
Digital Camera Shooting Techniques 
Knowing a few basic elements of photographic composition helps elevate your pictures 
from the mundane to the exciting. Although these techniques are common to both film 
and digital photography (and indeed to painting as well), they're worth spending a little 
time on.  

The rule of thirds  
Most beginners aim their cameras directly at the subject such that it appears in the dead 
center of their photos. This bulls-eye composition is boring! And it doesn't help that 
many cameras have an autofocus mark in the viewfinder that's located in the dead center.  

A more effective way to compose a photograph is to locate the center of interest at one of 
the third points, which are one third of the way in from any corner of the picture space. 
Simply imagine that your viewfinder is divided into thirds both horizontally and 
vertically, as diagrammed for the sandhill crane in Figure 1-1. Locate your center of 
interest (its eye) at an intersection of these lines for greater impact.  

 
Figure 1-1: Divide your picture into thirds.  

Rules are made to be broken! Not all subjects benefit by a one-third type of placement. 
Use your own judgment when deciding how best to compose a particular shot. Try 
different variations on the same subject. Remember that you can easily delete those that 
don't work, but you cannot easily re-create the shot if you're a long way from home.  

Leading lines  



A way to draw the viewer's eyes to the point of interest in a photograph is to include what 
are known as leading lines in the shot. This is simply one or more lines of minor objects 
that point towards the point of interest. Leading lines can take the form of fences, roads, 
tree branches, furrows in the ground, or any other series of objects in the picture space. 
The photo in Figure 1-2 was taken in June at a Vermont farm that's more often 
photographed in the autumn. The farmer had just mowed the field in the foreground and 
the patterns of his cuts lead the viewer's eyes to the barns, which turned out to be a great 
shot.  

 
Figure 1-2: The lines in the foreground lead the viewer's eyes towards the farm buildings.  

Shapes, patterns, and textures  
Additional compositional elements that help you to achieve pleasing photos include 
various shapes, patterns, and textures. Look for shapes such as circles and triangles. A 
very effective shape that expert photographers and artists have used for many years is the 
S-curve, which is simply an S-shaped curved line.  

Patterns and textures exist in both nature and synthetic objects. Figure 1-3 shows a 
village church on Grand Manan Island on the East Coast. The repetitive dormers in this 
photo provide both triangular and rectangular elements as well as repeating patterns. In 
addition, the oblique lines add an overall dynamism to the photo, creating a winning 
image.  



 
Figure 1-3: Angular elements and repeating patterns of a village church.  

The old tree trunks in Figure 1-4 show both repetitive patterns as well as textures. You 
can imagine the rough feel of the tree trunks from viewing their texture. Stone walls, old 
barns, a man's face and beard, and so on are just a few of the subjects waiting to show off 
their texture for your camera. Try to photograph textured objects with the light falling on 
them from a slanted angle rather than straight on, because slanted light emphasizes the 
rough texture of these objects.  

 
Figure 1-4: Old tree trunks in nature can show off both pattern and texture to produce an 
interesting photograph.  

When you're photographing, keep your eyes open for shapes, patterns, and textures. This 
allows you to produce more attention-grabbing shots.  

Using your camera's creative modes 



Digital photography, and photography in general, is the art and science of capturing and 
reproducing light. It's important that you understand how the light in your photos can be 
altered and controlled using these essential elements...an easy task if you have the 
assistance of HP adaptive lighting and Image Advice!  

White balance  
You might think that all types of whites are the same. The human brain adjusts the color 
of light for you so that you perceive sunlight, fluorescent light, incandescent light, and 
other types of illumination in a similar manner. But in reality, incandescent lights are 
redder and fluorescent lights are greener than daylight. If you've ever shot color slide 
film, you're aware of the off-color photos that can result. Photofinishers can compensate 
for this effect when printing from negatives. You may not have known this unless you've 
shot color slide film under different lighting conditions. Figure 1-5 shows what can 
happen to a typical indoor scene shot under different white balance settings. The upper 
image was shot under daylight white balance and the lower image was shot under 
Tungsten white balance. Note the pronounced color cast that was completely removed by 
selecting Tungsten white balance.  



