Owl image. 

 
Since my owl image is mostly gray, or middle-toned, the histogram peaks mostly in the 
middle but does continue to the edges with no clipping.  Therefore, instead of moving 
the black or white sliders (circled in red) to affect exposure, I will use the gray slider 
(also in red) to adjust the image’s exposure.  In the end I moved the gray slider right to 
a setting of .87 to darken the image some.  You can click the “eye” of the layer on-and-

off to compare it to the background layer and see 
your changes. 
 
Here is an example of a Histogram with a gap in 
the highlights of the image.  Sliding the white 
marker to the left to where the light is recorded 
in the Histogram will improve the contrast of the 
image.  In order to see the beginning of clipping, 
so you know exactly how far to go, hold down the 
ALT key and you will see a mask go over the 
image that will reveal when clipping starts.  This 
works with the black marker as well.   

 
Colors can also be remapped (in the case of images with a color bias) in Levels using 
the eyedroppers.  The black, gray, and white eyedroppers remap colors based on the 
color they are clicked on.  Find a spot that should be white in the image, and use the 
white eyedropper to click on it.  Sometimes more than one spot can be tried. 
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Step 3  Adjust Image Color 
Ok.  Let’s create a new layer to adjust the image’s color.  (Ctrl + J)  Name this new layer 
“Color”.  In Elements color can be adjusted using the Hue/Saturation dialog box that 
can be opened with Ctrl + U.  Either saturate all the colors (Master) or select an 
individual color from the drop down menu and saturate only it.  Other adjustments to 
Hue and Lightness can also be made.  I usually try to return the image’s color to what I 
remember the scene looking like, so small changes in the 6-14% range will usually 
work. 
 
In CS5 (or higher) you can use a more precise color saturation tool called the Channel 
Mixer.  Remember, in Photoshop colors are called Channels, so RGB is really a Red 
channel, Green channel, and Blue channel.  You can access the Channel Mixer dialog 
box by going to Image >> Adjustments >> Channel Mixer. 
 

This is another example of 
why to use Actions in CS5 or 
higher.  This step has many 
keystrokes. 
 
To saturate an image at 
14%: The first output 
channel is Red.  Change the 
Red setting to 114,  
-7 for the Green and -7 for 
the Blue channels.   
 
Next, select the Green 
Channel: set Red to -7, 
Green to 114, and Blue to -
7.  Select the Blue Channel: 
set Red to -7, Green to -7, 
and Blue to 114. 
 
This keeps all the channels 
in balance. Hit OK to apply 
the saturation to the image. 

 
How does the image look?  Too strong?  Then lower the Opacity setting of the Color 
Layer until it looks more natural.  I have actions for both 8% and 14% color boosts. 
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9  Workflow: Steps 4-6 
 

STEP 4  Sharpen Your Image 
Examine your processing carefully.  You can always adjust how much of each layer you 
are seeing by changing a layers Opacity setting.  You can see your changes by clicking 
the “eye” on and off for each layer and comparing changes with the layer below it. 

 
The red box highlights the “eye” for each layer 
which makes the layer visible or not.  You cannot 
work on a layer that is not visible. 
 
Create a new Layer (Ctrl + J) and rename it 
Sharpen.  Change the Layer Blend mode to 
Luminosity.  Review the steps for sharpening in 
Chapter 7. 
 
If the image subject is selectable, then use the 
Quick Selection Tool to select it.  Apply the steps 

that are outlined in Chapter 7 as to Smart Sharpen settings and sharpen the image.  
Each image is unique and might require different tactics for proper sharpening.   
 
Image Sharpness is a product of two factors:  Image Resolution and Acutance.  Low 
resolution images lack fine detail and no amount of sharpening can create detail where 
there is none.  Acutance is the contrast level between light and dark pixels that are next 
to each other.  The quicker the transition from light to dark, the sharper the edge 
appears.  Nearly all sharpening adds contrast by making the light pixels a little lighter, 
and the dark pixels a little dark, thus increasing contrast, or acutance.  It is where an 
edge crosses through mid-pixel that acutance is lowered. 
 
