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Processing RAW files 
What are RAW files? 

Most digital cameras save files to memory cards in one of two basic 
formats - RAW files of JPEG files. To understand the difference between 
RAW files and JPEG files you first need to understand a little bit about 
what happens inside a digital camera. 

When light enters a digital camera it is focused onto a sensor that 
converts the light into electrical signals. The surface of this sensor is 
divided into discrete areas called pixels. The surface of the sensor is 
covered with small coloured filters so that each pixel receives light 
through just one filter - red, green or blue. The sensor in the majority of 
cameras is called a BAYER PATTERN sensor because the coloured filters 
are arranged like this: 

Each pixel produces a signal that corresponds to the intensity of the 
light falling on it.  The information from all the pixels is combined into a 
single file that is referred to as a RAW (unprocessed) file. The RAW file is 
saved with very little processing.  

RAW files can be quite large (more than 80MB from some cameras), 
so most cameras offer the option of having the file saved as a JPEG file 
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instead of, or in addition to, the RAW file. JPEG (of JPG) is a standard file 
format for files that have been processed (by applying white balance, 
contrast, saturation, and other adjustments in the camera) and then 
compressed so that the file is smaller. The next section considers this in a 
little more detail. You can skip it if you want to but understanding what is 
happening inside you camera will give you better control over the images 
you produce. 

In-camera processing of image information 
- JPEG files 

If you have your camera set to save JPEG images to the memory 
card then the information from the sensor is processed through several 
stages before it is saved. The basic process is: 

1. The amount of light falling on the sensor is controlled by the shutter 
speed and aperture you have selected. The digital information 
generated by the sensor describes the colour of the light and its 
intensity for each individual pixel. This is the RAW information. For each 
pixel, the colour can be red, green or blue and the intensity will be from 
0 (no light) to 4095 (maximum light) for a 12-bit sensor. A 14-bit sensor 
can differentiate between 16384 different levels of light intensity on 
each pixel - so a 14-bit sensor generates much more information than a 
12-bit sensor. (You don't need to understand the technicalities of this.) 
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2. The RAW information generated by the sensor passes through an 
amplifier that increases the magnitude of the signals from the sensor. 
The amount of amplification is controlled by the ISO setting on the 
camera. If you set your camera to a high ISO (e.g. 800) the signal from 
the sensor is amplified more than when you have the camera set to a 
low ISO (such as 100). [The ISO settings are roughly equivalent to the 
ISO speed ratings of film - a digital camera set to ISO 400 requires 
approximately the same exposure settings as a film camera using ISO 
400 film.] 

3. The amplified information from the sensor is now decoded to create 
an "image" file. (You don’t need to understand how this magic 
happens.) 

4. The "image file" is then adjusted according to the settings you have 
chosen on the camera (usually through the menu) - white balance, 
saturation, sharpening, contrast, etc. It is important to note that once 
these changes have been made in the camera and the JPEG file has 
been made the changes cannot be undone. For example, if you set 
your camera to produce high contrast images and then later decide 
that a particular image has too much contrast you can try to reduce the 
contrast in Photoshop (or whatever program you are using) but you 
can never get back to the original state of the image. 

5. The adjusted image file is turned into a JPEG file by a process called 
"compression". You have some control over how much compression is 
used (how much the size of the image file is  reduced) by your choice 
of the image "quality" setting on the camera. NEVER use anything 
other than the highest quality setting. This will produce the largest files 
but they will also contain the most information. If you set your camera 
to save lower quality JPEG files the camera will discard some of the 
information in the image - usually information about fine detail or 
subtle changes of colour. Once discarded, you can never get this 
information back again.  
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6. The JPEG file is then saved to the memory card. 

In-camera processing of image information 
- RAW files 

If you set your camera to save RAW files to the memory card then 
essentially the only "processing" of the image data that takes place in the 
camera is the amplification of the signal from the sensor. The amount of 
amplification depends on the ISO setting - just as it does for JPEG files. 
The basic process is: 

Information about other camera settings (such as white balance) is 
saved as part of the RAW file but it is NOT used to change the data in the 
RAW file. 

