
EXPOSURE

Techniques to keep 
details in the 

highlights



WHY DO I LOSE DETAILS IN THE HIGHLIGHTS?

•Your composition has a wide range of light levels e.g.

•A sunrise or sunset or 

•A waterfall in the sun with deep shadows around it.

•The cameras light meter, although very accurate for more evenly lit 

scenes, is faced with a dilemma. The light level range is excessively wide, 

so: 

•It centres the histogram,  overexposing the light areas and underexposing 

the dark shadows.  It doesnõt know you intend to post process the image.

•It gives you a photo, but there are no details in the overexposed 

highlights.



WHY DO I LOSE DETAILS IN THE HIGHLIGHTS?

•Think of each pixel as a drinking glass and the light as water filling it up.

•Dark pixels will have only a small amount in the glass

•Mid tones will be half full

•The whites or saturated colours will be full to 100%

And

•Overexposed pixels will have overflowed and be 100% full. 

•With no differences in brightness between them it will be impossible 

to recover any detail in the highlights.







WHAT CAN I DO TO FIX THE HIGHLIGHTS?

•Underexpose. 

•In this example, the exposure time was reduced from 8 seconds to 3 

seconds ðequivalent to 1 ½ stops of underexposure.

•The highlights have now been recorded.

•The shadows are excessively dark and must be fixed in post 

processing.





COMPENSATING FOR UNDER EXPOSURE 

•The shadows are very dark, but the details have not been lost. They can be 

recovered with the shadow's slider. 

•Curves or selective adjustment brushes can take the recovery process 

much further.

•Noise will not be a problem if you are using a low ISO. If noise is 

noticeable, it can be reduced with appropriate adjustments or noise 

reduction plugins.

•Lowering the highlights slider will enrich the sky.





MEASURING OVER EXPOSURE IN CAMERA

•Its essential to AVOID OVER EXPOSED HIGHLIGHTS IN THE CAMERA. 

They can't be fixed in post processing.

•How do I know if I am overexposing the highlights?

•All modern cameras will display the histogram. There needs to be a 

small gap between the histogram highlights and the right -hand upper 

limit. Reduce exposure to achieve this.

•In addition, the image review screen, or live view will indicate 

overexposed areas of the image with òFlashingó,  òZebrasó or òantsó. 

Reduce exposure until these just disappear in the highlights.

•Check your camera manual and see what options are available to you.





TECHNIQUES TO PREVENT OVER EXPOSURE

Shoot in RAW.  The 16,000 light levels are essential for adjustment in post processing. 

If the camera is set in one of the generally used modes, Program, Aperture, or Shutter 

speed use the exposure compensation controls. 

The underexposure required can vary widely, typically ½ to 2 or 3 stops.

My Nikon has two options 

•There is a fixed bias which is set via the +/ - button. This is NOT reset when the 

camera is turned off. Easy to forget and accidentally underexpose your next 

subject.

•òEasy exposure compensation b4ó.  Exposure bias is adjusted with one of the 

thumbwheels, and most importantly RESETS when the camera is turned off.

•In the following example the exposure bias was set to minus 1 to eliminates the 

overexposure in the clouds.





TECHNIQUES TO PREVENT OVER EXPOSURE

•The alternative is fully Manual Mode. It allows full control over everything, 

Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO. Itõs a little more cumbersome to use but 

essential in extreme conditions such as long exposure photography using 

neutral density filters.

•For long exposure photography, keep in mind evening shots underexpose 

while dawn shots easily overexpose. At dawn the light levels increase 

during the exposure.

•My preference is to use exposure compensation controls. Its easy to use. 

Auto ISO and Auto shutter speed still function, and it automatically resets.

•It has become part of our routine for all our shots.



TECHNIQUES TO MANAGE EXPOSURE

By Tony Sobolewski

Devonport Camera Club
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