Another factor in determining proper levels of sharpening is the final use of the image.  
If this image will be printed (high resolution) higher levels of sharpening are needed.  
Images meant to be seen on the computer monitor (low resolution) require less 
sharpening.  Always process the original image as if its going to be printed, then save it 
with the naming caveat ( imagename-R.jpg) mentioned in Chapter 3.  All other uses of 
this image will generate from this retouched version.  Areas of high texture can be 
sharpened locally even more.  You can create a new layer (Ctrl + J), apply more 
sharpening, and create a black mask (see Chapter 6) and paint in the additional 
sharpening using the Paintbrush Tool set to a low 20% Opacity in the Tool Options bar.  
Use an appropriately sized brush and paint in the additional sharpening just to the 
selected area.   
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STEP 5  Reduce Image Noise 
If you selected the subject using a Selection Tool, go to the main menu to  
Select >> Inverse to reverse the selection to the non-subject areas.  These areas are 
usually either oof, or are more continuously toned areas.  You can then apply noise 
reduction by going to Filters >> Noise >> Reduce Noise. 
 

 
There are also many advanced plug-ins available for both Photoshop CS and Elements 
programs.  One sharpening and noise reduction program that I like is Imagenomic’s 
Noiseware Professional.  Others that are popular are Noise Ninja and NIK Sharpener.  
Each program seems to have its own share of professionals that use them.  The sky is a 
regular choice for obvious noise reduction in many images.  In some cameras the use of 
high ISO settings almost guarantees noise problems. 
 
STEP 6  Image Clean-Up 
These final steps put the finishing touches on image processing, where the image is 
meant for printing.  While pixelation can easily occur in images overly sharpened for 
viewing on a monitor, it only rarely occurs in images to be printed unless the image you 

The Reduce Noise Dialog Box 
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started with is very small or of poor resolution.  To begin, create a new layer (Ctrl + J). 
 
Dust Spots – Dust on the sensor of a D-SLR with interchangeable lenses is unavoidable.  
Even consistent, good sensor cleaning will leave some visible dust spots when small 
aperture settings, like f16, are being used.  Read your cameras manual for directions on 
cleaning the sensor. 
 
Zoom into the image to 200% and slowly scroll through the image.  Only the sky and 
other continuously toned areas will show dust spots.  The act of scrolling across the 
image will show the dust spots moving along the image, making them fairly easy to 
spot.  Select the Spot Healing Brush, adjust the brush size (using the brackets [ ] on the 
keyboard) to slightly larger than the dust spot, then apply the tool to each dust spot.  
Dust spots next to edges in the image could bleed over, so the Clone Stamp Tool might 
work better on those. 
 
Nuisance Items – Sounds silly, but stray garbage in the image, distracting background 
hot spots, blurry birds flying through the composition, acne on a face, reflections in 
someone’s glasses, or other similar problems should be cleaned up now.  The primary 
tool for this will be the Clone Stamp Tool, and sometimes the Spot Healing Brush.  
When copying over a distracting item, like a pop can on the ground, set the Clone 
Stamp Tool Opacity level to 30% and blend it out of the image with a few passes, 
instead of trying to do it on the first pass at 100% Opacity, which will nearly always 
show some kind of edge. 
 
Image Vibrance – This is my final step in image processing of the original file.  Not 
available in Elements, the Vibrance Control in CS programs will allow some final color 
saturation tweaking.  It can be found under Image >> Adjustments >> Vibrance.  It has 
the unique ability to not overly saturate any one particular color. 
 
Final Save – With all the image processing done, resave the image by selecting File >> 
Save As and giving it a new identifying letter to indicate it is a retouched version of the 
original image.  Don’t overwrite the original file unless you are sure you will never need 
it in the future.  Always save this file at the largest/finest JPG Quality setting of 12.  This 
image now becomes your master image for future printing and online needs. 
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10  Portrait Retouching 
 

There was a point, sometime in 2001, when I was charged $35 by my lab to scan a 
120mm wedding negative to remove some simple acne.  I did some research and 
eventually bought a Minolta Dimage Scanner.  From that time forward I have scanned 
(pre-digital) film negatives and slides into my computer and done my own retouching.  
I spent a great deal of time learning portrait retouching from at least a dozen books 
that taught various methodologies.  I went to Adobe Photoshop seminars, and 
practiced constantly on my own clients images.  When I converted to digital 
photography in 2004, and sold all my film cameras in 2005, I was completely taken by 
the power of this new imaging process. 
 
Like the regular image processing workflow, portrait retouching is a series of steps that 
end in the improvement of an image.  There are always flaws in a face, and some can 
be serious, but they can all be improved through careful retouching.  Much like a 
plastic surgeon, I want to shave off a few years, or maybe even a decade of skin 
damage, wrinkles, and acne scars.  A good photographer creates an image and 
provides retouching that make a client look as good as possible.  I want them to look 
better in my photograph than in any photograph they have ever had taken. 
 