All the additional processing that is done "in camera" for JPEG files 
is done in your computer for RAW files - if you choose to do it. There are 
also many additional adjustments that you can make in the computer that 
are not possible in the camera (such as compensating for lens distortion). 
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In-computer processing of RAW files 
When you process RAW files in your computer, the basic things that 

are happening are: 

1. To display a RAW image on your computer you first have to open it in a 
"RAW conversion program" such as Adobe Camera Raw. This program 
"decodes" the information recorded by the digital sensor and converts 
it into an "image" that can be displayed. 

2. You can now make whatever adjustments you want to the image (white 
balance, contrast, etc). 

3. The RAW conversion program will automatically apply a set of default 
adjustments (contrast, saturation, etc) . However, you should regard 
these settings as just the starting point. You can change settings (such 
as white balance) as often and as much as you like - the process is 
always reversible. One great benefit of RAW files is that all the changes 
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you make are automatically stored in a separate file - you never 
change the original information that was recorded by your camera. 

4. When you are satisfied with the adjustments you have made to the 
RAW image in the RAW Converter (e.g., Adobe Camera RAW) you can 
save it or you can open it in Photoshop for further adjustments. You 
can decide to save it as a JPEG file (not recommended) or a TIFF file or 
a Photoshop file or in any of the other file formats that are available 
through Photoshop. 

Not all RAW files are the same 
The digital sensors in each make/model of camera are different - so 

the manufacturers design the cameras to produce RAW files that will take 
best advantage of the sensor and the other electronics in the camera - so 
the RAW files from each different camera are different. For example,the 
RAW files generated by a Nikon D4 are not the same as the RAW files 
generated by a Nikon D3400 even though they will have the same file 
extension (.NEF). Likewise, Canon RAW files will have an extension 
of .CRW or .CR2 but they will be slightly different for each camera model.  

Whatever software you are using to convert your RAW files to 
images that can be displayed has to be able to recognise the type of 
RAW file that your camera produces. That's why you might have to 
update your software if you get a new camera. With software such as 
Adobe Camera Raw this usually means downloading a "patch" from the 
Internet (a free and simple process). 

Adobe has created the DNG (digital negative) raw file format as a 
public archival format for RAW files. RAW files from almost any camera 
can be converted to this format in Adobe's free Digital Negative 
Converter. A few camera manufacturers (e.g. Leica) have adopted this 
format for some of their models. When you import RAW files to your 
computer with Adobe Photo Downloader (part of Adobe Bridge) or with 
Lightroom you have the option of converting them to the DNG format. 
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Some reasons why you might want to do this are explained at this web 
site: www.adobe.com/products/dng/ 

Why shoot RAW? 
The main reasons for setting your camera to save RAW files are: 

1. RAW files contain the maximum amount of information about 
each image that your camera is capable of recording. 

2. If your camera is saving JPG files you have to commit yourself at 
the time of exposure to several of the most important aspects of image 
quality, namely white balance, overall contrast and colour saturation. With 
a raw file you are free to make decisions about these settings at your 
leisure at any time after you have taken the photograph. 

3. You have maximum control over how and when your images are 
converted to JPEG or TIFF.  

4. All the changes you make (exposure, contrast, cropping, white 
balance, etc) are reversible. The original file information is never 
changed. One very important consequence of this is that you can come 
back an re-edit your files at any time in the future after your editing skills 
or the software have improved. 

5. In Photoshop you can use 16-bit mode to edit the full 12- or 14-
bit images generated from the RAW file rather than the 8-bit image that 
you are forced to work with in JPEG. A useful tutorial on the benefits of 
16-bit editing is available at www.photoshopessentials.com/essentials/
16-bit/ 

6. RAW files are tagged with whatever the camera's white balance 
setting was (either that which was manually set or via auto-white-balance), 
but the actual data has not been changed. This allows you to set any 
white balance that you want after the photograph has been taken, with no 
image degradation. This is not the case with JPEG files - trying to change 
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white balance is a complicated, inexact and often frustrating business 
with JPEG files. 

