
Professional Digital Photography 
Because a digital camera's sensor captures each image using light coming into the 
camera, managing lighting is always a primary concern when shooting pictures. A 
camera with a built-in flash can do only so much, even if you bought a higher-end camera 
with an external, stronger flash that you can bounce off the ceiling to light up a dim 
room, for example.  

Although your camera probably has a number of preset flash modes to help compensate 
for various situations, your camera can't do it all, so it helps to become proficient in 
working with the lighting situation.  

Sometimes, extreme lighting prevents you from capturing a decent shot. Even advanced 
photo-editing software can't always rescue severely overexposed or underexposed photos.  

The following topics present some fundamental ways to adjust for various lighting 
conditions to achieve more consistent results. Managing existing lighting can't replace the 
performance of professional lighting equipment and specialized accessories, especially in 
a studio setting. However, you'll learn that you can work to some degree with the lighting 
situation and through trial and experimenting.  

While working through this lesson, understand that there are all kinds of "rules" for 
taking good photos, but sometimes exploring on your own and breaking the rules results 
in a more compelling photo.  

Natural sunlight  
Professional photographers consider the first hour after sunrise as the golden hour. 
During that hour, the sun's natural light produces warm contrast and depth. You can take 
advantage of the golden hour and other ideal lighting conditions by planning your photo 
shoot in advance, when possible. In general, you get better pictures shooting in the 
morning and afternoon, when the sun's angle casts more gentle shadows that better define 
the subject. The harsh vertical angle of the noon sun can cause deep shadows that obscure 
parts of the subject; for example, the subject's face might be mostly covered by a shadow 
if he or she is wearing a hat.  

If you're shooting at high noon and getting heavy shadows on a subject's face, try 
selecting the camera's flash mode that forces the flash on. In such a situation, the flash 
can work as fill flash (explained later in this lesson), providing lighting from a lower 
angle to fill in the areas shadowed due to the harsh overhead sun. Some image-editing 
applications enable you to fix an image by applying a fill-flash correction after the fact.  



Shooting outdoors on an overcast day often results in even better photos. Cloudy or 
overcast conditions provide a soft, even lighting that flatters most subjects without 
causing shadows that can obscure details.  

Indoor light  
When you walk into a room at an indoor event with your camera in hand, identify which 
kind of light the room has -- incandescent, fluorescent, or one of those combined with 
natural light coming through windows during the day. After you evaluate the available 
light, keep the following tips in mind as you shoot:  

• Immediately snap a few test shots and review them on the camera's LCD screen. 
As you adjust camera settings and other conditions to work with the lighting 
conditions, review additional shots as needed to make sure you're working with 
the right combination.  

• If the camera doesn't focus well, which requires adequate lighting, or subjects 
look dull and grayed out when you review your initial shots on the camera, make 
sure you've selected a flash mode that supplies flash. Sometimes, especially at 
night, indoor lighting may not supply enough illumination for good pictures.  

• Keep your back to any natural light coming through a window. This ensures that 
you're shooting at an angle in which the natural light illuminates your subjects, 
rather than casting shadows on them due to backlighting. (You'll learn more about 
backlighting shortly.) As you go deeper into the room, the impact of light from 
windows may weaken.  

• Don't take any shots with your subject in front of a bright lamp, another situation 
that can cause backlighting. Try to move either the subject or the light so that the 
light is behind you as you face your subject. That type of alignment for the 
lighting creates the best results.  

• If you see a heavy yellow/orange or blue cast in your sample shots, that means the 
lighting is throwing off the white balance for the photos. Incandescent lighting 
can cause a yellow/orange cast, whereas fluorescent lighting can cause a blue 
tone. Most digital cameras offer a white balance preset to correct for each of these 
lighting types.  

Consult your camera's user's guide to learn how to select the correct white balance 
setting.  

• Experiment to create a strong contrasting effect by removing the shade from a 
lamp and placing it to one side and at a slight forward angle to your subject. This 
approach gives a stronger cast shadow like the one shown in Figure 2-1, in which 
the lighting is coming from the right to create heavier shadows to the left. (You 
might also adjust your white balance for that incandescent lamp bulb, right?)  



 

Figure 2-1: A simple light bulb can create dramatic contrast and depth.  

