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Essential Editing 
Techniques 

As far as possible, you should try to capture images that need little 
editing. However, no matter how good your camera and how good your 
photographic techniques you will find that almost all images can be 
improved with some editing. 

The basic goal of image editing is to preserve the best features of 
the images you capture, enhance those features where possible, and 
correct or compensate for any less than ideal technical issues. Beyond 
that, editing should be used to enhance your images in ways that will 
strengthen the visual communications that you want to achieve with your 
images. 

These notes explore some of the editing techniques that you should 
always consider, even if sometimes you decide not to use them. That’s 
why I refer to these techniques as “essential” rather than “basic”.  

These notes explain a range of editing techniques using Lightroom,  
Photoshop and Adobe Camera Raw (ACR). Most of the techniques 
described here can be performed in any RAW conversion software or 
reasonably advanced image editor; although the specific keystrokes 
necessary for each technique will obviously vary. 

 In most cases, I assume that you will be working with RAW files 
rather than JPEG files. Although most of the techniques can be used to 
improve JPEG files you will find that the benefits of capturing images in a 
RAW file format far outweigh any disadvantages. The most important 
advantage of editing RAW files is that any adjustments you make can be 
refined or reversed later if you need to. 
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REMOVING UNWANTED ELEMENTS BY CROPPING  
As a general rule, the first thing to consider when editing an image 

is whether or not it needs to be cropped to remove unwanted elements 
or to emphasise the most important element. You can then concentrate 
on refining the important parts of the image without being distracted by 
anything that will not be included in the final image. 

In some cases, it may be convenient to do a rough or approximate 
crop, then make other adjustments and then come back and make the 
final crop. For example: 
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Uncropped original 

Rough crop before editing 

Final crop after editing 



One situation in which you might consider adjusting your image 
before cropping is when the image obviously needs colour correction. As 
you will see later in these notes, colour correction is sometimes easier on 
an uncropped image. 

CROPPING IN LIGHTROOM 
In the Grid view in the Library module select the thumbnail of the 

image you want to crop. Press “R” to activate the cropping tool and this 
will automatically transfer you to the Develop module. 

Select the aspect ratio for the crop (or select “custom” if you want to 
be able to change the aspect ratio as you crop). 

The crop area is adjusted by clicking the mouse on any of the crop 
“handles” at the corners or mid-points of the crop area and then 
dragging. As you crop, the area outside the crop will be darkened. 
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While the crop tool is selected you can also rotate (straighten) the 
image if necessary. You can do this either by moving the “Angle” slider in 
the crop tool panel (see previous page) or by moving the mouse outside 
the crop area (it changes to a double headed arrow), clicking and 
dragging.   

When you are satisfied with the crop just press Enter (Return on a 
Mac). 

At any later time, if you decide you want to modify the crop just 
select the thumbnail of the image in the Library module, press “R” to 
activate the crop tool and you will be able to make the modifications: 

If you want to completely remove the crop and return to the original 
image dimensions just click on the “Reset” button at the bottom right of 
the crop tool panel (see page 4). 
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Develop module view - Preparing to alter a crop.



CROPPING IN PHOTOSHOP 
To crop an image in Photoshop, select the crop 

tool from the tool bar.  

Near the top of the editing area you will now see the crop tool 
options.  

By default, the cropping aspect ratio will 
be whatever you set the last time you used the 
tool.  

Clicking on the arrow next to whatever 
crop ratio is showing will drop down a list of 
preset aspect ratios - those that are built in to 
Photoshop and any others that you have 
created. 

 If you want to make an unrestrained crop 
just select the W x H x Resolution option and 
drag out whatever crop you want. 

Once you have selected a crop area, you 
can move it by placing the cursor inside the 
crop area and dragging. You can rotate the 
crop are by placing the cursor outside the crop 
area and dragging. 
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REMOVING UNWANTED ELEMENTS WITHOUT CROPPING  
There are several ways of removing unwanted elements that are in 

the main part of an image (when cropping is not appropriate). Which 
technique you use will depend on the size of the unwanted element and 
the content of the image. 

THE SPOT REMOVAL TOOL IN LIGHTROOM 
When the imperfections in the image are small (such as spots 

caused by dust on the sensor) the spot hearing brush can be a quick 
solution. This brush is selected from the options immediately below the 
histogram in Lightroom. 