7. Even very modest computers have much more computing power 
than the processors used in cameras. So the conversion from RAW to 
JPEG can be done more efficiently and in a more sophisticated way in a 
computer. 

8. On RAW files it is possible to correct some lens-based problems 
such as vignetting and chromatic aberration. 

Sidecar files 
Several of the advantages of RAW files are possible because editing 

does not change the original file. What happens is that information about 
the editing you do is stored in a separate file called a “sidecar” file. This 
process occurs automatically (although you have to select it as an option 
in some programs such as Lightroom). The sidecar files have the same 
name as the RAW file but an extension “.xmp".   

The sidecar file stores information about the most recent edits that 
you have made to the RAW file. If you make copies of your RAW file and 
give them different names you can edit them in different ways and 
different versions of the sidecar file will be created. 

A Direct Comparison of RAW and JPEG 
The following two images are both from the same exposure (the 

camera was set to record both a RAW file and a JPEG file). The two files 
were then opened in Adobe Camera RAW using the default settings. (You 
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can open RAW, JPEG and TIFF files in Adobe Camera Raw). The JPEG 
image is on the left. 

The histograms displayed in ACR are shown below each image. 
Note that they are not identical - the two images do not contain the same 
luminance information in the red, green and blue channels. Some of the 
information from the darkest tones and some of the information from the 
lightest tones has been lost in the JPEG image. 

Each of the images was adjusted in Adobe Camera Raw to try to 
achieve the best result. The adjustments included contrast, clarity, tone 
curve and sharpness. The two images were cropped in ACR to produce a 
25 x 20 cm image of the bug. The two cropped images were then 
opened in Photoshop and displayed at 100% size. The results are shown 
below. 
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I had tried to get each image "the best possible" in ACR, but clearly 
the RAW file produced richer colours. The JPEG image has the 
appearance of being over-sharpen even though the two images were 
sharpened by the same amount in ACR. The RAW image appears to have 
retained more detail in the highlights and shadows, as was expected from 
the original histograms. 

Of course, the differences I have shown here will not be so obvious 
in all images. I started with a macro shot of a very small bug (about 5mm 
long) and enlarged the image to the point where the bug would be about 
20cm long if printed at 300 dpi. 

As a further illustration of how detail and tonal variations get lost in 
JPEG files, consider the following example. 
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This image was saved in-camera as both a RAW file and a JPEG file. 
Behind the centre tree there is a metal pole - refer to the red circle. When 
the two images are enlarged to the point where the individual pixels are 
visible, the metal pole looks like this: 

The image on the left is the JPEG image, the one on the right is the 
RAW image. There is clearly much more detail and tonal variation in the 
RAW image. 
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Basic Processing in Adobe Camera RAW 
The following examples use Adobe Camera RAW software but the 

basic principles are the same regardless of which software you use. 

There are several ways to open an image in ACR: 

1. Locate the file in the Finder (Mac) or File Browser (Windows). Right 
click on the file name and select “Open in Photoshop”. 

2. Locate the file in Adobe Bridge and double click on its thumbnail. 

3. Locate the file in Adobe Bridge, right click on its thumbnail and select 
“Open in Camera Raw”. 

4. Locate the file in Adobe Bridge, select its thumbnail and click on the 
ACR icon in the toolbar. 

When the file opens you will see this interface: 
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Before you do ANY editing, it is important to try to visualise the final 
image that you want to produce. It might help to ask yourself these two 
questions: 

What do I want to be the main feature of this image? 
How will I emphasise that main feature and draw viewers’ 
attention to it? 

For example, with the image above I want to make the smoke from 
the canon the main feature and what I am aiming for is to enhance that 
area of the image in the following way: 

Now that I know what I want to achieve I can concentrate on how to 
do it - keeping in mind that as well as making adjustments to this feature 
area I also have to make suitable adjustments to the rest of the image. 
That means I will be making some ‘global’ adjustments (that effect the 
whole inmate) and some ‘local’ adjustments (that effect only part of the 
image).  