Portrait retouching begins where image processing left off.  Again, we will put each 
retouching step on a separate layer to ensure full control.   
 
1) Create a New Layer (Ctrl + J).  Double-click on the name and rename it “Skin”. 
 
2) Start by removing acne and minor facial scars using either the Spot Healing Brush.  
Use the brackets ([ ]) to adjust the size of the brush.  Stay away from light/dark edges 
as they will bleed over.  Look for stray hair hanging in the face as well. 
 
3) Create a New Layer (Ctrl + J).  Double-click on the name and rename it “Hair”. 
 
4) Use the Clone Stamp Tool to copy over areas of stray hair.  A dark background can 
be copied and easily pasted over stray hair, it becomes more difficult with a lighter 
background or one with a more obvious texture – then copying and pasting must be 
done very carefully so changes are invisible.  I usually go into the hair and fix layering 
and stray hair problems, the hair just looks smoother. 
 
5) Create a New Layer (Ctrl + J).  Double-click on the name and rename it “Eyes”. 
 
6)  Select the Dodge Tool and set the Exposure to 15% in the Tool Options Bar.  Again, 
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use the keyboard brackets to size the brush appropriately.  Zoom in on the eyes and 
make a couple of passes around the white areas of each eye.  Once finished, use the 
Layer Opacity control to lower the opacity if the eyes appear too bright.  A little 
brightness will make the eyes look more open, and the person more alert. 
 

7)  Again create a new layer 
and name it “Teeth”. 
 
8) Use the Dodge Tool at a low 
Exposure setting of 15% to 
gradually brighten the teeth 
with a few brush strokes. 
 
Now that we have made the 
technical corrections it is time 
to make the image more a 
work of art than a simple 
portrait.  Let’s look at some 
glamour retouching to set off 
this image. 
 
9) Create a new layer, name it 
“Glamour”. 
 
10) Go to the Filter menu; 
select Blur, then Gaussian Blur 
and select a pixel value of 16, 
click OK. 

 
11)  Now apply a black mask to the Layer by holding down the ALT key and clicking the 
Layer Mask Icon at the bottom of the Layers Palette.  Remember, the black mask will 
conceal the blurry layer – so that we can reveal it gradually, and only where we want. 
 
12) With the black mask concealing the blurry layer, select the Paintbrush Tool with an 
Opacity setting of 16% in the Tool Options menu.  Select White as the color.  Picking 
the right brush size can be difficult.  I usually start with a brush about a ½ inch wide to 
paint in the blur around the eyes, teeth, and jewelry.  IMPORTANT – don’t bring in the 
blur on the eyes, eyebrows, teeth, lips, or jewelry – those areas need to remain sharp. 
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Once you are done with that increase the brush size to about 1½ inches and start to 
bring in the blur in the skin area, the hair surrounding the face, the hands (in this case), 
exposed shoulder and neck.  You will see the white face mask appearing in the black 
mask in the “Glamour” layer.  The trick is to paint in the blur to a level that seems just 
a little too much, like your subject’s skin is beginning to look a little too plastic. 
 
13)  When the blur appears a little too much you are ready for the next step.  Take the 
“Glamour” layer’s Opacity setting to 0.  The blurred layer is gone – now start to slide 
the Opacity setting level higher and watch the blur slowly come in.  Stop when you feel 
like the retouching looks good, and natural.  This is a form of air-brushing that is easy 
to do and fully controllable.   
 
14)  When satisfied you can either save this image as a Photoshop File (.psd) with the 
layers intact and an opportunity to go back for further retouching, or go to Layers >> 
Flatten Image and collapse the layers, then go to File >> Save As and give it a new 
name, with a new extension letter.  

 
Here is how the layers look at the end of the 
portrait retouching process.  You will notice that 
the Opacity setting for this final Glamour layer is 
set at 74%.  The final version of this image can be 
seen on the next page. 
 
The size of the final print can be one thing in 
determining how much retouching to do.  Small 
prints don’t need as much retouching, while larger 
prints require much more work.  On an image like 
this I can usually do the retouching in about five 
minutes for small prints, probably about ten 
minutes for large prints where the level of 
retouching is much higher.  When I actually printed 
this for the client (11x14 as I recall) I also fixed 
eyelashes that were in her eye, some missing 
mascara, and darkened some areas in the 

background that were too bright for the black muslin to look smooth.  She loved the 
print and I got many of her friends as clients.  I love it when clients remark that they 
were having such a good hair day, or make-up day, after seeing the final print. 



