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Which Camera Settings?
Shooting 
mode

Metering 
mode

Exposure 
compensation

Exposure 
bracketing

Always check your image 
and look at the histogram.

Autofocus 
settingAF/M

Start with auto mode but try the manual modes. Ensure you are in control.

TvAv

Now we have covered exposure and focus, you’ll want to know how your camera controls them. 
All modern cameras are capable of determining the best exposure and focus automatically. 
Some can even determine what kind of scene you are taking (landscape or portrait) and change 
the settings accordingly. Some can even detect and focus on faces! So it pays to learn what your 
camera can do. If you are new to a camera or new to photography, start with the auto settings 
and gradually take more control as you become more confident.

The most versatile setting is the one labelled “Auto”. The camera will do its best to take the best 
image, but it doesn’t know what you are trying to do. You will get better results if you set the 
camera to an auto setting for the kind of image you are taking (e.g. landscape, portrait, sports, 
macro, …). After a while you may start to get frustrated by the limitations, and some camera 
functions may be disabled in these auto settings.  The most versatile auto setting is “P” 
(programme mode). The camera will still do things automatically, but you will be able to adjust 
the settings and take charge. The “S” and “A” modes (“Tv” and “Av” if you have a Canon) allow 
you to set the shutter speed or aperture (plus ISO setting) and let the camera decide the third 
setting. You can vary the camera’s choice of exposure up and down with “exposure 
compensation”. Finally, the “M” mode lets you take full control of everything.

• Choose “S” in situations (such as hand-held action shots with a long lens) where the shutter 
speed is the most vital thing.

• Choose “A” in situations (such as macro or landscape shots) where the depth of field is the 
most vital thing.

• Choose “M” in unusual situations (such as photography at night, fireworks or long exposures 
through a neutral density filter).

It is very important to check the histogram on the back of the camera after taking a shot – see 
the next slide.
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Underexposed: Shadow detail will be 
lost. Dark areas will be noisy.

Overexposed: Highlights will be 
clipped. Detail lost in bright areas.

Neutral exposure: Safest result. There 
will be detail in shadows and highlights.

Peak to the Left: Perfectly ok for low-
key scenes, such as night sky or coal 
shed. Shadows may be noisy.

Peak to the Right: Expected for high-
key scenes, such as snow. Optimum 
result, as long as highlights not clipped.

The histogram shows you the balance between light and dark within an image, with dark 
on the left and light on the right. A dark image will tend to peak on the left and a light 
image will tend to peak on the right. A spike on the left means your image is 
underexposed and a spike on the right means it is overexposed. Try to match what you 
see in the histogram with what you expect from the scene you are shooting.

If you intend to process an image with Photoshop, you will get the best results if you 
expose the image so the histogram over as far to the right as you can without blowing 
out the important highlights. Then Photoshop can set the exposure level you want. Note 
that slightly over-exposed exposures are ok. They reduce the noise, and Photoshop can 
correct the exposure. But if you don’t intend to use Photoshop, make sure your images 
look ok on your camera screen.

Blown highlights are bad in a digital image because they cannot be recovered. Use the 
“highlight clipping” display on your camera to check for blown highlights (these are 
normally indicated in red or by making the display flash). Small areas of blown highlights 
around bright lights or specular reflections are ok, but if a large part of your sky is blown-
out your image is probably overexposed. 

Footnote: If your subject is much darker than the sky,  you may need to use a fill-in flash 
or accept a blown-out sky to keep your subject well exposed. Taking bracketed 
exposures (i.e. taking exposures below, at and above the recommended exposure 
setting) may help balance this kind of scene. Photoshop can be used to blend bracketed 
images or convert them into a High Dynamic Range image.
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Auto Exposure Settings

Spot: Useful when the 
subject is more important 
than the background.

Matrix: Useful when the 
whole scene is important 
(e.g.landscapes).

Centre weighted: Useful 
when the edges are less 
important than the centre.

Your camera may provide a number of auto exposure modes. The default mode is normally 
“Matrix”. The camera analyses the whole scene to decide on the best exposure. (Some cameras 
can detect when a scene is lighter at the top and decide to expose for a landscape shot.)

“Centre weighted” is similar to “Matrix” but you are telling the camera that the centre of the 
scene is more important than the edge. This mode is useful for group portraits, or for subjects 
inside a frame, such as within a tunnel.

A “Spot” mode is useful when your subject is much lighter or much darker than the background, 
or if you are taking a high contrast portrait and want to expose the skin correctly. The camera 
will adjust the exposure to balance the scene only in the tiny area contained within the spot. You 
might need to tweak the result using exposure compensation (or switch to “M” mode) to get the 
best result.