As you become familiar with your software you will learn the best 
place to start with your adjustments. This will not be there same for every 
image but, in general, it is best to do the global adjustments before you 
start doing local adjustments.  
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Before you start making adjustments you need to display the image 
at a suitable size on the screen. With most software there are several ways 
of adjusting the size of the displayed image. With ACR, there are two 
basic methods. 

At the top of the screen there is a toolbar that has a zoom tool at the 
extreme left (it looks like a magnifying glass): 

If you select this tool the cursor changes to a magnifying glass with 
a “+” sign. If you move the cursor to any part of the image and click once 
the image will enlarge and the spot on which you clicked will be moved 
to the centre of the display area (unless the spot was too close to the 
edge of the image). Clicking again will further enlarge the image. 

If you hold down the Alt key the cursor changes to a  magnifying 
glass with a “-“ and clicking will reduce the size of the image and move it 
so that the point on which you clicked is at the centre. 

If you double click on the zoom tool in the toolbar the image will be 
enlarged to 100%.  

An alternative way of changing the image size is to use the controls 
at the bottom left corner of the display: 

Clicking on the -/+ signs will decrease/increase the size of the 
image but it will not centre it. If you click on the double-headed arrow it 
will bring up a list of options: 
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 If the “Scrubby zoom” is selected, when you are using the zoom 
tool, you can place the magnifying glass over a specific area of the image 
and ‘click and drag’ to the right to enlarge and centre that spot of the 
image on the screen. 

The ‘move’ tool is to the right of the zoom tool on the toolbar: 

When it is selected you can click and drag to move the image 
around the display area if the image is enlarged beyond the display area. 
Trying to move the image with the move tool will not do anything unless 
the image is larger than the display area. If you double click on the zoom 
tool it alters the image size so that the image fits the current size of the 
working area. 
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Cropping 
If your image obviously needs to be cropped, you should make at 

least an approximate crop (maybe a little larger than you expect the final 
crop to be) before you make any adjustments.   

There are two tools to help you with cropping - the Crop tool and 
the Straighten tool: 

If you select the Crop tool you can click and drag out the crop area, 
but before you do that you might want to set the aspect ratio of the crop. 
To do this, click and hold on the Crop tool icon - you will then see this: 

You can either select one of the preset aspect ratios (such as 4 to 5) 
of click on “Custom” to create a new cropping ratio. For example, you 
might want to create a 16 to 10 ratio so that you can crop to the aspect 
ratio used for the Belmont EDI images (1920x1200). Unfortunately, the 
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current version of ACR does not allow you to permanently save any new 
aspect ratios that you create (although you can do this in Lightroom). 

When you drag out a crop area, the pixel size of that area is shown 
at the bottom of the screen, just below where the file name appears: 

By clicking on any part of that line of information you can set up the 
‘workflow options’ - instructing ACR on how you want the file to be 
transferred to Photoshop. In the above example, the options are set so 
that the file will open in Photoshop in the ‘Adobe RGB (1998)’ colour 
space, it will open as a 16 bit file, it will have pixel dimensions of 
4690x3026 (because that is the size of the crop area) and its print 
resolution will be set at 300 ppi.  

After you drag out a crop area, if you click and drag INSIDE that 
area you can reposition the crop without changing its size or aspect 
ration. 

If you click on the ‘handles’ (small dots) at the corners of the crop 
area you can change its size without changing the aspect ratio. If you 
have selected “Normal” as the cropping ratio there will also be handles at 
the centre of each side of the crop and you can click and drag these 
handles to change the aspect ratio of the crop. 

If you move the cursor outside of the crop area it will change to a 
double-headed curved arrow. You can then click and drag to rotate the 
cropped area. 

You can ‘automatically’ rotate the cropped area to straighten the 
horizon or straighten a vertical line by using the Straighten tool that is 
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located immediately to the right of the Crop tool. Just select the tool and 
use it to draw a line across part of the image that you want to be either 
horizontal or vertical. This will automatically create a crop area.  

Whether you create the crop using the Crop tool or the Straighten 
tool, it does not take effect until you press the Return/Enter key. The 
cropped area will then expand to fill the display area. If you decide you 
want to change the crop, simply select the Crop tool or Straighten tool 
again and adjust the crop area. Once you are satisfied with the crop you 
are ready to start adjusting colour, contrast, etc. All adjustments are made 
through the Adjustment Panels that are located on the right of the screen 
below the histogram. 