 

 
Page 22 of 38 

 
 
There are many other techniques that can be added to the portrait retouching 
workflow.  One is reducing wrinkles.  Wrinkles can be eliminated completely, or have 
their impact reduced – which is what I normally do.  Wrinkles aren’t necessarily a bad 
thing; they are a sign of maturity and experience on a man.  Women, more than men, 
need greater wrinkle reduction.  There are a couple of ways to do this. 
 
Wrinkles 
Create a new layer and rename it “Wrinkles”.  Select the Healing Brush Tool and find 
an area of good skin, hold down the ALT key and click to take a reading.  Now, go 
eliminate smaller wrinkles.  Select the Blur Tool, a strength of 25%, and slowly paint 
along the harshest wrinkles to smooth their impact.  You can go back and forth 
between these tools.  I want to shave off about ten years worth of wear and tear on a 
woman, and do very little to a man. 
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11  Image Noise 
 
 

Image noise is caused by random variations in brightness and color that cause fluctuations in 
the electronic signal being sent from the sensor’s photodiodes to the digital sensor.   Certain 
circumstances can increase the amount of noise, or artifacts, being read by the sensor in a 
given scene.  Here are a few that add noise to an image: 
 

Shooting at High ISO Settings The greater sensitivity to light of high ISO 
settings also means the greater sensitivity to 
random light and color noise. 
 

Long Shutter-Speeds Exposures exceeding 30 seconds, even at low 
ISO Settings, can increase noise at it collects 
in the digital sensor’s light gathering pixels. 
 

Digital Sensor Heat Sensor heat creates Thermal Noise which can 
be read by the sensor’s photodiodes and 
translated into increased levels of noise.  It 
has been shown that all things being 
considered, just the changing of the seasons 
from winter to summer will add noise to 
most images. 
 

Smaller DX-sized Sensors The light gathering pixels in DX sensors are 
smaller and closer together, both features 
allow more extraneous light noise to reach 
the sensor. 
 

Shooting in Program Modes In Program Modes you lose the ability to 
control ISO settings and shutter-speeds. 
 

 
Handling the problem of image Noise means making compromises that can potentially reduce 
image quality.  The most dramatic trade off is in the loss of fine image detail.  This detail can be 
lost, or diminished, many different ways.  To begin with, the camera’s own aggressive noise 
reduction can lead to a loss of detail.  In some higher quality cameras there is a menu option 
that controls in-camera noise reduction in both Raw and JPG images.  We want to use every 
trick to reduce noise, even as we venture into some of the high noise situations mentioned 
above.  These tips are going to seem obvious but they need to be mentioned anyway.  I 
mentioned processing for noise in Step 5 of the JPG Processing Workflow in Chapter 9.   
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Here is a list of tips for reducing noise in images so that even less needs to be done during your 
image processing steps to handle noise reduction: 
 

Shoot at low ISO Settings The less sensitivity to light of low ISO settings 
also means the less sensitivity to random 
light and color noise.  This might require the 
use of a tripod more often. 
 

Faster Shutter Speeds There is no getting around shooting in dark 
conditions; it is just a part of nature 
photography that is unavoidable.  Opening 
up a stop or two (f16 to f11 to f8) could help 
significantly.  Understand Hyperfocal 
Distance so setting the f-stop is more exact. 
 

Keep your Camera Cool Beyond just storing your camera out of the 
sun and in a cool place, when long exposures 
are unavoidable, allow time between 
sequences for the sensor to cool down. 
 

Larger FX-sized Sensors The light gathering pixels in FX sensors are 
larger and farther apart - both features allow 
less extraneous light noise to reach the 
sensor. 
 

Buy New Camera Bodies Technology is changing quickly in digital 
photography so that the difference of just a 
year or two, or a model or two newer, can 
result in huge sensor improvements from 
entry level to pro cameras. 
 

Buy Faster Lenses Fast lenses (f2.8 or f4 vs f4.5 or f5.6) again 
will result in high shutter speeds under 
lowlight conditions in both wildlife and 
sports photography and reduce image noise. 
 

Add a Light Source While not always possible in nature 
photography, it is possible in other types of 
subjects to add additional light through room 
lights, portable lights, or flash. 
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12  CS Program Actions 
 
 

Actions are an important element in speeding up your workflow.  Photoshop Elements 
does not allow the user to create and save actions, but does have an automated action 
player in the Effects Dialog Box with a number of normal actions found under Window 
>> Effects.  Also, you can purchase programs that run their own actions, such as NIK 
Software Efex or Imagenomic’s Noiseware Professional that will install in Elements and 
will show up in the Filters menu. 
 