 
Figure 1-5: An indoor scene photographed under daylight and Tungsten white balance 
settings.  

Those of you who have used camcorders are familiar with the white balance control that 
is used to adjust how white light records on video. The white balance control works 
exactly the same on a digital camera and offers a variety of useful settings. On HP 
cameras, the settings are:  

• Sun: This setting balances the white light to the approximate value of 5500 K 
found under normal outdoor conditions existing more than an hour or two after 
sunrise or before sunset.  

• Shade: Under cloudy or shaded conditions, photos can pick up excessive blue 
tones. This setting balances white light to the 7000 to 9000 K values, thereby 
warming up the light to more acceptable values.  

• Tungsten: Under incandescent lights, photos can appear very reddish. This setting 
balances white light to approximately 2800 to 3200 K and renders indoor settings 
in a natural manner. This setting can be useful outdoors in the few minutes just 



after sunrise or before sunset when photographing subjects illuminated by the 
reddish light cast at this time of day.  

• Fluorescent: Under fluorescent lights, photos can appear greenish. The exact color 
depends on the type of fluorescent light tubes used (cool white, warm white, 
daylight, and so on). Digital cameras have one or more fluorescent settings that 
reduce the amount of green light according to the type of fluorescent lights.  

• Manual: Allows you to create your own custom white balance setting.  
• Auto: All digital cameras have an automatic white balance setting that attempts to 

place the lightest tone as white. Although this setting is useful for most common 
shooting, it can be fooled in cases where no true white tones exist in the scene 
being photographed.  

Take the time to experiment with the white balance control and you'll be able to take 
pictures that look more normal in many kinds of lighting situations.  

Understanding ISO  
Short for International Organization for Standardization, ISO refers to the sensitivity of 
the digital camera's sensor to light. It works in the same manner as ISO on a film camera, 
where it refers to the sensitivity of the film to light. On a digital camera, you can control 
the ISO setting within a range that varies from one camera to the next, but almost always 
includes settings in the 100 to 800 range. Lower settings such as 100 or 200 mean that the 
sensor is less sensitive to light than higher settings such as 400 or 800. A higher setting 
allows you to take sharper pictures in low light or action situations. The tradeoff with a 
higher setting is that digital noise (defined below) is greater the higher the ISO setting. 
Also, higher ISO films tend to exhibit an increased amount of grain. You should try to 
use the lowest ISO setting that is adequate for the situation. For most situations, you 
could set an ISO of 200 and just shoot away.  

Digital noise is the computer equivalent of those mostly-black or mostly-white prints you 
get from the photo developer when you take photos without the proper technique. Your 
digital camera is a very capable device, but there are some conditions that cause it to 
strain to capture a decent image, resulting in digital noise that looks like snow, heavy 
graininess, and/or a lack of detail. Usually this happens when there is a lack of light and 
your camera is unable to make out an image. You can also encounter digital noise if you 
manually override your camera's shutter and aperture settings or are in an unusually 
bright setting.  

Auto settings and digital noise  

Some cameras (including HP cameras) feature an Auto setting for ISO that automatically 
selects the speed according to conditions. If you use this setting, check your results 
carefully as soon as possible to ensure that you're capturing what you wanted. You may 
want to download your pictures to your computer and look carefully for digital noise, 
which is most noticeable in areas of low detail such as walls or skies.  



Now that we've discussed all the reasons you need to control you're lighting, let's take a 
look at how two Real Life Technologies from HP help you get the effects you're after.  

HP adaptive lighting makes it simple  
Many newer HP cameras have the adaptive lighting feature, the Real Life Technology we 
mentioned earlier. The most amazing thing about adaptive lighting is that it's all 
automatic -- you just have to turn it on. It compensates for strong contrasts, uneven 
lighting, and overexposure from camera flash -- and it can even bracket exposures for 
you instantly. If you have HP adaptive lighting, you don't have to worry about situations 
like the ice and the locomotive photos we discussed earlier -- your camera adjusts for 
these automatically.  

