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Want quick photography tips? 
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to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now →  (free for a limited time)
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Before you dive into this guide, here's a few other
free resources to help you learn photography:

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.
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Exposure bracketing can help you achieve more 
accurate exposures. It’s especially useful when you’re 
taking photos in challenging lighting conditions. It’s 
a technique where you take three or more photos 
of the same composition and vary the exposure 
settings for each image.

Normally, in the first image you make 
in your bracketing sequence, your 
exposure will be set as per the light 
meter. The other exposures will be 
underexposed and overexposed. 
So, you’ll end up with a selection of 
the same composition with different 
exposures. This provides you with 
more options when you’re editing.

In this guide, we’ll take a look at why you would use 
exposure bracketing and I’ll suggest some practical 
ways it can help you improve your photography.

Recommended Reading: Want a step-by-
step guide on photography skills with your 

DSLR? Grab a copy of our best-selling 
guide, the DSLR Crash Course.

Exposure bracketing is 
a technique where you 

take three or more photos 
of the same composition 

and vary the exposure 
settings for each image.

Photzy.com
https://photzy.com/ld/dslrcrashcourse/
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WHO USES EXPOSURE BRACKETING?

Beginner photographers can benefit by using 
exposure bracketing. If you are not sure you’re 
getting well-exposed photos, take the same 
composition using three or more different exposure 
settings. This provides you with some choices when 
you are post-processing.

Photographers who enjoy High Dynamic Range 
(HDR) photography use exposure bracketing. The 
HDR technique combines multiple images of the 
same composition. Each image must have their 
exposures bracketed. They are processed in such 
a way that the most well-exposed portions of each 
composition are blended together. This creates a 
single image with more tone range than is possible if 
you only expose one frame.

Film photographers use exposure bracketing. Using 
film, you do not have the ability to immediately 
examine the photos you take to check that you 
have them well-exposed. There’s no live view or 
electronic viewfinder to help determine you have the 
exposure you want. Bracketing gives you options if 
you are uncertain as to whether you have nailed the 
exposure.

Key Lesson: If you’re a beginner 
photographer, get used to using exposure 
bracketing as often as you can. This technique 
can help you see that the camera’s auto-
exposure does not always provide you with the 
most interesting exposures. If you’re already 
using manual mode, bracketing can help you 
understand how to be more creative when you 
set your exposures.

Photzy.com
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WHY USE EXPOSURE BRACKETING?

Exposure bracketing can be helpful in a few different 
ways.

When you’re photographing in challenging lighting, 
exposure bracketing provides alternatives to what 
the camera’s light meter is indicating.

Taking photos in bright, hard light with high contrast 
subjects is often problematic. When photographing a 
subject with strong backlighting or strong reflections, 
it can be difficult to set your exposure. Bracketing 
in these situations can make the difference between 
capturing a photo worth keeping or ending up with 
a poor exposure. Using an auto exposure mode 
or manually setting it may not provide you with a 
satisfying exposure.

Choosing the most appealing exposure from a 
series of bracketed images means you’ll have fewer 
disappointing photos. Beginner photographers 

who are learning to control their exposures can 
compare images from a bracketed series. With 
this comparison, they can discover that sometimes 
underexposing or overexposing is a good choice.

HDR photography takes bracketing to another 
level. By combining a series of well-exposed and 
alternatively exposed photos, a greater tone range 
is possible. This can mean an image looks more like 
we see it with our eyes, or it can appear quite fake if 
poorly executed.

Key Lesson: It can be more challenging to 
capture a pleasing exposure with scenes with 
high contrast. Experiment with exposure 
bracketing. This will provide you with more 
options in difficult lighting and high-contrast 
situations.

Photzy.com
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Photograph by Kevin Landwer-Johan
HDR merge of five bracketed exposures.

Photograph by Kevin Landwer-Johan
Single image from the bracketed series
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DO YOU NEED TO USE A 
TRIPOD WHEN EXPOSURE 

BRACKETING?

It is not necessary to use a tripod when 
you bracket your exposures unless you 
are planning to merge them into an 
HDR image. To make HDR images, you 
need three or more bracketed photos of 
precisely the same composition.

You don’t want any amount of camera or 
subject movement between bracketed 
images. This will make merging them into 
an HDR picture flawed. Using a tripod 
and photographing a composition where 
nothing is moving will ensure there’s no 
ghosting in your merged image.

Photograph by Kevin Landwer-Johan
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WHAT’S THE EASIEST WAY TO EXPOSURE BRACKET?

Many cameras have an auto-bracketing feature. This 
allows you to set your camera to take a sequence of 
exposures at various settings automatically.

You can select the number of exposures you want 
to include in your bracketing sequence and the 
amount you want each exposure to vary. The number 
of images included in the sequence will be an odd 
number (the minimum is three). The first image is 
exposed according to how you set your exposure. 
Of the other two images in the series, one will be 
underexposed and the other overexposed. If you 
choose to take five or more photos in a bracketing 
sequence, an even number will be underexposed as 
will be overexposed.

On some camera models, when you set the 
bracketing sequence the camera will make the set 
number of exposures when you press the shutter 
release once. On other cameras, you need to press 
the shutter release once for each exposure in the 
sequence.

Key Lesson: When you’ve completed the 
series of bracketed photos using the auto-
bracketing feature, don’t forget to turn it off. 
This is more important to remember if your 
camera is of the type where you have to press 
the shutter release for each photo in the 
sequence. If you don’t turn auto-bracketing 
off, you’ll be taking a lot of underexposed and 
overexposed photos.

Photzy.com


WHAT IS EXPOSURE BRACKETING AND CAN IT SAVE YOUR PHOTOS? // © PHOTZY.COM 9

Photograph by Kevin Landwer-Johan
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CAN YOU BRACKET EXPOSURES MANUALLY?