 

With the brush in “Heal” mode simply click on the spot to be 
removed. You will be able to see the area of the image that is being used 
as the source of the information to heal the spot and, if necessary, you 
can click and drag to change the size and/or location of this healing 
information. 

When the Spot Removal Brush is in “Heal” mode, Lightroom uses 
the texture of the sampled area and blends it with the colour and 
brightness of the area surrounding the selected spot. When the brush is 
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in “Clone” mode the sampled area is simply copied to the selected area. 
You might find it useful to use the Clone mode if the spot to be removed 
is close to the edge of the frame.  

 Sometimes the spots that need healing are difficult to see, so it is 
good practice to get into the habit of turning on the “Visualise Spots” 
option at the bottom of the preview area. Consider this example: 

Turn on “Visualise Spots” to see this: 
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No spots visible.



Adjust the slider to make spots obvious.  

Place the cursor over a spot and click. 

If the dust spots or other imperfections are easy to see, there is no 
need to click on the Visualise Spots tool. 

In some 
images, the 
Spot Healing 
brush can be 
used to 
remove larger 
objects such as 
the lines in this 
image. 

If the 
Spot Removal 
brush is used 
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to ‘wipe over’ the lines, Lightroom will select an area of the image to use 
as a replacement for the area under the brush. 

THE SPOT HEALING BRUSH IN PHOTOSHOP 
To remove 

small spots or 
imperfections, 
select the Spot 
Healing Brush from 
the tools palette: 
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The size of the brush, its ‘softness’ and other options can be 
selected in the usual tool options space at the top of the screen. 

For removing small spots in otherwise relatively clear areas (such as 
dust spots in a sky) set the “Type” option to “Proximity Match”.  For healing 
in areas of high detail you might get better results with “Type” set to 
“Content-Aware”. 

BASIC CLONING IN LIGHTROOM 
Cloning simply means copying one section of an image to another 

location in the image. In Lightroom, cloning is done with the Spot 
Removal tool set to Clone mode. Consider this example: 

The image could be improved by removing the objects at the top of 
the frame and possibly by removing the shadow of the tree. With the 
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Spot Removal tool selected, paint over the object in the top right of the 
frame. 

Lightroom automatically selects an area that has similar texture and 
uses that as the source. You can grab that source area and move it if the 
healing does not appear to be perfect. In this example, the healing 
process was repeated to remove the object at the top left of the frame. 

Removing the shadow of the tree is more challenging, partly 
because the shadow runs behind the boy (so healing will be difficult in 
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the areas close to the boy) and partly because the shadow runs across the 
image at roughly the area where the grass starts to go out of focus. So, it 
might be easier to do this work in Photoshop. 

BASIC CLONING IN PHOTOSHOP 
Whenever you are doing 

cloning in Photoshop the first step 
should be to create a new empty 
layer at the top of the layers 
palette.   There are two main 
reasons for this. First, it lets you 
mask or erase the cloned area 
without changing the original 
image (if you decide that the 
cloning is not quite right). Second 
it allows you to adjust the opacity 
of the cloned area and this can 
help to make the cloning less 
obvious.  

Next, select the clone tool and turn 
on “Sample all layers” or “Sample Current 
and Below” in the clone tool options. 

 

To start cloning you have to Alt-click on the area that you want to 
use as the “source” then move the cursor to the area that you want to 
replace and click-hold-drag to paint over the area that is to be replaced. It 
is best to use short brush strokes so that you can easily undo small parts 
of the clone if it is not quite suitable.  As you clone, you can change the 
size of the brush and Alt-click to define new source areas as needed. One 
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thing to be careful of is that cloning can produce unwanted repetition of 
small features, as highlighted in the following example. If this occurs, 
simply select a new suitable source area and clone over the unwanted 
bits. 

It is important to note the effect of checking the “Aligned” box in the 
clone tool options. With “Aligned” checked, the relationship between the 
sample point and the area to which the clone is applied remains constant 
when you release the mouse button. If you release the mouse, move to 
different area and start cloning again the source will have moved. If 
“Aligned” is not checked, every time you release the mouse button the 
source point returns to the exact spot where you initially Alt-clicked - so 
you can copy the same part of an image to several different locations 
without redefining the source point. 