Adaptive lighting can also make quick work of sunsets. When you use the adaptive 
lighting bracketing feature, there's no hurrying with your camera settings as you try to 
capture a rapidly disappearing sunset. Instead, automatic bracketing saves three pictures 
every time you shoot.  

HP Image Advice is your in-camera photo 
expert  
Image Advice is another HP innovation -- the first technology to give you feedback on 
your photography right after you take a shot. If you have Image Advice, all you have to 
do is choose Image Advice from the menu after you take a photo, and the camera will 
display immediate advice on how you can improve your results. Some HP cameras even 
show you an Image Advice icon immediately after you take a photo that can be 
improved.  

Image Advice can cover anything from framing to flash usage to image exposure, making 
it the best well-rounded photo advisor you can imagine! Take HP's interactive Image 
Advice Technology Tour to see it in action.  

Much like the modern film cameras, digital cameras offer a series of picture-taking 
modes for situations such as candid portraits, scenes, night shots, and so on.  

Some of the shooting modes common to HP digital cameras are sunset, action, portrait, 
landscape, auto, manual, and shutter priority. There are similar modes in most other 
brands of digital camera. Here's a little more info on the modes you'll find on HP 
cameras:  

• Auto is the default shooting mode. The Swiss Army knife of shooting modes, 
Auto mode is built to handle most common shooting conditions, whether indoor 
or outdoor.  



• Landscape provides you with the maximum possible depth of field, and is ideal 
for situations where you want both the foreground and background in focus.  

• Portrait offers optimal settings for portraits of one or more persons. The focus is 
on the face, while the background is softer and less detailed.  

• Action gives you the fastest shutter speed so you can capture fast-moving subjects 
without blurring.  

• Sunset is your optimal setting for outdoor scenes at sunset. Such scenes usually 
involve strong natural backlighting (the sun) and high contrast.  

• Aperture Priority allows you to set the aperture (also known as the F-stop) and 
automatically sets an appropriate shutter speed for a proper exposure.  

• Shutter Priority allows you to set the shutter speed and automatically picks an 
appropriate aperture for a proper exposure.  

• Manual allows you to specify both aperture and F-stop. Of course, this mode 
should be used with caution and, ideally, a light meter, because there's no 
computer assistance that will help you pick the proper exposure.  

Bracket your shots for best results  
If you're unsure about the correct setting to use, bracket your exposure by taking two or 
three shots at 1/2- to 1-stop intervals. You can delete the poorly exposed shots later. First, 
decide what you think is the optimal exposure and shoot it. Then quickly shoot one 
slightly underexposed by adjusting your camera's exposure setting, and one even more 
underexposed. Finally, shoot one slightly overexposed and one moderately overexposed.  

Some HP cameras, such as the R927, R727, and R725 cameras, have automatic 
bracketing, as we mentioned above. This feature allows you to take a picture and process 
it multiple ways. For example, when you take a picture with adaptive lighting bracketing 
turned on, the camera will take save one copy of that picture with adaptive lighting turned 
off, one copy with adaptive lighting set to low and one with it set to high. This makes 
bracketing much easier, and also ensures that your image doesn't change while you're 
fiddling with your exposure settings manually. You can also turn on bracketing for color 
settings (color, black and white, and sepia). When this is enabled, your image is saved in 
each of the three color variations every time you push the shutter button.  

Next up  
Controlling special situations to produce striking shots.  

Using the digital photo controls and other settings that are common to film-based and 
digital cameras, you can creatively control special situations to produce striking shots. 
Let's take a look at some common settings that you might encounter in your photography. 
We'll also discuss how two Real Life Technologies from HP that we've mentioned 
already -- adaptive lighting and Image Advice -- take all the guesswork out of some of 
these situations.  