Photoshop CS programs allow you to create and use your own specific actions.  Actions 
are nothing more than recorded keystrokes that will play exactly the same each time it 
is run.  They are easy to create and modify.  Here we go: 
 
Step 1 
Create a New Folder for your Actions.  Click on the Folder icon at the bottom of the 
Actions Palette, when the dialog box opens, name your new folder – mine is a very 
simple “Brent’s Actions”.  My actions carry over into several folders, each with a 
particular set of actions – one for processing, one for portrait retouching, one for my 
website image sizes, etc. 
 
Step 2 
With your new folder ready you can start adding actions.  Since we have talked a lot 
about image sharpening let’s set up an action to perform a standard amount of 
sharpening using the Smart Sharpen filter.  Open an image in your CS program. 
 
Click on the New Action icon.  See the graphic on the next page that identifies each of 
the icons at the bottom of the Actions Palette.  When the New Action dialog box opens 
there are four fields to check before clicking Record.  (1) In the Name field, something 
simple, like “70% Smart Sharpen” will work.  It’s descriptive of what the action will do 
– run Smart Sharpen to with an amount of 70% and a Radius of 1.  (2) In the Set: field 
your Action Folder name should be selected.  (3) I don’t set actions to run by clicking a 
Function key since the Function keys have shortcuts already.  (4) In the Color field you 
can enter a color that will draw attention to the action in the palette if you want.  I 
leave these last two fields alone, no Function key and no Color. 
 
When you have entered a name for the action you can click on “Record”.  The New 
Action dialog box will close and the Begin Recording icon will be glowing red.  All your 
keystrokes will now be recorded until you click the Stop Recording icon. 



 

 
Page 26 of 38 

Step 3 
With the action recording, go 
to Filters >> Sharpen >> 
Smart Sharpen to open this 
dialog box.  Enter the 
appropriate information: set 
the amount to 70% and the 
Radius to 1, click OK. 
 
Step 4 
Click on the Stop Recording 
icon at the bottom left of the 
Actions Palette.  The 
recording light will go off, 
and your action is recorded. 
 
Now, all you have to do is 
select the Action, and click 
on the run icon for the action 
to perform its work. 
 

You will notice there is an arrow next to the action that is pointed at the name.  Click 
on this arrow to show the steps that were involved in creating the action.  Some of my 
actions have half-dozen steps.  If the action title doesn’t jog your memory as to all the 
steps involved you can click on this arrow (so it opens the actions steps) so it points 
down.  See the example on the next page. 
 
The great thing about actions is you can combine many common keystrokes into one 
single action, saving yourself a lot of time, but also allowing these multi-stepped 
actions to be run as a “Batch” on all the files in a directory.  For example, you can 
create an action that places all your copyright information (See File >> File Info) within 
an image, then saves and closes it.  You then run this action on all the files in a 
particular directory, including or excluding sub-directories.  Go to File >> Automate >> 
Batch, select the action and the directory, then run it. 
 
As you can see from the example above I have many actions that are similar, my choice 
being determined by the image itself.  Sharpening, Color Boost, and Contrast Boosts all 
have multiple choices – based on the image.  The Fill Shadow 10% and the Contrast 
10% are actions that that run at an intensity I’m comfortable will, I can run them more 
than once if needed.  Other actions do very specific things like reducing the image to 8 
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bits (for saving as a jpg), putting borders on my website images (see the action below), 
applying a split ND filter to the image (then manually adjusting it), opening my 
signature files for those same website images, converting to black-and-white, etc. 
 

 
I run this action 
on my displayed 
website gallery 
images, like this 
Gray Hairstreak 
butterfly.  The 
border is one 
action, while the 
signiture action 
just opens my 
signiture files and 
then I position the 
signiture 
manually.   
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13  Photoshop Plug-ins 
 
 

There are many third party software designers for Photoshop plug-ins.  These 
programs run from within Photoshop, normally at the bottom of the Filters menu.  
They can be run globally on the entire image, or you can make a selection and then 
run them on only the selected area. 
 
Some of these plug-ins are free and perform simple changes to the image - some are 
more complex and cost hundreds of dollars.  Some of the plug-ins can also be run as 
stand-alone programs, processing the image without needing to be run from within 
Photoshop.  Keep this in mind about plug-ins:  while they may perform amazing 
changes to your images, whether compositionally or through exposure or color shifts 
– all those changes can be done within Photoshop by an experienced Photoshop user 
without the need for the plug-in.  The plug-ins allow you to shorten the learning 
curve.  Google “Photoshop Plug-ins” and you will have pages of choices. 
 