There is much more to cloning in Photoshop that the brief 
explanation I have just given. For example, once you have mastered the 
basic techniques, you can explore the cloning options that are available 
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through the “Clone Source” panel in Photoshop. This will enable you to 
do things such as cloning something from a source document into your 
working document, and rotating the source as you clone it to the new 
area. 

CONTRAST ADJUSTMENTS 
Changing contrast either expands or shrinks the overall range of 

tonal values in an image. High contrast images typically have dark 
shadows, bright highlights and bold colours. Low contrast images 
typically have little difference between the lightest and darkest pixels 
either because the whole image is dark (or light) or because most of the 
image is mid-toned. Such images typically have muted colours, as in this 
example. 

Low contrast is not necessarily a bad thing. It can add to the mood 
of the image, as in the above example. The reason that the above image 
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looks flat and low contrast is that it has virtually no information in the dark 
or light areas of its histogram: 

In the next example, there is tonal information right across the 
histogram, giving much more contrast between the light and dark areas. 

There are numerous ways of adjusting the contrast in digital images 
but they do not all produce the same results. You will need to select the 
method that best suits the image you are adjusting. 
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ADJUSTING CONTRAST IN ADOBE CAMERA RAW (ACR) 
Before adjusting the Contrast slider in ACR it is a good idea to set 

the White Point (the value of the brightest pixels) and the Black Point (the 
value of the darkest pixels). In this example, the whites had to be reduced 
to prevent clipping and the blacks had to be darkened slightly before the 
contrast was adjusted. 

 

 

 

(c)  2016  Roy Killen Essential Editing Techniques, Page �17

RAW file

Whites, Blacks and Contrast adjusted in ACR



ADJUSTING CONTRAST IN PHOTOSHOP 
There are numerous ways to alter the tonal range of an image in 

Photoshop. Most methods involve setting the white point and black to 
the luminance values of the lightest and darkest pixels in the image. In 
some cases there is also a change to the mid-tone values. 

The simplest option is to select Image>Auto Contrast. This clips the 
blacks and whites by 0.5% (it ignores the first 0.5% of pixels at the 
brightest and darkest ends of the tonal range and sets the white and 
black points). It may give satisfactory results but often it does not. You will 
generally get better results by doing the following: 

a) add a curves (or levels) adjustment layer. 
b) In the properties dialogue that opens Alt-click on the Auto button. 
c) Under Algorithms select “Enhance Monochromatic Contrast”. 
d) Click OK and the contrast will be adjusted. 

RAW image 
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Auto Contrast adjustment in Photoshop

Curves Layer with “Enhance Monochromatic Contrast” option



 

 

 

Of course, you can simply use the Brightness/Contrast adjustment 
in Photoshop (preferably on an adjustment layer) and this can be an 
effective way of achieving the desired result if you are using a CC version 
of Photoshop.  (Older version of PS do not give very satisfactory results 
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Histogram after Auto Contrast adjustment

Histogram of RAW file

Histogram after “Enhance Monochromatic Contrast”



because they use what is known as the “legacy” version of the brightness/
contrast adjustment.) 

ADJUSTING CONTRAST IN LIGHTROOM 
Basic contrast adjustment in Lightroom are virtually identical to 

contrast adjustments in ACR. The black and white points can be set and 
the contrast adjusted with a slider. 

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO ADJUSTING CONTRAST 
All the previous methods of adjusting contrast involve setting the 

white point and black point and then making some adjustment to the 
distribution of tones across the full tonal range. There are two other 
approaches that take a different approach because they are designed for 
slightly different purposes. 
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CLARITY ADJUSTMENTS 
Clarity adjustments are designed specifically to increase the mid-

tone contrast in an image without making significant changes to the 
highlights and shadows. You can apply a clarity adjustment directly in 
ACR or Lightroom with a single slider. There is no clarity adjustment in 
Photoshop but it can be achieved by applying the Camera Raw Filter - 
this opens the image in ACR and returns you to PS after the adjustment is 
made. 
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RAW file

