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10 Reasons to Love Adjustment Layers
With KATRIN EISMANN

Katrin Eismann is one-third artist, one-third author, and one-third educator, whose 
passions and responsibilities mesh perfectly; allowing her to travel, teach, write, and 
create images to her heart’s content. She received her BFA degree in Photographic 
Illustration from the Rochester Institute of Technology and her MFA degree in Design 
from the School of Visual Arts. She has co-authored: Real World Digital Photography, Web 
Design Studio Secrets, Adobe Photoshop Studio Secrets,  and authored Photoshop Restoration and 
Retouching and most recently Photoshop Masking & Compositing. Her clients include Apple 
Computer, Adobe Systems, Eastman Kodak, Nikon USA, Fuji Film, and the US Navy. She 
spends a great deal of time in airports waiting for fl ights to domestic and international 
destinations where she teaches and presents on a wide variety of digital imaging topics. 
To learn more about Katrin please visit: www.photoshopdiva.com, www.digitalretouch.org, 
www.binge-golfers.com and (in October, 2004) www.photoshopmasking.com.

“How do I love thee? Let me count the ways...”

Introduced with Photoshop 4.0, Adjustment Layers are nondestructive layers that enable 

you to make, change, and refine tonal and color adjustments as many times as needed 

without altering the underlying layer’s original data until you choose to apply them by flat-

tening the image. Adjustment Layers apply the adjustment math on top of the pixel infor-

mation—making them a fantastic tool to experiment, refine, redo, and learn from tonal and 

color adjustments.

Use Adjustment Layers when correcting tone and color with: Levels, Curves, Color Balance, 

Hue/Saturation, Selective Color, Channel Mixer, Photo Filter, Invert, Threshold, and Posterize. 

To add creative effects use all of the previously listed Adjustment Layers plus the Solid Color, 

Gradient, and Pattern layers. I don’t recommend using Brightness/Contrast since working 

with Levels and Curves offers better control and uses more sophisticated mathematics to 

apply the tonal changes. The benefits that working with Adjustment Layers offer include:

1. Non-destructive: They allow you to make tonal corrections without changing or 

degrading the source image data until you flatten the image.

2. Flexible: They support opacity, blending modes, and advanced blending options 

which allows you to adjust and modify changes very quickly.

3. Versatile: They include layer masks with which you can hide and reveal changes 

with the use of any painting tool, which is especially helpful when making local 

tonal, contrast, and color adjustments to smaller areas of an image.

4. Transferable: Support drag and drop between images of the same image mode 

(Greyscale, RGB, LAB, and CMYK).

5. Changeable: By simply double-clicking on the Adjustment Layer icon you can 

adjust the parameters.

6. Creative: They support Blending Modes, which mathematically change how lay-

ers interact and often result in surprising and pleasing effects. Additionally, the 

Gradient Fill and Pattern layers are fantastic tools to add creative effects with.

7. Productive: When faced with many images with a similar problem, correct one 

representative image with one or more Adjustment Layers. Place the Adjustment 

Layers into a Layer Set and drag and drop that set onto the other images. This is an 

effective technique when soft-proofing images.

8. Efficient: They are resolution independent; allowing you to drag and drop them 

between disparately sized and scaled images. When working with 8-bit images add-
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ing an Adjustment Layer adds approximately 6-8 k to the file size (read practi-

cally nothing). Changing opacity and blending modes does not impact file size 

- working on the layer mask does - as PS adds the pixel values of the painted or 

gradated mask to the file size. In Photoshop CS, Adjustment Layer are supported 

in high-bit files but they are not as efficient and do double the file size...but the 

benefits of high-bit overrides the file size hit.

9. Educational: By double-clicking on the Adjustment Layer icon you can see and 

study the changes you applied to an image. I’ve used this many times, when 

after a few months I had little recollection of how I had improved an image.

10. Combinable: Use them alone or in sets, with or without masks, as clipping 

groups or global. They slice - they dice...they’ll even do windows.

11. Non-committal: If you don’t like an adjustment, just throw the offending 

Adjustment Layer into the Layers palette trash and start over. Phew...

Working with Blending Modes
THERE IS A LOGICAL EXPLANATION!
Blending modes influence how a layer interacts with the layers below it. This happens on 

a channel-by-channel basis, so blending modes can in some instances create unexpected, 

yet pleasing results. Grouped into related effects as figure 1 shows and as defined below:

The Blending Modes apply the math of the blend to the layer, channel, or composite to 

create the desired effect. It is essential to remember that 0 is the equivalent of black, 128 

is the equivalent of gray, and 255 is the equivalent of white, and that all blends compare 

pixel values to calculate the result.

 Normal: Combines the two sources based on opacity.

 Dissolve: Used to add stipple effects that are controlled via layer opacity.