NOTE: To understand how your camera chooses an exposure, try taking a shot of a white piece 
of paper. What does the shot look like? Nearly all cameras will turn a white piece of paper grey. 
This is because the camera can’t distinguish between the colour of your paper and the amount of 
light falling on it. To the camera, white paper in dim light will look exactly the same as grey paper 
in bright light. To overcome this ambiguity, cameras try to make all scenes contain the same 
amount of grey. This strategy works in normal scenes containing a mixture of bright and dark 
areas, but fails when a scene is mostly dark (e.g. a black cat, a coal shed or the night sky) or 
mostly white (e.g. a white rabbit, a sheet of paper or snow). There will be occasions when you 
need to take control and use the exposure compensation to get the right exposure:
• If you know a scene is mostly black, set a negative exposure compensation.
• If you know a scene is mostly white, set a positive exposure compensation (but make sure to 

check the histogram for blown highlights).
If you decide to use “M” mode the same rule applies, only this time it affects how you choose 
the exposure compared to the recommendation coming from the camera’s exposure meter.
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Exercise
• Photograph a piece of white paper with your camera 

set to AUTO mode.
– Observe the histogram?
– What colour does the paper look on the camera display?
– Try again with +1.0 exposure compensation.

• Photograph a piece of black paper with your camera 
set to AUTO mode.
– Observe the histogram?
– What colour does the paper look on the camera display?
– Try again with -1.0 exposure compensation.

5



Results with my camera
White Paper Black Paper

Notice how both images look almost mid grey. The camera doesn’t know that the paper 
is actually white or black. It can only measure the amount of light entering the camera. 
Only you know what the scene is supposed to look like.
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Results with my camera
White Paper with EV + 1.0 Black Paper with EV – 1.0

Note how the exposure compensation has helped to correct the exposure.
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Focus settings

f/2

The wider the aperture 
and the more light is 
available, the easier it will 
be to focus.

Autofocus on 
the nearest 
object.

Autofocus on a 
specific object.

How many focus 
points? Manual focus

What is back 
button 

focussing?

Depth of 
field 

preview.

Your camera may also provide a number of different focus modes. These usually fall into the following 
categories:

• Automatically focus on whatever is nearest to the camera. This is good for subjects in the foreground, 
but nearby distractions (such as a tree branch dangling in front of the subject) might throw off the 
focus. Some cameras can focus on specific shapes, such as faces, which is more reliable.

• Sample the scene using a number of different focus points and decide on the best focus setting for 
those points. This is a good mode for a landscape, because the camera will try to keep as much of the 
scene in focus as possible.

• Autofocus on a single spot. In this mode you tell the camera exactly what to focus on. This is a good 
mode for macro photography or close portraits where getting the eye in focus is important. Choose a 
high-contrast area on the subject (don’t forget the 1/3 of the way into the depth of field rule of 
thumb).

Cameras need enough light to autofocus properly, and may struggle in low light conditions. They will 
normally autofocus using the widest aperture available, so you will notice autofocus works better with 
faster lenses (with the widest apertures). The “depth of field preview” button lets you see the depth of 
field at your chosen aperture setting. If your subject is sufficiently close, the camera may use a focusing 
light to improve the focus. But if the lighting is poor, the subject is too indistinct, you are using a neutral 
density filter, or you just need full control over the focus, switch to manual focussing. Some cameras will 
let you zoom in to a particular area on the rear screen to help you get the focus right.

Back button focusing: Some photographers like to separate the shutter function from the autofocus 
function. Instead of the camera refocusing when you press the shutter halfway, you can change a setting 
so one of the buttons on the back of the camera (normally the exposure lock button) becomes a focusing 
button. This prevents the camera refocussing on each shot when you are certain the focus is correct (e.g. 
the focus can be spoiled during a wedding portrait session if someone accidentally walks in front of your 
camera).
Whether you use back-button focussing is up to you. It has the advantage of giving you full control over 
the focus, but the disadvantage that you can easily forget to set the focus at all.
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What Happens to Information 
Collected by a Digital Camera?

This is the flow of information through a camera. Some settings (the ones on the left) are 
vital because they cannot be changed once the image is captured. Some camera settings 
(from white balance onwards) are not as vital because they can be changed later (if you 
save in RAW). If you intend to process images with Photoshop, always save in RAW. 
Saving images to JPEG is an option if you don’t use Photoshop or if high speed capture is 
important (sacrificing some image quality). JPEG compression can introduce ugly 
artefacts, so keep compression to a minimum. TIFF format is better than JPEG but not as 
good as RAW. Be aware that the histogram you see on the back of a camera is based on 
the converted JPEG, not the RAW image.
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