The Basic Adjustments Panel 
The is is place where you will normally 

start making your adjustments, although 
there will be some situations where it is more 
useful to start with a different approach. 

The adjustment sliders are arranged 
from top to bottom in the sequence that will 
suit most images. However, you will often find 
that as you work your way down you may 
have to backtrack and modify an earlier 
adjustment.  

When you first open an image, the 
white balance will be set at the value your 
camera was set on. 
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If you want to compare your adjusted image 
with the starting image you can select various 
‘before and after’ views near the bottom right of 
the display area. Click on the Y/Y button to toggle 
through the display options. 

The Tone Curve Adjustments Panel 
The ‘point’ tab allows you to select any 

point on the curve and increase or decrease 
the brightness of those tones. It operates in 
much the same way as the curves 
adjustment in Photoshop or any other editor. 

The ‘parametric’ tab lets you adjust 
four areas of the curve - highlights, lights, 
darks and shadows. 

I tend not to use this adjustment panel 
very often as these adjustments can be done 
easily in Photoshop (and Photoshop offers 
some extra control over curves adjustments). 
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The Details Adjustments Panel 
This panel allows you to adjust two 

aspects of detail - sharpness and noise. 

Before making these adjustments it is 
best to display the image at 100% size so 
that the effects of your adjustment are 
easier to see. 

As a starting point, try setting the 
‘Amount’ at 100. Then if you hold down the 
Alt key while you adjust the Radius and 
Detail you will be able to see which areas 
of the image are effected by those 
adjustments. Finally, hold down the Alt key 
and move the Masking slider to the right to 
restrict the sharpening to the areas that 
should have clear detail. The areas to 
which the sharpening will not be applied 
will appear black while ever you hold 
down the Alt key and click on the Masking 
slider. 

Take care not to over-sharpen the 
image. 

If your image was shot at a high ISO it may contain obvious digital 
noise (particularly in shadow areas). You can try reducing the noise with 
the Luminance and Colour Noise Reduction sliders.  

The HSL/Grayscale Adjustments Panel 
This is the panel to use for selective colour adjustments such as 

increasing the saturation of a particular colour. (It is similar to using the 
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Hue/Saturation adjustment in 
Photoshop, except that here you have 
more sliders). 

The eight sliders each effect a 
range of colours so you may find that 
you have to readjust, say, the red slider 
after adjusting the orange slider. 

If you check the “Convert to 
Grayscale’ box the image will change to 
monochrome but the sliders still effect 
the same underlying colour ranges. This 
can be a useful way to produce a 
monochrome image but be careful. If 
you create a monochrome image in this 
way and then open it in Photoshop it 
will open as a grayscale image that 
contains no colour information. This 
limits your options for further editing of 
the image. Generally I prefer to do 
monochrome conversion in Photoshop 
where I have much more control and 
many more options. 

The Split Toning Adjustments Panel 
If you convert the image to grayscale in the previous panel you then 

have the option of applying toning (a colour tint) to the image in the Split 
Toning Panel. Here you can independently adjust the toning that is 
applied to the highlights and to the shadows. To apply a tone you have to 
move the relevant Saturation slider off zero and then adjust the Hue 
slider. As you move the Hue slider, a number between 0 and 360 appears 
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near the end of the slider. By adjusting both 
sliders to the same number you can apply the 
same tone the entire image. You need to do 
this if you are trying to produce a toned image 
that fits the monochrome definition for 
competitions - such competitions do not allow 
entry of split toned images (images with two 
different tones). 

 

The Lens Correction 
Adjustments Panel 

This panel allows you to apply 
predefined camera profiles to the image or to 
make manual adjustments for Distortion, 
Defringing and Vignetting. 

If you are applying a vignette (or 
correcting a vignette that was introduced by 
your lens) be very careful. Although vignettes 
can be an effective way of focusing additional 
attention on the centre of an image, if the 
vignette is obvious is can easily be a 
distraction rather than an enhancement. 
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The Effects Adjustments Panel 
This panel has three sections that serve quite different purposes. 

