
Digital Photography 101
White Balance and Intro to the Exposure Triangle

White Balance
White balance is a setting used to accurately capture the color of the light in your scene. 

The color of light is measured in Kelvins, a unit of measurement also used for temperature. When 
discussing white balance, we refer to the “temperature of the light.”

Our cameras have pre-sets that you can easily set and forget. When I’m outside, I typically leave my 
camera on auto white balance, but on cloudy days I sometimes need to select the cloud icon.

Whenever I shoot inside, I always change the white balance to either fluorescent or tungsten 
lighting, depending on the ambient light. Fluorescent lighting is blue, so when I select the 
fluorescent white balance setting, the camera will add more yellow to the photograph. The opposite 
occurs on the tungsten setting.

While temperature can be altered in post processing, I like my straight-out-of-camera shots to be as 
spot on as possible. When you expose a photo correctly, the resulting image also has a higher level of 
quality.

Intro to the Exposure Triangle
The exposure triangle consists of ISO, shutter speed, and aperture, which alters the exposure, or 
brightness of your photo.

When our cameras are on auto mode, they select the exposure triangle settings based on the 
ambient light of your scene. While the exposure triangle is a very technical aspect of photography, 
it’s important to understand and utilize because its results are also artistic.

Shutter speed is the amount of time your digital sensor is exposed to light. It’s basically the click 
your camera makes when you press the button to take a picture. Shutter speed is denoted by a 
fraction of time, such as 1/1000 of a second.

Artistically, shutter speed freezes or blurs motion.

Aperture is how wide open your lens diaphragm is. Inside each lens is a hole that lets in light. The 
hole can increase or decrease in size based on your aperture setting. Just like shutter speed, aperture 
is also denoted as a fraction, such as f/2.8, which is read as f-stop 2.8.

Artistically, aperture creates bokeh, blur, in the backgrounds of our photo.

ISO is how sensitive our digital sensor is to light and is denoted as a number, such as ISO 400. Lower 
numbers lead to crisper images.
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Using a Light Meter
When choosing the settings of the exposure triangle, you first think about the artistic effect you’d 
like them to have on your photo, then use your camera’s light meter to tweak the settings for an even 
exposure.

The light meter can be found on the live view screen and through the viewfinder of your camera. 
There are also external light meters available, but our on-camera light meters will do the trick for 
what we’re working on.

On our cameras, the light meter is typically a set of seven numbers, -3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, and 3 with a 
flashing box below. The goal is to get the box to flash under 0, which means your exposure is even. If 
it flashes to the left in the negatives, your exposure will be too dark, while if it flashes to the right in 
the positives, your exposure will be too bright. This is also referred to as under exposed or over 
exposed.

Also, an exposure of -3 will be darker than an exposure of -1, just like an exposure of 3 will be 
brighter than an exposure of 1.

Oftentimes our light meters may read an even exposure, but parts of our photo may be too bright or 
too dark. After getting the exposure as even as possible, these shadows and highlights can be 
corrected in post processing.

If you have no choice but to over or underexpose your photo, always go for underexposed. And 
underexposed photo has more color information than an overexposed photo and is easier to 
brighten.

An overexposed photo, on the other hand, loses much of the color data, so when darkened in post 
processing the colors are not as rich.

ISO
ISO, or ASA on old film cameras, is how sensitive our digital sensor is to light. If you’ve ever bought 
film for a camera your purchase was primarily based on film speed, another name for ISO. In the case 
of film, ISO is how sensitive the film is to light.

The lower the number, the less sensitive the film, or in our case, the digital sensor.

The goal of ISO is to use the lowest setting possible, as higher ISOs lead to graininess and fuzzy 
images. Entry-level DSLRs begin exhibiting graininess above ISO 800, but I can push my camera to 
ISO 1200 and still get a crisp shot.

Play around to discover your camera’s limits.
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