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Tutorial 02 

HOW TO CHECK FOR CLIPPING IN RAW FILES 

 

Adobe Camera RAW (ACR from now on) is a great pre-processing tool that is built into Photoshop. 

It is more than your basic RAW converter - like Digital Photo Professional - and so much can be 

achieved within its simple to use interfaces that often I do most of my adjustments in ACR then 

open into Photoshop for a little more work and I have the final image in mind. To me personally, 

photography has always been about being Ȱout thereȱ and not Ȱin thereȱ in front of my dang laptop 

or PC. This tutorial will show you how to enable the clipping warning highlights in ACR to enable 

you to see whether you have blown the whites or blocked the blacks. Your digital image is 

composed of millions of pixels of various tonalities. The tonal range begins at 0 (black) and ends at 

255 (white). I always say, 0 is the blackest of blacks and 255 is the whitest of whites. A typical 

digital image will have a good mixture of black and white tones spread throughout it. See the below 

image, showing the levels tool which tells you where the pixels are throughout. As you can see, 

there is NO clipping on either side of the histogram. 

 



 
 

TEXT AND IMAGES COPYRIGHT:  
Ákos Lumnitzer 
www.amatteroflight.com 
Not to be posted, used without the express written permission of the author 
You may, however, link to this file from your website, or any website.  

To give it some punch, I would pull the black triangle on the left above the zero to the right to sit 

right below where the graph starts and do the same to the white triangle on the right, but Iȭdmove it 

left. See image below.  

 

 
 
And here is an image combining the before and after levels adjustments, side-by-side. 
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Now that I explained the levels tool and how to add a little punch to your images, I will walk you 

through ACR, more precisely how to check for clipping of blacks and whites and how to correct 

them. Remember, there may be times when it will be almost impossible to recover either tonal 

value because you have grossly over or underexposed your RAW image, which means that if you 

had clipped too much, you will totally lose those tones. There will be no recovery. Needless to say, 

first and most important thing is to work with RAW files only as they have the largest latitude for 

exposure error or better put, adjustment after the fact. 

 

Launch Photoshop and select the image to open (CTRL+O). Double click image or click the file name 

once, then press the open button on the dialog box. This will launch ACR for you automatically if 

you are opening a RAW image. 

 

 
See the green lines in the top right corner pointing to the black triangles? By clicking both I enabled 

the clip warnings in ACR. In this image, the whites are blown and that is why you see red blotches 

on the Black-shouldered Kiteȭs feet and head. ACR shows the clipped whites as RED. I need to 

reduce the EXPOSURE and increase the RECOVERY. Both sliders have RED LINES pointing to them. 
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I reduced EXPOSURE by 2/3 of a stop (-0.60) and increased RECOVERY to a value of 50. The three 

green lines on the bottom point to three settings I adjust right here.  

 

These are my settings: 

CLARITY: 8-12 

VIBRANCE: 10-30 

SATURATION: 4-12 

 

Initially, I only had the RECOVERY slider at around 30, but once I increased VIBRANCE and 

SATURATION the yellows in the feet started to blow. So I counteracted by increasing the 

RECOVERY. 

 

On the next page, I have a 100% crop of the file which is now ready to open. You can see that noise 

is not really an issue from what is presented and that is mostly because I slightly overexposed the 

RAW file. 
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I hope that this exercise gave you an insight into how to enable the clipping highlights warning in 
ACR and also how to counteract the overexposed pixels by clever adjustments within the ACR 
software. Feel free to use this tutorial to help you manage your own images better.  
 

 
Canon EOS 30D, 300mm f/4L IS USM lens with 1.4x converter, hand held, ISO400,  f/8, 1/1000th, +2/3 exposure compensation. 
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In this next section we will look at dark tones and how to recover them, or what they actually mean.   
 

 
 
It is not easy to see, but where the green lines are pointing to the Black-winged Stilts wingsȭ trailing 

edges, there are narrow BLUE margins. Those BLUE lines expose the fact that there are lost 

shadows on the edges of the wings. In other words, the blacks are blocked. Look at the histogram 

and see for yourself there is more room to overexpose as there is a huge void area on the right side. 

Thatȭs where I should have been aiming to expose toward to minimize noise issues. 

 

This is why it is so critical that you review the histogram during your shoots in nature and not later 

when you get home. Make the histogram your best friend! You will not regret it at all. 

 

On the next page, I show you how you can recover the blocked blacks and make the best possible 

out of this dismal scenario before you. 
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I adjusted the EXPOSURE slider to +1, and pulled the BLACKS slider back to zero to reduce the 

blocking. You can vary the combination of both sliders until you arrive at the result you like best. 

 

Compare the histogram to the one on the previous page, before I adjusted any settings! See the 

difference? Had I have exposed to get a RAW file with a histogram like this straight out of the 

camera, I would have had less to worry about recovering blacks or worse, reducing NOISE! Our 

mortal digital enemy. The green lines pointing to the wings show you that there is NOISE there! 

 

Believe me, there is noise in the image. 

 

If you see carefully, I also adjusted the CLARITY, VIBRANCE and SATURATION sliders to taste. Itȭs 

all rather subjective so you adjust the amounts you feel best represent what YOU want to show. 
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Canon EOS 30D, 300mm f/4L IS USM lens with 1.4x converter, hand held, ISO400,  f/8, 1/2000th, 0 exposure compensation. 

 

And here is the final image, cropped and post processed in Photoshop by using levels and curves 

only. 

 

SHOOTING AT NIGHT 

 

Many times, especially if you photograph at night and you have a black background, the blue 

shading showing the blocked black tones will be quite a large area in ACR. See image below. 
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Since the black of the night is without detail, the black background will show as BLUE (see bottom 

image of previous page). Donȭt let it put you off, because that 

also can be recovered somewhat. I will show you how! To 

recover the blocked blacks, all I did was increase EXPOSURE 

by one half of a stop (+0.50) and bring the BLACKS slider 

(see BLUE line above) back to zero (0). As you see, there are 

still BLUE areas left on the image and the histogram is 

clipped on the left (black tones). But this is an extreme 

situation and this is about as much as you can do to reduce 
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the blocking. After this, I would open the file and retouch the red pupils, adjust the levels, curves 

and resize for final use. Here is the final (cropped) version. From an aesthetic perspective, I chose to 

leave the intruding branches and the leaves.  

Canon EOS 30D,  300mm f/4L IS USM +1.4x, hand held,  

ISO400, f/5.6, 1/160th, 430EX flash at +1/3 with better beamer 

 

I hope that this tutorial met and even exceeded your expectations. Should you have any questions, 

please donȭt hesitate to contact me. Enjoy the couple of extra images below.  

 

Canon EOS 1DMkIIn, 500mm f/4L IS USM lens with 1.4x converter, hand held, ISO800 

f/7.1, 1/1250th, 0 exposure compensation. 

 

 

Canon EOS 1DMkIIn, 500mm f/4L IS USM lens with 1.4x converter, hand held,  

           ISO800,  f/6.3, 1/1600th,  +2/3 exposure compensation. 