Darkening Group: Neutral to white; will have no effect on light areas; the effect will be 

progressively stronger as the tones become darker.

 Darken: Dark pixel values replace light values.

 Multiply: Multiplies values less than 50% gray times each other, resulting in dark-

er values while light areas are not affected. 

 Color Burn: Results in a darker channel with increased contrast.

Linear Burn: Is a strong combination of Multiply and Color Burn and forces dark 

values to pure black.
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Lightening Group: Neutral to black; will have no effect on dark areas; the effect will be 

progressively stronger as the tones become lighter.

 Lighten: The opposite of darken, it compares the two sources and replaces the 

darker pixels with lighter pixels.

 Screen: The opposite of multiply, results in a lighter channel while dark areas are 

not affected. Also reduces contrast.

 Color Dodge: Increases contrast of areas lighter than 50% grey while preserving 

black values.

 Linear Dodge: Is a combination of Screen and Color Dodge and forces light 

areas to pure white.

Contrast Enhancement Group: Neutral to 50% gray; will have no effect on 50% gray 

areas; and are all good to add contrast i.e. make the dark values darker and the light val-

ues lighter.

 Overlay: Multiplies dark values and screens light values, which increases contrast 

but without clipping to pure white or black.

 Soft Light: Is a combination of dodge, which lightens the light values, and burn, 

which darkens the dark values. Adds less contrast than Overlay or Hard Light.

 Hard Light: Multiplies the darks and screens the light values and increases con-

trast dramatically. 

 Vivid Light: Lightens the values above 50% gray by decreasing the contrast and 

darkens the values below 50% gray by increasing contrast.

 Linear Light: Combining linear burn and linear dodge, this blend mode lightens 

the values above 50% gray by increasing the brightness and darkens the values 

below 50% gray by decreasing brightness.

 Pin Light: Combines darken and lighten to replace pixel values. Always very con-

trasty and used for special effects and less often to create masks.

 Hard Mix: Lighter values lighten and darker values darken to the point of thresh-

old and posterization. 

Combination Group: Found only in the Apply Image and Calculate commands.

 Add: Adding light values results in lighter to bright white values. Black values 

areas remain black (0+0=0). The Scale factor is any number between 1.000 and 

2.000. The Offset value lets you lighten or darken the pixels in the destination 

channel by any brightness value between -255 and +255. Negative values dark-

en the image; positive values lighten the image.

 Subtract: Subtracts the pixel values from the corresponding pixel values and 

uses scale and offset as in Add.

Comparative Group: Neutral to black.

 Difference: Reveals identical pixel values as black, similar values as dark and 

opposite values as light to white values.

 Exclusion: Similar to difference but with less contrast. Blending with black pro-

duces no change and white inverts the compared values.

Component Group: No neutral color. 

 Saturation: Combines the luminance and hue of the underlying layer with the 

saturation of the active layer. 

 Color: Reveals the color of the active layer and maintains the luminance values 

of the underlying layer. 

 Luminosity: Is the opposite of Color and maintains the luminosity information of 

the active layer in relationship to the color underneath. 
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Have I memorized all of these blending modes? No. But I do know which general group 

to start with to darken, lighten, enhance contrast, etc. Often getting into the tonal ball-

park is a start and then I can choose a related blend to see if the effect is creating the 

desired effect. 

Tip

To cycle forward through the blending modes, press V to activate the Move tool, click on 

the appropriate layer, and use (Shift + plus) to cycle down the blending modes, or (Shift + 

minus) to cycle up the blending modes.

The Blend Mode Shortcut Guide 

Activate the Move tool, and then use the following shortcuts to change the layer blend-

ing modes. If a Painting tool is active, then the shortcut will change the blending mode 

for the active tool.

Blending Mode (Option + Shift) [Alt + Shift] 

Normal   N

Dissolve   I

Darken   K

Multiply   M

Color Burn  B

Linear Burn  A

Lighten   G

Screen   S

Color Dodge  D

Linear Dodge  W

Overlay   O

Soft Light  F

Hard Light  H

Vivid Light  V

Linear Light   J 

Pin Light  Z

Hard Mix   L

Difference  E

Exclusion  X

Hue   U

Saturation   T

Color    C

Luminosity   Y
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Fixing Under and Over Exposed Images
Sometimes exposures seems like Goldilocks’s porridge...”too light, too dark, hhmmm just 

right”. In an ideal world our cameras would calculate the perfect exposure and our family 

photos would never fade...but until then, learn to use Adjustment Layers with Blending 

Modes to create “hhmmm just right” images. Please note the following techniques can be 

used on both antique and contemporary images.