Clarity adjustment  
in Lightroom



DEHAZE ADJUSTMENTS 
The Dehaze adjustment increases mid-tone contrast in a way that is 

intended to compensate for light loss through atmospheric haze (so it 
tends to boost colours more than a Clarity adjustment). You can apply a 
Dehaze adjustment directly in ACR or Lightroom with a single slider. 
There is no Dehaze adjustment in Photoshop but it can be achieved by 
applying the Camera Raw Filter - this opens the image in ACR and returns 
you to PS after the adjustment is made. 
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RAW file

Dehaze adjustment  
in Lightroom



There are some images for which 
you might want to reduce contrast by 
decreasing the clarity or by increasing the 
haze. For example: 
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Haze reduced with Dehaze Haze increased with Dehaze

RAW file



The Dehaze filter can also be useful way to boost the contrast and 
vibrance of images that do not have any obvious atmospheric haze. 
However, if you apply it too strongly there can be some undesirable 
colour shifts that may need correcting, as in the following images: 
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RAW file

Dehaze applied in Lightroom - 
browns have become too saturated.



 

 

The final result gives the desired amount of detail in the birds while 
retaining appropriate colour throughout the image. 
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Vibrance reduced to make browns more natural.

Saturation of sky increased



ADJUSTING COLOUR 
There are three components to colour - brightness (or lightness), 

saturation and hue. Typically, the colours that we work with in images are 
represented by a colour wheel such as this: 

As you move around the 
circumference of the circle the hue 
(colour) changes. 

As you move from the centre of 
the circle towards the 
circumference the saturation 
(depth of colour) increases. 

To represent the way in which 
lightness changes we need a three 
dimensional figure such as this: 
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In Photoshop, the hue, saturation and lightness of colours can be 
explored with the Colour Picker: 

The hue (a shade of green in this example) displayed in the large 
square is determined by the position of the slider on the colour bar - 
equivalent to moving around the circumference of the colour wheel. The 
saturation is determined by the horizontal position of the selection point 
(left to right movement corresponding to moving from the centre to the 
circumference the colour wheel). The lightness (brightness) is determined 
by the vertical position of the selection point - lighter at the top, darker at 
the bottom. 

If you select the Eye Dropper tool in Photoshop and 
click anywhere on an image the colour under the 
sample point will be set as the “Foreground Colour”. 
Clicking on the Foreground Colour patch will open the 
Colour Picker.   

(c)  2016  Roy Killen Essential Editing Techniques, Page �28



ADJUSTING BRIGHTNESS IN PHOTOSHOP 
There are several ways to adjust Brightness in Photoshop. The 

simplest is to use the Brightness//Contrast control (preferably on an 
adjustment layer). 
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RAW file Brightness/Contrast adjustment

Brightness adjusted with a 
curves layer



ADJUSTING BRIGHTNESS IN LIGHTROOM 
The quickest way to adjust the overall brightness of an image in 

Lightroom is with the Exposure slider. 

The brightness of different colours can be selectively adjusted with 
the Luminance controls in the HSL panel.  

A similar result can be achieved with the 
Hue/Saturation adjustment in Photoshop. 
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ADJUSTING SATURATION AND VIBRANCE 
In Lightroom and Adobe Camera Raw there are Saturation and 

Vibrance sliders in the basic adjustments panels. In Photoshop, these 
sliders are available from the Vibrance adjustment panel (best used on an 
adjustment layer). In each program, moving the Saturation slider to the 
right will increase the saturation of all colours in the image. Moving it to 
the left will decrease the saturation of all colours in the image. 

Moving the Vibrance slider to the right will boost the saturation of 
colours that are not already highly saturated. Moving it to the left will 
decrease the saturation of colours that are not highly saturated. 

In most cases, the saturation changes you get by using the Vibrance 
slider are much more subtle than what you will achieve with the saturation 
slider. An added bonus is that changes made to images with the Vibrance 
slider have very little effect on skin tones. 

In this example, the most highly saturated colours are the yellow 
beneath the bird’s beak and the blue beneath that yellow patch. The 
other greens and blues on the bird are also quite saturated. 
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Strong Vibrance adjustment

Strong Saturation adjustment 
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Maximum reduction in Saturation

Maximum reduction in Vibrance



WHITE BALANCE 
When objects that appear white in reality also appear white in your 

image, the white balance is correct. If the white balance is not correct, the 
image is said to have a colour cast.  

To get the WB correct, your camera has to take into account the 
colour temperature of the light source - the relative warm or coolness of 
the white light that is falling on whatever you are photographing.  