Backlit situations  
Backlighting occurs when the dominant light source is behind your subject, as when 
you're trying to take a picture of a person who's sitting indoors in front of a window or 
when you're shooting toward the sun. When you shoot a picture in such circumstances, 
the subject appears dark because you're technically shooting the side of the subject that's 
being shadowed rather than lit.  

The easy way to avoid backlighting is to ensure that you always have the light to your 
back, which positions you between your subject and the dominant light source. If you 
can't avoid backlighting entirely, set your camera to a flash mode that forces the flash on 
(this mode might even be named fill flash), so the flash fills in the shadowed areas on the 
subject. Alternately, find a floor or table lamp that you can position in a way that lights 
the subject from the front.  

That being said, backlighting can give a photo a dramatic impact, creating a hard 
silhouette as in the picture of a forest against the sunset shown in Figure 2-2. This is an 
example where breaking the rules can yield the photo effect you really want.  



 

Figure 2-2: Backlighting can result in a dramatic and favorable effect.  

Red eye  
If you've ever thumbed through a stack of family photos, you've probably noticed at least 
one shot tainted by red eye -- the red or green glow in people's eyes that results when the 
flash bounces off the interior of the eyes. Make sure you check your preview shots for 
this problem. While most cameras offer a flash mode you can set to reduce or eliminate 
red-eye, it is often not effective. Some newer cameras, such as those from HP, offer in-
camera red-eye removal. These cameras can be set to automatically remove red eye after 
the picture is taken. Or you can manually remove red eye after the picture is taken. This 
eliminates the need to remove it with editing software later.  

There's even more to learn about light and lighting, but that's for another course. At this 
point, you've covered the basics and are ready to dive into some specialized shots, such as 
macro or close-up shots, which will be covered next.  

People always seem to be looking at the big picture. Often, however, within that big 
picture are a number of wonderful smaller pictures or elements in a scene that can turn 
into amazing photo opportunities.  

Macro shots  
A camera's macro shooting mode enables you to take an extreme close-up that can 
potentially be less than 1 inch away from the subject, depending on your camera's 
capabilities. Experimenting with the macro mode can give you a different way of seeing 
and exploring the world through digital photography.  

With macro shots, you have to be aware of the shadows on and around the subject, your 
own shadow, and that of your camera. You can get so close to the subject that your 
camera may block some of the available light.  



 

Figure 2-3: Seeing the flower for the garden.  

Even just getting closer to larger subjects, as in the snapshot of a classic car shown in 
Figure 2-4, can lead you to creatively highlight designs and shapes within the larger form. 
For business, you might be a realtor photographing a listing and showing the fine 
gingerbread wood trimmings on a prized Victorian home.  

 

Figure 2-4: Use macro mode to deconstruct a subject and highlight its features.  

Experimenting with the macro mode provides new ways to observe your surroundings 
and subjects, and take better shots. Next, learn about shooting angles, composition, and 
the rule of thirds.  

Creative fields such as photography are inherently subjective, but guidelines do help 
beginners. If you know the tried-and-true methods for framing a photo, you can improve 
composition and interest in your photos, even if you're shooting at a spontaneous 
moment.  

Rather than simply showing a subject positioned in the center of a shot, a photo can be 
informative, provocative, and puzzling, and evoke a range of emotions and feelings. A 
marketing campaign for a car can present it as being slick and fast, or as a practical and 
reliable family vehicle. One photograph may be purely artistic, whereas another might 
capture a significant moment from a worldwide news event.  



A photo can be well-planned and contrived or the result of the luck of being in the right 
place at the right time. Digital manipulation can even introduce a bit of deception into the 
mix.  

No matter what the shooting conditions are, even the most seasoned photographer can 
take hundreds of shots in a session and then use only a few. Now that digital cameras 
eliminate film waste, expense, and messy darkroom chemicals, you don't have to worry 
about the cost of shooting photos as a learning process. You can shoot as many pictures 
as your storage media can hold, and delete those that don't work for you.  

Following are some rules to help you learn to move away from simple centered shots to 
capturing photos with more visual interest. If you practice applying some of these 
techniques, you'll develop your own style that continues to evolve over time.  