 
Imagenomic Noiseware Professional Plug-in for Photoshop 

 
Plug-ins range from noise reduction programs like Imagenomic’s Noiseware Pro and  
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Noise Ninja – to processing effects like NIK Efex, Topaz, Alien Skin – and many others.  
These are simple plugins that can really add some power to your processing without 
the full Photoshop learning curve.  The advent of HDR (High Dynamic Range) 
photography has brought programs like Photomatric into common use – it can splice 
photos together and balance the tonal ranges of images with difficult lighting. 
 

 
The Giant Grove in Sequoia NP - 7 images combined into a HDR image in Photoshop CS5. 

 

 
Grizzly Falls in Kings Canyon National Park – a 2 shot HDR image. 
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14  Raw Processing 
 
 

D-SLR cameras can shoot images in raw, an uncompressed format that allows you to 
perform processing steps with full control over the image and its data.  This is a great 
advantage to you.  While a JPG image has been processed in-camera and compressed, 
then saved to the storage card – a raw image is all the information from the camera’s 
sensor that was recorded then saved without compression to the storage card.   
 
After downloading the raw files to your computer there is one main additional 
processing step before the images open in Photoshop for any other processing – and 
it’s called Adobe Camera Raw (ACR).  ACR is a raw image converter.  You can open one 
file or many, and then apply the amount of image processing that you select, and then 
open the files in Photoshop for further work.  
 
I want to make a point here.  This is not going to be an exhaustive look at all the 
processing options in ACR; rather, this PDF is designed to assist you in your workflow.  
I’m going to cover the important tools and controls that I use in my workflow of raw 
images.  There is a lot of information in the main ACR dialog box so it appears on the 
next page in a vertical format so I don’t have to compress it and you can see it large.  
For those who are just beginning to shoot in raw and aren’t familiar with this ACR 
dialog box, it will open in either Elements or CS when you select a raw file, or drag and 
drop a raw file (or files) into the Photoshop workspace. 
 
The main differences between the Elements version and the CS programs version are 
the number of tool panels that are available.  You will notice there are 10 tool panels 
in the CS version of ACR (the two red circles highlight two of the ten tool panels), 
while there are only 3 in Elements (Basic, Detail, and Camera Calibration).  The Basic 
Tool panel is the same in both, and that is where the exposure tools are located.   
 
I’ve highlighted a few important areas in red in the ACR dialog box example on the 
following page.  The settings are all at their default values.  Over the next few pages 
I’m going to explain how I process images in ACR and what I look for in the images 
exposure – which leads to the values that I will input, and why.  Nikon raw files carry 
the imagename.NEF extension; while Canon’s raw designation is imagename.CS2.  If 
you batch a number of files to process in ACR it is far simpler if they have a similar 
exposure value, i.e. a little light, a little dark, or close to normal.  This will allow you 
select all the files and apply all the exposure changes to those images simultaneously. 
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At the top of the ACR dialog box you see my red arrow that says ACR Tools.  These 
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tools allow you to make changes to a single image, or a batch of images, that you are 
processing.  Each tool has a different function.  I’m not going through them all, but 
some are rotate, straighten, spot removal, white balance, graduated filter, etc.   
 
At the bottom you will see my red arrow and ACR Output Options.  Other than bit 
size, these options (Color Space, resolution, etc.) are available only in the CS program 
version of ACR.  I do as much processing in the 16 bit size as I can.  I have actions to 
change the colorspace to sRGB for images intended for online use, as well as to lower 
the bit depth to 8 bits for JPG images.  The larger red circle shows the Auto and 
Default options to begin your image processing.  The small two red circles show the 
two important tool panes.  A very good book in raw image processing is Camera Raw 
101 by Jon Canfield, and there are many others – each with a different look at 
processing an image in ACR.  
 

Step 1 
With an image open in the ACR dialog box, go to 
the Lens Corrections tab and click on the box 
that says Enable Lens Profile Corrections.  Then 
under Lens Profile select your Camera Maker, 
Lens Model, and Lens Profile.  This profile will 
correct image perspective and solve some of the 
distortion issues all lenses have.  With that set 
you are ready for the next step.   
 
Step 2 
Click on the Basic tab.  This is where many of the 
exposure and color tools are located.  I use ACR 
to adjust the exposure of my raw files, not to 
sharpen or adjust color.  I leave those changes 
to after I’ve opened the image in Photoshop.  I 
feel like I have greater control to those 
processing steps because I can use layers and 
masks to correct images more precisely.   
 