The WB setting on your camera will influence the colour of JPG 
images (if you are saving JPEG files) and the “As Shot” values used as the 
starting point for conversion of RAW files in ACR or Lightroom. The “Auto 
WB” setting on most cameras will do a good job under most conditions 
so use that setting if you  are saving RAW files. When you open RAW files 
in ACR or Lightroom, the WB will initially be set at whatever values of WB 
were recorded when the image was taken. 

When WB is being adjusted in ACR or Lightroom there are two 
controls (sliders), one for colour temperature (blue-yellow) and one for 
tint (green-magenta). 

If the colour temperature is too warm the image will have a 
yellowish appearance. If the colour temperature is too cool the image will 
have a bluish appearance. 

Trying to adjust WB with the sliders can be a frustrating experience, 
particularly if there is a strong or unusual colour cast on the image. So a 
good starting point is to try one of the following techniques. 
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ADJUSTING WHITE BALANCE IN LIGHTROOM 
In this example the image obviously has a strong yellow cast.  

Ultimately, I will crop the image to give a tight portrait of Lily, but it 
is best to correct the colour first. 

In the Basic panel in the Develop module of Lightroom there is WB 
section that looks like this: 

There are a number of presets that can be selected from the drop 
down list that currently shows “As Shot”.  It is worth trying some of these 
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but it is usually better to select the eye dropper instead and click on an 
area of the image that should be neutral grey (avoid blown out highlights 
of blocked out shadows). In this image there is a light grey area just to the 
left of Lily’s head so I tried that. The result was: 
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ADJUSTING WHITE BALANCE IN PHOTOSHOP 
There are several approaches to correcting WB or removing colour 

casts in Photoshop and you should expect to get different results with 
each approach. You may have to try several approaches before finding 
the best one for a particular image. 

Method 1:  Image>Auto Color 

Auto Color adjusts the contrast and colour of 
an image by searching the image to identify 
shadows, midtones, and highlights. By default, 
Auto Color neutralizes the midtones using a 
target colour of RGB 128 gray and clips the 
shadows and highlight pixels by 0.5%. You can 
change these defaults in the Auto Color 
Correction Options dialog box. 

In this example the result was not great. 
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Method 2:  Image>Adjustments>Match Color>Neutralise 

In this example, selecting the Neutralise option in the Match Colour 
panel produced an image that was too cool. 
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Method 3:  Image>Adjustments>Match Color>Source 
This method is a little more complex because it relies on you having 

a reference image that contains the range of colours you are attempting 
to replicate in the image you are adjusting.  In my case I happened to 
have the following photograph of Lily that I could use as a reference.  

The creamy tones on the banister are very close to the wall colour in 
the image I am trying to correct, and the hair and skin tomes are the 
same. The procedure is this: 

• Open both the image to be corrected and the reference image in 
Photoshop. 

• With the image you are working on active, select 
Image>Adjustments>Match Colour from the menu. 

• In the Match Color panel select the file name of the reference image. 

• With the Match Color panel still open adjust the Image Options 
(Luminance, Color Intensity and Fade) to give the desired result. 
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The colour 
matched image. 
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Method 4:  Filter>Camera Raw>Auto 
This method takes the image from Photoshop into ACR where you 

can make the WB adjustment using any of the techniques available in 
ACR. The simplest technique is to select “Auto” in the WB panel.   

In this example the result was: 
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Method 5:  Sampling grey point with Curves  
For this method, a Curves adjustment layer is placed above the 

image to be colour corrected and the centre eye dropper is used to 
sample a section of the image that is supposed to be neutral grey. 
Photoshop will independently adjust the red, green and blue channel 
information to give neutral greys at the midpoint of the curve. You can 
also fix the black and white points using the upper and lower eye 
droppers (which was not done in this image). 

Because each of these techniques is getting Photoshop (or ACR or 
Lightroom) to sample different parts of the image and perform different 
calculations in order to correct the white balance you should expect that 
they will all produce slightly different results. You may have to experiment 
in order to decide which approach is best for the particular image you are 
working on. This will always be a subjective decision, as illustrated in the 
following images that each used one of the approaches described above. 
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SHARPENING 
Detail in images is created by having adjacent pixels with different 

tonal values (brightness, hue, saturation). To emphasise or enhance detail 
you need to increase the differences in tonal values of adjacent pixels. 
This can be done in numerous ways, and is usually referred to as 
“sharpening”.  