Correcting Dark Images with Blending Modes: 

Step One: Layer > New Adjustment Layer > Levels and click OK. Or click and hold on the 

Adjustment Layer icon on the bottom of the layers palette and drag to Levels or Curves 

- they both have an identical effect.

Step Two: Without changing anything - click OK and change the layer blending mode 

to Screen as seen in figure 2.

Step Three: Duplicate the Curves Adjustment layer by dragging it down to the New 

Layer icon on the Layers palette or using (command) [control] J. 
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Correcting Over-exposed Images with Blending Modes: 

Step One: Layer > New Adjustment Layer > Levels or Curves and click OK. Or click and 

hold on the Adjustment Layer icon on the bottom of the layers palette and drag to Levels or 

Curves - they both have an identical effect.

Step Two: Without changing anything - click OK and change the layer blending mode to 

Multiply as seen in figure 2.

Step Three: Duplicate the Curves Adjustment layer by dragging it down to the New Layer 

icon on the Layers palette or using (command) [control] J as seen in figure 3.

Step Four: Often changing exposure on a color image will accentuate or create a color 

cast.  Use the Blending Mode to “get you into the ballpark” and then adjust the existing 
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Fixing Under and Over Exposed Images
Correcting Dark Images with Blending Modes and Advanced Blending Options: 

Step One: Layer > New Adjustment Layer > Levels and click OK. Or click and hold on the 

Adjustment Layer icon on the bottom of the layers palette and drag to Levels.

Step Two: Without changing anything - click OK and change the layer blending mode 

to Linear Light as seen in figure 2. In some cases Screen may also be a very useful option. 

Notice how the highlights are blown out to no image information.

Step Three: Double-click on the word Levels to access the Advanced Blending Options. 

Use the highlight slider of the ‘This Layer’ (the active layer) and move it to the left until 

you see density return.
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Step Four: Press option/alt to separate the sliders and add a subtle transition as seen 

below, which allows the highlight density to return to a 7-8% dot.
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Improving Contrast 
without negatively impacting saturation

Curves is the tool of choice to enhance contrast. Often adding a simple S-curve (as 

described in this section) is all that is needed to improve image contrast to better mimic 

how our visual system prefers images – with rich shadows and bright highlights. But 

often enhancing contrast also adds a false saturation, which can make colors block up 

and lose tonal detail. With one quick flick of the mouse you can have your contrast, with-

out the exaggerated saturation as described here:

Step One: Layer > New Adjustment Layer > Curves and click OK. Or click and hold on 

the Adjustment Layer icon on the bottom of the layers palette and drag to Curves.

Step Two: Toggle between prepress 1-100 % or 

digital 0-255 readout by clicking on the small tri-

angles as circled in figure 1. To follow the classic 

photographic S-curve school of thought make sure 

that your shadows are on the lower left and the 

highlights are on the upper right or in the digital 0-

255 value readout as seen here. 

Step Three: Reduce the shadow value and 

increase the highlight value as seen in the adjusted 

Curves below.
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Step Three: Adjusting the midpoint to the direct left or right - lightens and darkens the 

image respectfully as seen below.

Step Four: Inspect the image, in this example take notice of the false saturation in 

the sweater. By changing the blending mode from Normal to Luminosity the contrast is 

enhanced, while the false saturation is a thing of the past. 
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Sharing Adjustment Layers 
...or working faster, better, easier

Adjustment layers are resolution independent and support drag and drop, which allows 
you to power through a lot of images very quickly. Use drag and drop when facing a lot of 
similar color or tonal work or when color balancing an image with a known reference such 
as a Macbeth ColorChecker to remove color casts very easily.

Step One: Use an Adjustment Layer to make all of the required changes as I did in the 

previous image in which I used Curves in combination with the Luminosity Blending Mode. 

Step Two: Open the second, third, etc. image that requires the same correction and use 

the Move tool to drag the Adjustment Layer from either the image or the layer stack to the 

target file as illustrated below.
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Sharing Adjustment Layers 
...via a Macbeth ColorChecker

Run, do not walk, to buy a Macbeth ColorChecker (8 1/2 by 11” or 3.25” by 2.25), which is 
a checkerboard array of 24 scientifically prepared colored squares. Many of these squares 
represent natural objects of special interest, such as human skin, foliage, and blue sky. These 
squares are not only the same color as their counterparts, but also reflect light the same way 
in all parts of the visible spectrum. Because of this unique feature, the squares will match 
the colors of natural objects under any illumination and with almost any color reproduction 
process. This means you can shoot under a variety of lighting situations and always color 
balance your images on the Macbeth ColorChecker.

Step One: Add a Levels or Curves Adjustment Layer and use the gray target eyedropper 

to click on the second or third gray square from the right as circled in the first figure. 

Step Two: Open the second, third, etc. image that requires the same correction and use 

the Move tool to drag the Adjustment Layer from either the image or the layer stack to the 

target file as illustrated below.