The centre section allows you to apply Grain to the image to simulate the 
grain that could be produced from film. 

The bottom section allows you to apply “Post Crop Vignetting” 
which is simply a vignette that takes account of cropping, rather than just 
being applied to the outside of the uncropped image. Don’t forget the 
earlier warning about over-doing vignettes. 

The top section of the panel is relatively new and it is extremely 
useful. The Dehaze slider is designed to remove haze from images (or 
apply haze if you want a foggy look). It behaves a little like the Clarity 
slider on the Basic adjustments panel (and increases localised contrast to 
give the appearance of more detail) but it also effects the saturation and 
brightness of the colours. If you apply a large Dehaze adjustment you 
may find it necessary to then go the Basic adjustments panel and increase 
the brightness (particularly for the shadow areas) and you may have to go 
to the HSL panel and reduce the saturation of some colours. 

The Dehaze adjustment can make a dramatic effect to an image and 
it is often a good starting point for you adjustments, particularly for 
landscape 
images, as 
illustrated on 
the right hand 
side of this 
image: 
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The Camera Calibration Adjustments Panel 
You probably will not use this panel until you become very familiar 

with ACR. It allows you to select different ‘Processes” (different ways for 
ACR to do the calculations necessary for adjustments) and different 
camera profiles. You can also make manual adjustments to the profiles 
applied to your images. 

The Presets Adjustments Panel 
This can be very useful. If you are processing a lot of similar images, 

or you develop a favourite way of adjusting images, you can save a set of 
adjustments as a Preset. When you open a new image you can select that 
present as the starting point for your adjustments. You can save as many 
different presents as you want.  

The Snapshots Adjustments Panel 
This is also very useful, particularly if you are making a lot of 

adjustments to an image. After you 
have made some adjustments, just 
click on the icon at the bottom of 
this panel to save a snapshot of 
the adjustments and their effect on 
the image. Then continue making 
adjustments and taking snapshots 
at critical times. If you decide you 
don’t like some of the adjustments 
you have made you can simply 
select the last snapshot that you 
made before the unwanted 
adjustments, and then continue 
editing. 
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ACR Options for Opening and Saving Files 
Once you have opened an imagine in ACR and done some editing 

you have numerous options for saving it with or without opening it in 
Photoshop. 

At the bottom left of the 
screen there is a “Save Image” 
button. If you click on that a 
dialogue box will open to allow 
you to name the file, select the 
location to save it and select the 
type of file to save. The RAW 
image will remain open in ACR. 

Alternatively, at the bottom right of the screen there are three 
buttons. The centre “Cancel” button will cancel any changes you made to 
the image and ACR will close. 

If you have made some edits but you want to discard those edits 
without closing the image, just hold down the Alt key and the “Cancel” 
button will change to a “Reset” button. Clicking on it will remove the 
changes you have made but the image will stay open. 

If you click on the “Done” button, any changes you have made to 
the RAW file will be saved and ACR will close. 

If you click on the “Open Image” button the file will open in 
Photoshop, the RAW file and its changes will be saved and ACR will close. 
This is the usual way to transfer images from ACR to Photoshop. 
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If you hold down the Alt key, the “Open Image” button will change 
to “Open Copy”. Clicking on it will open the edited image in Photoshop 
but ACR will close without saving the changes to the RAW file. (You 
probably will not use this very often.) 

The real magic happens if you hold down the SHIFT  key because 
then the “Open Image” button changes to “Open Object”. Clicking on it 
will open the image in Photoshop as a SMART OBJECT. The changes to 
the RAW file will be saved and ACR will close. 

When you open a file as a Smart Object it will appear in the Layers 
palette of Photoshop with a special icon - like this: 

Notice that the image icon has an extra symbol in the bottom right 
corner to remind you that this is a Smart Object. 