Red eye removal  
Plagued by pictures of people and pets with shining red pupils? Red eye is one of the top 
complaints of budding photographers. Fortunately, digital cameras make it very easy to 
address this problem. Many HP digital cameras actually allow you to remove red eye in 
the camera, using the Design Gallery set of features that we'll examine in Lesson 2. With 
the Design Gallery, you can apply the fix without the need for a computer or any 
expensive image editing software.  

High-key and low-key situations  
Some scenes are predominantly lighter or darker than the average. The camera's light 
meter assumes that items in the scene reflect approximately 18 percent of the light falling 
on them -- a term known as "18 percent-gray," or simply "middle gray." If you don't have 
HP adaptive lighting, you need to compensate for a scene's brightness when it differs 
significantly from middle gray.  

Take, for example, the high-key scene of ice buildup on the shore of Lake Ontario during 
the winter, as shown in Figure 1-6. If you take the picture without compensating for 
exposure, you'll receive something like the top image. This is muddy, gray, underexposed 
ice that does not look anything like what you see. By increasing the exposure 1 to 1 1/2 
stops, you achieve the result seen in the bottom image of the figure, clearly a 
representation that's much nearer to what your eye sees. Another example of a high-key 
situation would be a person wearing white or pale-colored clothing photographed against 
a light background.  



 
Figure 1-6: Shoreline ice photographed without exposure compensation and with +1 stop 
of exposure compensation.  

An example of a low-key scene can be found with the retired locomotive photographed at 
Horseshoe Curve in Pennsylvania, shown in Figure 1-7. This locomotive is painted black, 
and if you photograph it without compensating for exposure, you receive something like 
the top image. The locomotive appears muddy and gray, and its surroundings are washed 
out. By underexposing the scene by one stop, you receive the result in the bottom, which 
is a closer representation to the original subject.  



 
Figure 1-7: Locomotive photographed without exposure compensation and with -1 stop 
of exposure compensation.  

Taking the edge off a face  
HP digital cameras offer a control that enables you to apply variable degrees of additional 
sharpness to your photos. The sharpening control works by increasing the contrast 
between adjacent pixels when a sharp boundary exists. You should use sharpening with 
care because excessive sharpening can lead to noise in low-contrast portions of a photo 
such as the sky. It can also cause halos or borders around objects -- similar to those you 
sometimes see on a poorly adjusted TV set.  

Turning off sharpness enables you to soften harsh edges and smooth the wrinkles on a 
person's face, producing more flattering portrait images.  

On the forest floor  
A popular subject is wildlife in the forest. Under a canopy of green leaves, the color 
quality of the light is actually similar to that produced by fluorescent lights -- in other 



words, greenish. You can easily compensate for the greenish light of the forest floor by 
using the fluorescent white balance setting discussed earlier in this lesson. Look at Figure 
1-8. The image on the left was shot at normal daylight white balance, and is greener than 
what you see because the light reaching the flower has come through a forest of 
predominantly maple leaves. By selecting the fluorescent white balance setting, you can 
obtain the image on the right, which is much closer to what the eye sees.  

 
Figure 1-8: Forest wildflower photographed with normal daylight white balance (left) and 
fluorescent white balance (right).  

Lively foliage and stately portraits  
HP digital cameras (and most other cameras) feature one or more controls that alter the 
color saturation in an image -- in other words, how vivid the colors appear. Whereas 
some situations call for vivid colors -- autumn foliage, for example -- others can look 
garish if the color is too saturated. The following are typical settings for color saturation:  

• High: Renders bold, highly saturated colors. You should be aware that this setting 
may cause loss of detail. Instead of using this mode, you might want to use 
image-editing software later to increase color saturation as needed. Some cameras 
allow you to adjust saturation interactively, though, rendering a computer 
unnecessary.  

• Medium: The default setting, appropriate for most color photography.  
• Low: Renders soft, less intense colors. Suitable for portraits and other such 

situations where strong color is not desired. When taking portraits, low saturation 
can lend a softer, more natural look to the subject.  