Angles for creative views  
Consider changing the angle from which you approach your subject. Experimenting 
always leads to something interesting and unexpected.  

You can add drama by shooting your subject from a low or high angle. For example, lie 
down on a rocky shore or use a ladder to shoot downward at a group touring the facility. 
How about shooting almost directly upward at your subject?  

Take the photo of an office building in Figure 2-5 as an example. From some distance, it 
would look like another office building. Moving up close enough to take the photo near 
the base and pointing upward makes the building feel more like a towering edifice.  



 

Figure 2-5: Creative angles can build drama.  

Mind the background  
It's easy to focus so much on a subject that you disregard what's around it, particularly in 
the background.  

Imagine you're on a mountain trail on a Caribbean island, and you have a spectacular 
view of the ocean coast and offshore islands. You hold your camera up and start looking 
at the LCD or through the viewfinder to preview a shot. Looking carefully at all sectors 
within the frame, you notice things that would mar the final image, such as overhead 
wires and a communications tower. You then change your position and add a little zoom 
to eliminate the wires and tower from the frame.  

Basic composition: the rule of thirds  



The lesson mentioned earlier that a photo with the subject centered in the middle can be a 
little "typical," which translates to boring. You can improve a photo's composition by 
shooting with the subject positioned outside the center of the photo, using a technique 
called the rule of thirds.  

Here's how it works. In your mind's eye, add gridlines that divide the photo frame into 
three equally spaced columns and three equally spaced rows. Then, as illustrated in Demo 
2-4, consider placing your subject approximately on one of the points where the lines 
intersect.  

Don't be too stringent about applying this rule, but be aware that always placing the 
subject in the center of the scene can become a bad habit. Using the rule of thirds for 
some of your photographs can help those shots have a more natural feel.  

As this section only touched on the importance of experimentation, the next section 
addresses that topic in-depth. Find out about the Seven-Step Experiment, and get creative 
tips for shooting people and products.  

Hands-on experimentation can better prepare you for almost anything. You can easily 
combine your camera's capabilities with simple tricks like keeping the light to your back 
to compensate for many situational problems.  

By practicing with different combinations of settings and in different environments, you 
can reduce the risk of losing a potentially great photo opportunity and be more efficient at 
preparing for shots. For example, taking photos at an event can be a lot more fun when 
you can anticipate camera adjustments for better pictures.  

Try an experiment now to practice for comfort and efficiency.  

The seven-step experiment  
Testing your camera in a controlled situation and noting what you're doing, the settings 
you're choosing, and how they're affecting your images is a skill-building tool that can 
help you reduce the chances of losing special moments.  

A practice session like this Seven-Step Experiment has long been a skill-building 
tradition in film photography. This kind of exercise remains a practical learning tool for 
digital photography as well.  

Try the following steps to practice with your camera features and experience how your 
camera performs in controlled circumstances:  

1. Get a notebook and pen or pencil, as well as your digital camera, and then select a 
subject to photograph. Pick any subject of interest to you for this experiment.  



2. In your notebook, write down a brief description of your subject and the shooting 
and lighting circumstances, such as "Flowers near the window with natural light" 
or "Product photos in a real office setting with fluorescent lights."  

3. Put an empty storage media card in the camera, so you know the file number will 
correspond with the first shot you take: #1 in your notebook.  

4. Take the first photo with the camera's fully automatic (auto adjustment) shooting 
mode to establish a "baseline" against which you'll compare your later shots.  

5. Take a series of additional shots, changing settings such as the type of flash used 
or changing aspects of the composition such as the shooting angle and nature of 
any lighting used. Number each shot in your notebook, and jot down the settings 
and techniques you used for each shot, as well as any other notable conditions.  

6. Review your shots in sequence on the camera's LCD or preferably on a computer 
after transferring them from the camera. Compare your outcome onscreen to your 
notes. Verify which settings worked best in the experimental situation.  

7. Return to your notes and update them by rating each shot and noting what you 
like and dislike about it. Highlight the settings with the best performance. Keep 
your notebook for reference and continuing future experiments.  

If you're experimenting outdoors, the position of the sun will change and should be noted. 
As an extension to your experiment, consider shooting the same or a similar subject 
during sunny versus overcast conditions, making notes about the different results in your 
notebook.  