TIP: When working with digital camera images and shooting in the RAW format, 
photograph the ColorChecker in the same lighting as your subject and open 
the fi le in Adobe Camera RAW. Use the White Balance eyedropper tool and click 
on the second light gray square, to color balance your image to neutral. Adjust 
the additional settings to further process the image appropriately.
To apply this setting to the rest of the images taken under the same light, click 
on the small triangle to the right of the settings pull-down menu and save the 
settings with a meaningful name. When you open the rest of the photo shoot 
use the settings pull-down menu to select the appropriate setting for the shoot 
at hand. 
You can also apply the Camera RAW settings via the File Browser > Automate > 
Apply Camera RAW settings to update the images in the File browser. For ad-
ditional information on working with Adobe Camera RAW, refer to Real World 

Camera Raw with Adobe Photoshop by Bruce Fraser (Peachpit Press).
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Working with Photo Filters 
...to warm, cool, and color correct an image

Photoshop offers many methods to warm, cool, and enhance color, which including but are 
not limited to: working with Curves, Hue/Saturation, Photo Filter, and Solid Color Fill Layers. 
The warmer reds, oranges, and yellows allude to early morning and evening, and the cooler 
colors such as blues and greens are better suited for midday and water- based scenes. The 
Photo Filter layer, allows you to simultaneously control the color, density, and luminosity of 
the color tint, which allows for simultaneous control and finesse.

Working with Photo Filters
The Photo Filters in Photoshop CS mimic the filters 
that professional photographers use to correct for 
color temperature contamination and shifts. The 
two primary types of color compensation filters 
are warming and cooling. The Warming filters are 
orange to amber in color and subtract blues and 
cyan. The Cooling filters are blue in color and sub-
tract red, green, and yellow.

• The 85 filter is a warming filter. It’s color is amber; use it to accentuate 
the warm rendition of a sunset or sunrise and to enrich skin tones. 

• The 81 filter is a milder warming filter. It’s pale amber; use it to remove 
blue tones in photos taken on overcast days or to clear up bluish 
shadows in sunny scenes. Ideal for adding warmth to portraits. 

• The 80 filter is a cooling filter. It’s blue in color; use it to correct pic-
tures with strong yellow-to-orange color casts created by taking the 
picture in tungsten or candlelight.

• The 82 filter is a milder cooling filter. Use it for waterfalls or snow 
scenes, to emphasize the coolness of the scene.

The Preserve Luminosity option creates the Color effect while not adjusting density, simi-
lar to using a filter while photographing and adjusting exposure. Turning off Preserve 
Luminosity will darken the Color effect as if the camera exposure had not been adjusted.
Because the Photo Filters are Adjustment Layers, you have the additional advantages of 
being able to adjust their strength using layer opacity and layer blending modes and con-
trol where the corrections take place using layer masks.

ENHANCING COLOR WITH PHOTO FILTER
Step One: Add a Photo Filter Adjustment Layer and start with the generic filter settings as 

seen in here. In this example, I opted to enhance the golds in the German church.
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Combining Adjustment Layers

You can combine Adjustment Layers in endless combinations to refine images. 99% of the 
time I begin tonal and color correction by getting the exposure right i.e. using Levels or 
Curves to enhance exposure. Then I white balance the image, usually with the same Levels 
or Curves Adjustment Layer and then I work selectively to fine-tune the image.

ENHANCING A PORTRAIT WITH LEVELS AND PHOTO FILTER

Step One: Add a Levels Layer and use either the gray target eyedropper to find a neutral 

point or cycle through the Auto settings (which are much more robust in PS 7 & CS).

Step Two: Add a Photo Filter Adjustment Layer and use the warming filters at 15-20% 

opacity to warm the skin tones ever so slightly.
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Combining Adjustment Layers
and working selectively

After applying the global tonal and color correction, you may need to refine smaller - more 
specific image areas that may still have a color cast or as I’ve often seen are simply a bit too 
saturated. 

ENHANCING A PORTRAIT WITH LEVELS AND HUE/SATURATION

Step One: Add a Levels Layer and use either the target eyedropper to find a neutral point 

or cycle through the Auto settings (which are much more robust in PS 7 & CS).

Step Two: Select the offending part of the image 

with any selection tool or method. In this instance I 

used Color Range and shift-dragged over the man’s 

face.

Step Three: As soon as you have an active selection and add an Adjustment Layer, 

Photoshop transfers the selection to the layer mask as seen below. Wherever the mask 

is black will not be affected and wherever it is white will be affected. Add a Hue/Sat 

Adjustment Layer and reduce the saturation by 10-15% - this can often reduce the pancake 

or dead salmon look in portraits as seen below. 
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