With that in mind, click on the Auto button and see how ACR automatically processes 
your image.  Now, if you feel like it did a good job you can further adjust the settings 
to tweak it even closer to ideal – if you don’t like it, just click on Default and it will go 
back to the images initial settings.  You can go back-and-forth between these two 
settings to see the controls that are changing the image’s exposure the most. 
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Step 3 
The Basic Tools tab shows the 
different controls available to 
process the image.  With 
either the Auto or Default 
chosen as the closest correct 
exposure (to your taste), begin 
the process of tweaking the 
exposure by adjusting the 
sliders of each control. 
 
Exposure – is like the exposure 
compensation (+/-) control on 
your camera to add or 
subtract light from the basic 
camera exposure reading. 
Recovery – recovers details in 
areas that are close to burning 
out. 
Fill Light – adds light to 
shadowed areas of the image. 
Blacks – adjusts the black 
point of the exposure. 
Brightness – adjusts the gray 
point (middle tones) of the 
exposure. 
Contrast – adjusts the contrast 
in middle tones of the 
exposure. 

Each of these 6 exposure adjustments gives you amazing control over the image’s 
exposure levels when you process and open it into Photoshop for final adjustments. 
As I said previously, I don’t sharpen, do noise reduction, or adjust colors in ACR. 
 
Clarity – this color setting can adjust the levels of mid-tone contrast as well.  It can 
increase edge definition, sometimes called local contrast, and is closely related to 
sharpening.  Positive clarity numbers will increase edge definition. 
 
Vibrance – this color control is selective in the colors it will saturate.  It will darken 
blue skies, but won’t oversaturate any colors beyond their limit. 
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Step 4 
With your exposure adjustments complete, open the image(s) into Photoshop by 
simply clicking the “Open Image” button.  Each raw image will be processed given the 
settings you entered on the ACR screen.  You can now do additional processing to 
sharpness, color, noise, etc. as outlined in JPG Processing Steps 1-6 in chapters 8 and 
9 of this pdf file.   
 
In the latest (CS6) version of Photoshop some of the controls in ACR have been 
changed.    Recovery, Fill Light, and Brightness have been replaced with Highlights, 
Shadows, and Whites.  
 
Regardless of these small changes, the overall look of ACR hasn’t changed since it was 
first introduced – and each new version improves raw image processing in some way.  
If you want to take advantage of the full power of your digital SLR camera, shoot in 
raw and learn to pre-process images using the ACR window.  This software is much 
more powerful than the cheap software generally included when you bought your 
camera. 
 
Lastly, you can’t save awful, out-of-focus images – nothing will do that.  Images that 
are more than one stop too dark or one stop too light can be saved to some degree, 
but more than one stop generally means an image with great, noticeable flaws.  The 
old adage about “garbage in, garbage out” holds true.  Practice your shooting 
techniques, improve your photography style, learn to understand how the light will 
look to your sensor and make adjustments – then process your images for maximum 
quality and print fidelity. 
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15  The Final Straws 
 
 

This is my catch-all chapter for all the little tweakie things I want to include in this pdf file 
but don’t have enough information for an entire chapter.  There are many processing 
steps that can be explained in a short sentence or two. 
 
E-Mailing Photos 
E-mail images at 72dpi for just looking at on a monitor.  That means images that are 
destined for e-mail attachments, online albums, websites, flicker, facebook, etc.  An 8x10 
will look 8x10 in size on the monitor if converted to 72dpi.  Go to Image >> Image Size, 
then Resolution and enter 72.  Save with a new name (imagename-web.jpg).  After 
resizing the image like this I add a touch of sharpening to the smaller image.  Smart 
Sharpen at an amount of 25, Radius of 1. 
 
Black-and-White 
There is a better way to convert a color image to black-and-white than by desaturating 
the image, which is commonly done in many programs, including Photoshop.  You can do 
this in both Photoshop programs (Elements and CS).  In Elements go to Enhance >> 
Convert to black-and-white, and enter this information.  In the three color options enter 
70 Red, 16 Green, 14 Blue, and 6 Contrast – this is a good starting point for most bw’s.  
 
In a CS program, go to Image >> Adjustments >> Channel Mixer and click on 
Monochrome.  Then enter the same ratios: 70 Red, 16 Green, 14 Blue, and 6 Contrast – 
then click ok.  This is a much better place to start in your conversion to BW.  If you want 
to see the difference between this and desaturation, just create two new layers for a 
photo.  Desaturate one by going to Hue/Saturation (Ctrl + U) and lowering the saturation 
to 0, then on the other layer do the ratio in the Channel Mixer or Elements Convert to 
Black-and-White dialog box.  One is awful, and one is very good.  Give it a try. 
 