In your first experiments, don't attempt to come up with and test every possible camera 
setting. That may not be realistic with only 24 hours in a day. Start off by testing just one 
or two settings and compositions in combination. You can gradually try more complex 
experiments and combinations later, unless you're a more experienced photographer.  

It can be a real eye opener to review your experimental photos on your camera's LCD or 
computer screen and compare what you see to your notes. Having a written and visual 
record of what works often makes the preferred combinations stick in your memory.  

This is just one of perhaps many ways to experiment. Develop your own methods. The 
more experiments you complete, the more experience you gain, giving you more 
potential to take great photos.  

The next section offers a plethora of tips for capturing visually interesting shots of people 
at work and play.  

Tips for shooting people  
You may admit to lining everyone up to say "cheese" with a hand wave for a photo, 
maybe even one for the company newsletter. Or you may be guilty of taking yet another 
photo of an executive behind his or her desk.  



To capture more interesting, spontaneous shots of human subjects, try these tips:  

• Take as many photos as possible. You'll improve your chances of capturing 
special moments, expressions, angles, perfect light, and more.  

• Fill the frame with your subject and move in a little closer. For example, a shot 
that crops out an unruly head of hair can help the viewer focus on an interesting 
face. Some of the shots in Figure 2-6 illustrate how filling the frame with a cute 
face can give a great result.  

 

Figure 2-6: A collage of people shots that evokes fun and laughter.  

• Take pictures of people being people. Don't ask your subjects to pose, but take 
shots of them talking, laughing, and just engaging with each other. How about 
taking the executive out from behind the desk and showing him shaking hands, 
having discussions, and engaging with others in different ways? Some of the shots 
in Figure 2-6 also illustrate this interactive approach.  

• Action is good. Rather than showing someone posed in front of a wall, show that 
person engaging in a favorite work or recreational activity.  

• Stay inconspicuous at an event. When human subjects aren't aware of your 
presence, you're able to capture more natural pictures.  

Tips for shooting products  
You need to think in different terms to get a creative product photo. After all, it's hard to 
get an action shot of an inanimate object. You can still be very creative using these tips:  

• Show a product being used. This tells the story of what the product does and what 
benefits it gives the user.  

• Add relevant components to the scene. The new model of juicer that your 
company is launching might be photographed with a variety of fresh fruits and 
vegetables to add vibrant color that draws attention. The photo becomes a silent 
salesperson, giving your customers ideas about all the different types of healthy 
delicious juices they can enjoy.  



• As with people, try zooming in on a particular product element or feature. Details 
and benefits sell, and different views of the product add interest.  

• Take a high-resolution photo, even when you're taking photos for your corporate 
Web site. You should always start with a high-quality digital photograph, even 
though it'll be scaled down and optimized.  

Don't hesitate to try your creative ideas. Some of the best photographs ever taken were 
creative accidents.  

Random acts of creative photography  
It seems like magic when it all comes together and you know you've just taken a nice 
photo. Having a carefully planned photo turn out the way you want is certainly satisfying.  

However, don't hesitate to try a casual excursion where you take random photos. Take 
your camera with you during a walk around town, shooting people, buildings, statues, or 
whatever comes into your camera viewfinder as you go. Do the same on a nature hike. 
Rather than shooting the kids and the ball at a soccer game, take pictures of the parents 
and league officials; get off the bleachers and look around.  

Also, don't limit yourself to the fully automatic shooting mode. Try different features and 
presets, work with the zoom, work with the flash, and more. For example, Figure 2-7 
shows some flowers from a street-side floral vendor shot in such a way that the blooms 
fill the frame.  

 

Figure 2-7: The frame is filled with a floral fire.  

Pay attention to orientation  
You can add interest by changing the orientation of your frame as well. Consider rotating 
your camera 90 degrees if your subject might be best represented by the portrait (vertical) 
orientation. Figure 2-8 shows an image with the portrait orientation on the left, compared 
with one in landscape orientation on the right.  



 

Figure 2-8: Comparison of portrait (left) and landscape (right) orientations.  

When you download an image to your computer, it initially lays on its side in the 
landscape orientation. However, even with the most basic software included with newer 
computer operating systems and digital cameras, you can rotate it back to portrait 
orientation as intended.  

 