Yes. It is possible to bracket your exposures using 
manual mode by using manual exposure mode or 
using auto-exposure and exposure compensation. 
By setting your bracketing manually, you can dial in 
the amount of underexposure and overexposure you 
want.

Sometimes you might want more steps 
underexposed. Photographing a sunrise or a sunset 
are examples of when you might choose to take 
more underexposed photos to capture the detail and 
color in the sky. When taking photos at night, you 
may want to overexpose more steps, so you capture 
the best detail in the shadow areas.

How you set your initial exposure determines the 
extent of your bracketing. How you set your meter 
will also impact this. Using averaged metering may 
return a different result than using spot metering. 
It’s best to decide on what you think will be the best 
base exposure. Then check your monitor, read the 
histogram, and look at the highlights indicator. This 
information will help you decide how many stops and 
how many frames you want to bracket your exposure.

Key Lesson: Modern high-end digital 
cameras capture a broad dynamic range. This 
means you have more flexibility to bring out 
details in the dark and bright areas while 
editing. Because of the depth of detail in each 
exposure, it means varying your bracketing by 
one stop does not make much difference.

Recommended Reading: Want a step-by-
step guide on photography skills with your 
DSLR? Grab a copy of our best-selling guide, 
the DSLR Crash Course.

Bracketing in increments of two or three stops will 
result in a more useful series of images. They will 
have a much broader dynamic range than if you only 
bracket by single stop increments.

Photzy.com
https://photzy.com/ld/dslrcrashcourse/
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Photzy.com


WHAT IS EXPOSURE BRACKETING AND CAN IT SAVE YOUR PHOTOS? // © PHOTZY.COM 12

HOW DO YOU EDIT PHOTOS THAT HAVE BEEN BRACKETED?

Editing bracketed exposures can be done in three 
main ways. Firstly, you can select one frame from 
the series that looks the best. Secondly, you can 
merge two or more of your series to make an HDR 
image. Or thirdly, you can open two or more images 
as layers and then erase parts of some or all of the 
layers above the base layer to reveal only the well-
exposed parts of each photo. The second and third 
options are only practical when you’ve used a tripod 
and nothing in each photo was moving.

Picking the best of your bracketed exposures is a 
matter of studying the highlights and shadows and 
deciding which one you like the most. You may prefer 
a brighter image with the highlights overexposed. 
Or you may like one where the highlights are well 
exposed and there’s no detail in the shadows.

There are automated HDR options in many software 
programs like Lightroom and Photoshop. It’s very 
easy to select a series of images you want to use and 
blend them automatically. There are various options 
that allow some amount of control over how the 
images are blended to make one high dynamic range 
photo.

By manually stacking a series of photos in layers in 
Photoshop, you can erase parts of these layers to 
leave only areas that are well exposed. This is the 
most time-consuming method of editing bracketed 
photos, but it can produce the most pleasing results. 
This technique is often used with room interiors to 
create images where the light looks well balanced in 
the finished photo.
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CONCLUSION

Bracketing photos can help you create a 
more evenly exposed image or provide 
you options to choose the best exposure 
of a series. If you save your photos as 
RAW files, there’s already great dynamic 
range available in your photos. Bracketing 
is no longer necessary except in 
extremely difficult lighting conditions.

The most convenient way to bracket a 
series of exposures is to use the auto-
bracketing feature on your camera. Check 
your camera manual or do an online 
search specific to your camera model if 
you’re not sure how. Once you set this 
feature up, it makes bracketing a series of 
images very easy.

Next time you’re not sure if you are 
nailing your exposure just the way you 
want it, try bracketing a series of photos 
and enjoy the options this gives you.

Photograph by Kevin Landwer-Johan
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Self-Check Quiz:

1) What can exposure bracketing help you achieve?

2) What does HDR stand for?

3) Do you need to use a tripod when taking photos using the HDR 
technique?

4) How can using bracketing help beginner photographers understand 
auto-exposure?

5) What’s the easiest way to bracket your exposures?

6) Why is it better to bracket in two or three stop increments?

7) What are three ways you can edit a series of photos that have been 
bracketed?
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Want quick photography tips? 
Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they'll send you 1 solid photography tip
to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now →  (free for a limited time)

Hey there!
 

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Let's get real for a minute... Learning photography can be super challenging! But
we're here to help you every step of the way! Here are 3 of our most useful (and
FREE!) photography resources:
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Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.

https://dailyphototips.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=what%20is%20exposure%20bracketing%20and%20can%20it%20save%20your%20photos
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https://photzy.typeform.com/to/zjb8XMgw/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=what%20is%20exposure%20bracketing%20and%20can%20it%20save%20your%20photos
https://photzy.com/signup/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=what%20is%20exposure%20bracketing%20and%20can%20it%20save%20your%20photos
https://photzy.com/3-free-photography-cheat-sheets-that-will-help-you-understand-the-basics/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=what%20is%20exposure%20bracketing%20and%20can%20it%20save%20your%20photos
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IF YOU’D LIKE TO CONTINUE 
LEARNING AND IMPROVING 

YOUR PHOTOGRAPHY PLEASE 
VISIT PHOTZY.COM

Congratulations! You’ve completed this 
Photzy guide!

If you liked this photography tutorial, check out our 
step by step guide on discovering photography 
skills using your DSLR and start creating amazing 

images: DSLR Crash Course.

Kevin is a New Zealand professional photographer 
living in the north of Thailand since 2002. During 
his career he has worked in editorial, documentary, 
and commercial photography. He now also 
teaches photography workshops and writes books 
and articles. You can read his blog here. He runs 
photography workshops based at his home in rural 
northern Thailand. 
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