Smart Objects preserve an image’s source content with all its 
original characteristics, enabling you to perform non-destructive editing 
to the layer. This might sound a bit technical, but don't worry, what you 
need to know for now is that by double clicking on the Smart Object you 
can go back to ACR to do further edits on the image. That may not sound 
very important but it creates a range of useful possibilities for image 
editing. Here is something you can try: 

1. Open an image in ACR and then (without making any changes) open it 
as a Smart Object (bring it in to Photoshop from ACR). 
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2. Duplicate that Smart Object layer by right clicking on the name of the 
layer (the file name in this case) and selecting “New Smart Object via 
Copy”. 

3. Double click on the small image icon in the new (copied) layer and this 
will take you back to ACR. 

4. In ACR perform some edits on the image and then click OK to go back 
to Photoshop. 

5. You now have two layers that contain different versions of the same file 
(the original and the edited version). This opens up a range of 
opportunities for you to combine these two layers to achieve a final 
result that would be very difficult, of even impossible, on a single layer. 

Here is an example of this process: 

I opened this RAW image in ACR and immediately transferred it to 
Photoshop as a Smart Object. It obviously looks a bit dull and it is a good 
candidate for making one set of adjustments to the foreground and a 
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different set of adjustments to the background and sky. This could be 
done in Photoshop but I want to illustrate the ease of doing it in ACR. 

The next step was to make a “New Smart Object via Copy” so the 
Layers palette then looked like this: 

By double clicking on the icon in the top layer I went back to ACR 
where I made adjustments to the foreground (ignoring the effect that 
these adjustments had on the sky and background). Clicking “Done” took 
me back to Photoshop where the image now looked like this: 
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I then made another “New Smart Object via Copy” using the bottom 
(original image) layer. By clicking and dragging on this layer in the Layers 
palette I moved it to the top of the layers. I then double clicked on the 
icon in this top layer and went back into ACR. There I made adjustments 
to enhance the sky (with the Dehaze adjustment ) and add some structure 
to the background hills (with the Clarity adjustment). I then clicked 
“Done” to get back to Photoshop where the image looked like this: 

The next step was to create a Layer Mask that would reveal the sky 
and background hills from the top layer but hide the foreground of the 
top layer (and reveal the foreground from the layer beneath it - the layer 
on which I had adjusted the foreground). 

The are many ways of create a layer 
mask but in this case a simple solution is to 
make a selection based on colour. From 
the menu I selected SELECT>COLOR 
RANGE. This brings up a window like this 
and the cursor changes to an eye dropper.  
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Notice that on the right hand side of this window there are three 
eye dropper symbols. If you select the middle one (with the plus sign) 
you can then click on various places on the image (or click and drag) to 
select the  underlying colours. As you do this, the grayscale image in this 
window will change to show you what area of the image has been 
selected. 

Because I wanted to select both the sky and the hills I dragged over 
both those areas to make the following selection: 

When you click on OK in this window, a “selection” is created on the main 
image (corresponding to the white areas in small image in the Color 
Range window. You will see “marching ants” on your image. 
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If you now go to the Layers palette and click on the “Create Mask” 
icon at the bottom the selection will be turned into a layer mask: 

  

If you Alt-click on the mask icon you can see the detailed mask that 
you have created: 
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The parts of this mask that are white will reveal those parts of the 
image on that layer. Those parts of the mask that are black will hide that 
part of the image. The parts of the mask that a grey will partially reveal 
that part of the layer depending on the density of the grey. 

The overall result was: 

This basic process can be used to blend multiple “ACR edits” of an 
image. 

The big advantage of this approach is that if you save the file as a 
PSD (Photoshop) file you can come back at any time and refine the image 
by reopening any of the Smart Objects and fine tuning the ACR edits on 
that layer. 

There are lots of other ways in which Smart Objects can help when 
you are editing images, this has just scraped the surface.   
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Conclusion  
These notes have touched on just a few of the basic aspects of 

processing RAW files in Adobe Camera Raw.  To understand and apply 
these ideas effectively you will need to become very familiar with 
whatever software you use and practise the techniques that were 
introduced here.  

If you would like to ask questions about any of the information in 
the notes, or make suggestions for improving these notes please email 
me. 

Roy Killen 

Email: roykillen@mac.com 

26th January, 2017. 
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