Most RAW files require some sharpening. JPEG files saved in-
camera will have sharpening applied by the camera. Regardless of 
whether they start life as RAW files or JPEG files most images will benefit 
from some sharpening before final output, particularly if they are printed. 

The various sharpening techniques all attempt to identify edges in 
the image and emphasise those edges by darkening the pixels on the 
dark side of the edge and lightening the pixels on the light side of the 
edge. 

SHARPENING IN LIGHTROOM 
There are actually three different types and ways of sharpening in 

Lightroom-each with a different purpose. The approach you should 
consider first is refereed to as Capture 
Sharpening. This is the sharpening that 
is designed to bring back the original 
scene detail that is lost during the 
capture and saving process.  These 
adjustments are made in the “Detail” 
panel of the Develop module.  

To increase the sharpening, move 
the “Amount” slider to the right, noting 
the effect in the small preview area and 
in the large image. If you hold down the 
Alt/Option key while you drag the slider 
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the image will change to monochrome and the effect of adjusting the 
amount of sharpening will be more obvious. Increasing the Amount is 
simply increasing the extent to which pixels are lightened or darkened at 
the edges that Lightroom has identified in the image.  If you take this 
adjustment too far you will see very obvious halos on the lighter side of 
edges. 

The “Radius” slider adjusts the width of the area in which pixels are 
lightened or darkened along edges. Again, by holding down the Alt/
Option key as you move the slider you will be able to see the effect more 
clearly.  

The “Detail” slider helps to bring out fine detail and textures in the 
image. Again, holding down the Alt/Option key as the slider is moved will 
make it easier to see the effect.  

The “Masking” slider limits the areas of the image to which 
sharpening is applied. Again, holding down the Alt/Option key as the 
slider is moved will make it easier to see which edges are being 
sharpened. 
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RAW file
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RAW file - no sharpening

Sharpening with Amount = 100, Radius = 1, Detail =10
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Mask to limit sharpening to main subject

Final sharpened image



When you open the Detail panel in Lightroom it shows the 
sharpening options described above and also some Noise Reduction 
options. These adjustments allow you reduce any noise that may been in 
the original image and minimise artefacts that may have been introduced 
during sharpening.  

The second type of sharpening in Lightroom is called Local 
Sharpening which is simply sharpening applied to small areas of the 
image rather than to the total image. This is achieved by selecting the 
Adjustment Brush (from just below the histogram in the Develop 
module), setting the Sharpness slider to a suitable value and painting 
over the area(s) top be sharpened.  

The third type of sharpening is Output Sharpening and this is 
applied once you have finished all adjustments and you are ready to 
either print the image or export it for digital display. When you choose to 
export a file from Lightroom the  export dialogue has options for “Export 
to” (screen, matte paper, glossy paper) and “Amount” (low, standard, 
high). Select the option you need and sharpening will be applied 
automatically on export. 

SHARPENING IN PHOTOSHOP 

There are numerous approaches 
to sharpening in Photoshop. The 
two simplest approaches are 
made by applying sharpening 
filters, either Unsharp Mask or 
Smart Sharpen. 
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Open in Photoshop with no sharpening applied ACR.

Unsharp Mask with Amount = 180 and Radius = 1.
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Unsharp Mask with Amount = 500 and Radius = 1.   
Over-sharpened, halos visible, general harsh appearance.

Smart Sharpen with Amount = 500, Radius = 1 and Noise Reduction = 10%



Your goal with sharpening should be to emphasise the detail in the 
image to the point where the viewer can appreciate it but not tell where 
or how you sharpened the image. 

CONCLUSION 
These notes have touched on just a few of the basic editing 

techniques that you will need to use when processing images. It is 
important to understand that no matter what adjustments you need to 
make to your images, there is no one-size-fits-all approach that will give 
you the best results on all occasions. You need to learn as much as you 
can about whatever image editor you decide to use and then be 
prepared to experiment and practice. 

If you would like to make suggestions for improving these notes 
please email me. 

Roy Killen 

Email: roykillen@mac.com 

8th March, 2016. 
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