Shoot RAW by Ron Cork
I am not suggesting removing your clothes before taking the shot. I am of course talking about camera settings and the file format that the camera delivers to your memory card. There has long been trepidation by some about this method of shooting and saving images and there need not be. Just because you shoot in RAW mode doesn’t mean that you can’t also save the image as a Jpeg file, at the same time. Quite a lot of today’s cameras off the ability to save a RAW and a Jpeg file simultaneously. This may create a slightly longer file save time, but with modern fast memory cards and powerful cameras, this is usually insignificant.

Also, shooting in RAW mode does not mean that you will then be required to perform complex adjustments to the image, even before you begin the editing process. In fact, if your shooting technique is as good as it should be, very few adjustments will actually need to be performed before the image is opened for manipulation. You should look at a RAW file as an undeveloped negative and while quite a few of us may have been (still are) proficient in wet darkroom developing techniques, most of us are not and probably not even interested in the process at all. Even so, this undeveloped image now has possibilities beyond a simply jpeg capture.
The one big, dare I say HUGE, advantage RAW mode has over everything else it provides, is the fact that the image delivered by the camera to the memory card is essentially just a bunch of numbers that represents the image BEFORE any of the options selected in the camera have been applied. This why it is referred to as a digital negative. All the selections you made in the camera configuration and shooting modes are simply attached to the image data as a list of ‘things to do’. So when you open that image in a RAW converter, all those settings are there waiting to be applied as is, or adjusted further then applied or even disregarded completely.
The main settings that would affect most of us are white balance and exposure. Let’s start with white balance. Most of us shoot in Auto White Balance mode. Some of the more experienced, creative and/or fastidious might select other options (like cloudy, tungsten, etc) as their preferred mode and leave the setting there for the most part (e.g. portrait shooters prefer cloudy mode because it warms skin tones). Some select a setting at shooting time to suit the prevailing conditions, while some do it on the run and change that selection often, even during the same shoot and at the same location.

The thing about shooting RAW is that regardless of the setting you used at the time of capture, white balance can be (re)adjusted in the RAW converter, after the shoot. The same applies to exposure. If your shot turns out a little (or a lot) too dark, then you brighten it up. You can also add or remove extra contrast and a myriad of other adjustments. I would suggest that you leave most of these adjustments alone until the image is opened in your editor (or until you develop the skills needed to understand and use these options). At this stage we will keep things simple and concentrate just on white balance and exposure.

To start you must change your camera setting to RAW mode. Then, after capturing your images, remove the memory card from the camera and using a card reader, copy the image files to your computer. You should never (unless that is the only option you have and even then do it rarely) plug the camera into the computer using the cameras’ USB port. It is way too easy to slip and move or bend this connector in a way that will damage or break the socket in the camera. If that happens, the camera will be essentially rendered useless, with repair costs typically more than the camera is worth. No matter how careful you are, accidents will happen and even if they don’t, simple wear-n-tear will eventuate in the same end. It is safer and cheaper in the long term to remove the card from the camera and use a card reader.
If you have a RAW converter plug-in installed in your image editor (Photoshop has its built-in as do most), by simply double-clicking on the RAW file (NEF for Nikon, CR2 for Canon, etc), the image will be opened in the RAW converter. I will have to use Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) as my example here because that is all I am familiar with.

When the image opens in ACR, a vast number of options will present themselves. At this stage, ignore them all except the ones I mention. Without getting any more technical, most cameras capture a 12 bit image. When it is saved as a RAW file, this resolution is preserved. When the image is saved as a jpeg file, it is reduced to an 8 bit image. This is obviously a lesser number, hence a lesser quality. One of the great things you can do in ACR is save the now opened file as a 16 bit image or an 8 bit image. If you are concerned about preserving all the colours and tones the original capture has, use the 16 bit mode. If the image is to be printed, or projected, then later in the editing process, it can be converted to 8 bits. At this stage we will stick with 8 bit images.
Check the numbers at the bottom centre of the RAW editor window and make sure they are set to bits, if not, click on the name and change it. While this dialogue is open, check that the resolution is set to 300ppi and colour space is Adobe RGB.

In the control panel on the right, make sure that the Basic tab is selected and that you see a large range of sliders. In the setting in the White Balance box is most likely set to As Shot. To change the white balance setting, you can click on the down-arrow on the right and select another option. Auto will be pretty close for most uses but it has been suggested that, like daylight balanced film, if you set this option to daylight, you will get the most accurate of the auto-mode renderings. If you would prefer a much warmer image, try the Cloudy mode. The good this is that you can see what the effect of each option is in the preview window and it is not until you click OK that the setting is applied.
If you want to fine tune this setting, use the sliders just below the WB box. The Temperature and Tint sliders can be adjusted to fine-tune your choice.

If the image looks OK, press OK and you’re done. The image will open in Photoshop with these setting applied. 

Note that the original RAW file will not be altered in any way. The settings you chose are written to an XMP file as data, attached (& usually hidden) and saved with the image file. If you open the original RAW image file at a later date, the same settings will be imported with the image. You can still change them, each time you open the file. This is how you can create a set of images for HDR editing. Use a different setting for each version to cover the full exposure range.
What if the exposure was not quite right at capture time? There is an adjustment slider in ACR to help with that and it is called, (believe it or not), Exposure. By moving this slider back and forth, you brighten or darken the image as if you were changing the shutter speed of the camera.

A RAW converter cannot change the aperture setting used nor the actual shutter speed used, but it can adjust the effect of these two settings by altering the exposure value (EV) applied after the shutter was pressed. It will not change the depth of field because that is entirely dependant on the lens and the aperture setting used. Any motion blur in the image caused by the use of a slow shutter speed, is also not altered. Your creative capture techniques are not changed by shooting RAW.
Also, a RAW converter cannot bring back detail in an area that has blown out due to over-exposure. It has a good chance of getting some detail back from badly under-exposed areas, even though these will probably suffer from excessive noise.

Once you have adjusted the exposure and white balance for the image, press OK, ACR will send the image to Photoshop and close. Now you can get stuck into the ‘real’ editing.