Shortcuts 
Using shortcuts quickens your image processing.  I’ve mentioned a few in these pages, 
but you should know as many as you can.  Here are a few more:  Undo the last step (Ctrl 
+ Z), Merge down a layer (Ctrl + E), Select All (Ctrl + A), Deselect a Selection (Ctrl + D), 
New Copy Layer (Ctrl + J), Color Balance dialog box in CS programs (Ctrl + B), Levels (Ctrl 
+ L), Transform a selected area (Ctrl + T), Copy (Ctrl + C), Paste (Ctrl + V), Curves dialog 
box 
(Ctrl + M), Show/Hide the Ruler (Ctrl + R), among many others. 
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Color Space 
Most D-SLR cameras will shoot in two color spaces (for JPG’s) – Adobe 1998 RGB is the 
broader colorspace (more individual colors) while sRGB has fewer colors in its 
colorspace.  However, shooting in Raw gives you Colormatch RGB and ProPhoto RGB as 
additional colorspaces in the Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) converter. 
 
I don’t shoot much in JPG mode so I don’t have to make a colorspace choice until I 
process the Raw images.  Usually, I process the images using Adobe 1998 RGB – save the 
main processed file, and then convert the colorspace to sRGB for images that will be 
seen on a Monitor – such as all online uses, like my website.  The colorspace of the web 
is sRGB.  Your images will look flat and less than saturated if you put them online in the 
Adobe 1998 RGB colorspace. 
 
Keyboard Shortcuts and Menus 

In the CS programs you can go to Edit >> 
Keyboard Shortcuts that will open a dialog box 
that will allow you to do two things:  
 
(1) Add or Edit shortcuts.  For example, I put the 
Vibrance Control at F9, and the 
Brightness/Contrast dialog box at Ctrl + K.  I like 
having these two tools available at the click of a 
shortcut; again, it helps with my processing 
speed.  If you add a shortcut to a key stroke that 
already has a shortcut, and its one you don’t use, 
then overwrite it.  You can also hide menu 
options you never use to make the menus a little 
more user friendly. 
 
(2) You can select the Menu tab and add a color 
to a certain menu option to help you see them 
quicker.  In the example at left, I have shaded the 
“Save As…” menu option with red so that I don’t 
accidently use the Save option – that could 
overwrite an original file.  To do the same thing 
click the arrow next to File, scroll down to Save 
As…, click where the color says none, and select a 
color. 
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16  Processing is an Adventure 
 
 

There are many other Tool tabs, controls, and options in the ACR dialog box to help you 
tweak your images – but they are only a small part of my workflow and I seldom use 
most of them.  So the key is to practice.  When you have a minute go exploring in the 
ACR dialog box and see what the other tool tabs contain and how they work with your 
image. 
 
Everyone who does this long enough has their own workflow, their own perceptions as 
to proper sharpness and color saturation.  I feel like I can look at a raw image and tell 
exactly what it needs to make it the image I recall taking.  That’s all I want to do – 
process to the point of recollection, nothing more. 
 
Once you begin to process you will begin to understand how the light and your digital 
sensor work together; what they can do and what they can’t do.  You improve as a 
photographer and your images benefit from your increasing ability to process those 
images. 
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The great thing about writing these pdf files is that I can update them, improve the 
accuracy of what I’m trying to get across to folks, and add sections for greater 
understanding.  You never stop learning in photography, and that is true for me nearly 
everyday.  I am continually reviewing other photographer’s images, finding image 
processing tips and tricks as newer versions of imaging software hit the market, and field 
tactics both in terms of the photographer and the subject. 
 
There is something about knowing that I can never learn it all, absorb it all, or be 
completely perfect – that drives me forward in an attempt to stay close to the edge of new 
skills and knowledge.  For those photographers who feel the same, photography is an 
eternal outlet for our artistic drive – a motivating force to pick up that camera and begin to 
look and see new things subjects, and to shoot in news ways. 
 
I hope this pdf helps you move forward in your quest to take outstanding images. 
 
Regards, 
 

 

PS. 
 
If you find mistakes or inaccuracies in this pdf please forward your thoughts to me, I would 
love to make corrections and keep it as accurate as possible. 
 
 

Copyright Brent Russell Paull 
brentrpaull@hotmail.com 

amwestphoto.com 
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