HP cameras also offer a related feature in the Design Gallery section of their feature set. 
We'll cover the Design Gallery in more detail in Lesson 2. For now, though, you should 
know that the Vintage command in the Design Gallery gives you the following looks that 
can create wonderful effects for expressive portraits:  



• Monochrome: Records scenes in black and white.  
• Sepia: Records monochrome scenes, but with a sepia effect that simulates old 

photos.  

Impressive, expansive panoramas  
Digital cameras allow amateur photographers to create panoramas that once required 
expensive custom photography equipment. Panoramas are particularly wide or tall 
images that are much larger than a standard single photograph. They are especially 
capable at conveying the majesty of grand vistas.  

We also would like to mention a popular panorama-building feature found in HP digital 
cameras. This feature allows you to take a handful of shots of a scene and stitch them 
together into a much larger panorama -- right on the spot, without the need for a 
computer or special editing software. The cameras can actually correct for perspective 
changes and create a seamless image that looks much better than what you'd get if you 
took the photos with a film camera and connected them with tape or glue. We'll look into 
this enticing capability in Lesson 3.  

Sunsets  
Sunsets evoke many feelings that make people want to reach for their cameras and shoot 
away. Unfortunately, many sunset pictures turn out to be just clichés. Find a location that 
provides an unobstructed view of the horizon, set your camera on a tripod, and meter the 
sky near (but not right on) the sun. The following are several additional tips to help you 
come out with sensational sunset photos:  

• Slight underexposure leads to vivid, rich colors. Because light levels are 
constantly dropping, ensure that you meter continuously and bracket your 
exposures.  

• Experiment with different white balance settings. The Auto setting attempts to 
make the area close to the sun white, so don't use it. The cloudy daylight setting 
can actually punch the colors up a notch, so try it!  

• Sunsets are a good time for the vivid color setting.  
• Don't stop when the sun drops below the horizon. The best shots often come 

anywhere from 10 minutes to 30 minutes later.  
• If you're an early riser, try the sunrise. Everything said about sunsets applies 

equally well to sunrises, so don't linger in bed!  

Keep practicing, experiment with new situations, and just maybe you'll come up with a 
winner like the one shown in Figure 1-9.  



 
Figure 1-9: A good sunset shot.  

Moving on  
In this lesson, you explored some digital camera advanced features and how to use them 
for effective photography. You also learned some of the unique features digital cameras 
offer and how compositional techniques can help you produce effective photos. In Lesson 
2, you'll learn about digital camera accessories and how to select and use them to provide 
you with that extra edge when you're out there shooting your photos. You'll also learn 
about some wonderful in-camera special effects.  

Before you move on, be sure to do the assignment and take the quiz for this lesson. In 
addition, visit the Message Board to introduce yourself, ask questions, and see if there are 
any interesting discussions that you'd like to participate in.  
Familiarize yourself with your camera's functions  
Have you used all your digital camera's functions? Go back and read your 
camera manual; it's a wealth of knowledge and provides information on all 
the topics covered in the first part of this lesson, and then more. Then go out 
and shoot, trying as many of the following ideas as possible:  

• Sit down in a comfortable room and photograph the furniture. Include 
a family member if you wish. Experiment with the white balance and 
color-saturation controls.  

• Repeat the above exercise in an office or another place illuminated by 
fluorescent lights, and note the difference in color behavior of these 
lights.  

• Try this exercise yet again in a place illuminated with other types of 
lighting, such as a gym or parking lot with sodium vapor or mercury 
vapor floodlights.  

• Find scenes that are predominantly light or dark in color, and practice 
getting your exposure properly for these scenes. Try bracketing and 



observe the results.  
• Go out at sunset and shoot lots of shots! And keep going until you can 

hardly see what you're doing.  
• Find leading lines, shapes, patterns, and textures in your scenes, and 

practice setting up your shots so that you achieve effective 
compositions.  

In all cases, download your pictures to your computer, study them closely, 
and then think about what you did wrong and how you should go about 
improving it. Then go out and shoot some more!  
 


