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UNDERSTANDING EXPOSURE
Think in “Stops”

Photographically speaking one stop means either twice or half as much light.
It is applied to film speed (ISO), Apertures and Shutter Speeds.

APERTURES

The diagram above give you a visual reference of how the the size of the aperture looks. Working left to 
right, each full aperture shown here allows half as much light through the lens (at the same shutter 
speed). 

The wider the aperture the faster the light gets through, which means a faster shutter speed is 

required at a wide aperture than with a small aperture.

In fact for each full aperture you adjust your lens, you either halve or double  your exposure time 
depending whether you made the aperture larger or smaller.

Modern DSLR’s work in third stops, giving more control, so it may look more daunting than it really is. 
Here is a chart of typical third stops you would expect to see on modern DSLR’s with the full stops 
highlighted. To begin with just familiarise yourself with the numbers in blue.

1.4 1.5 1.8 2 2.2 2.5 2.8 3.2 3.5 4 4.5 5 5.6 6.3 7.1 8 9 10 11 13 14 16 18 20 22
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SHUTTER SPEEDS
Shutter Speeds can also be thought of as f-stops. Every third shutter speed represents a full f-stop. The 
traditional full f-stops are highlighted in the table below.

1/8000 1/6400 1/5000 1/4000 1/3200 1/2500 1/2000 1/1600 1/2500 1/1000 1/800 1/640

1/500 1/400 1/320 1/250 1/200 1/160 1/125 1/100 1/80 1/60 1/50 1/40

1/30 1/25 1/20 1/15 1/13 1/10 1/8 1/6 1/5 1/4 1/3 1/2.5

1/2 1/1.6 1/1.3 1s 1.3s 1.6s 2s 2.5s 3s 4s 5s 6s

8s 10s 13s 15s 20s 25s 30s 1min 2min 4min 8min

You can now use the aperture and shutter speed in combination to obtain a correct exposure.

If your image is too light, you can either use a smaller aperture to allow less light to pass through the 
lens or use a faster shutter speed to let less light through the lens. If it’s too dark you would do the 
opposite,use a wider aperture or a longer shutter speed.

ISO
ISO settings further enable you to control your exposures.

Most commonly used is ISO 100, as it’s typically the cleanest of ISO’s and most suited to normal 
shooting.

Again we see the pattern of halving and doubling. I have not included the third stop ISO’s as they are 
not as clean as the full traditional ISO’s and to be avoided.

100 200 400 800 1600 3200 6400

As we increase the ISO we make the sensor twice as sensitive to light each time. This can be useful in a 
variety of situations, such as, night photography, sports photography, wildlife photography.
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TAKING A METER READING
Most DSLR cameras will have more than one place to check your current light-meter readings. The top 
lcd screen, inside the viewfinder and the rear lcd screen when in live view mode. Generally speaking 
you put the camera into metering mode by depressing the shutter half way.

You’ll see a scale with -3 through to +3 with a vertical line in the middle to indicate a “correct” exposure 
value. By moving the aperture, shutter speed and ISO you’ll be able to obtain obtain a correct 
exposure. The indicator will show if you are currently under or overexposed in order for you to adjust 
accordingly.

The meter is designed to make everything look mid toned, so if you’re photographing very bright or 
very dark scenes, you’ll need to make further adjustment. Your best bet is to take an image and review 
it  to see if it’s too bright or too dark. You can use the histogram to aid you here. (See other worksheet) 
If you were photographing snow for example, you may need to increase your exposure as much as 2 
stops. As you gain experience, you’ll figure this out.

CASE STUDIES
Night Photography
Let’s imagine you’ve got the camera on a tripod on a dark but moonlit beach. Your camera meter 
reading is telling you that even at 30 seconds at the widest aperture your lens has, let’s say f 2.8 that 
your image will be underexposed.

We can move out ISO to 400 to start with. Bingo ISO 400 at 30seconds with an aperture of f 2.8 has 
given us a perfectly exposed image.

One snag, our foreground is rather too soft as we are shooting with a wide aperture and have a shallow 
depth of field. We really need to use a smaller aperture. We can calculate our exposure time easily. If 
we change to f 8 we have moved 3 stops, so we need to increase our shutter speed by 3 stops. This 
makes a 30 second exposure a 4 minute exposure.

Our new image looks identical, but now with more foreground focus.

We have a new snag. Our 4 minute exposure, although correct, has caused the moon to become a blur 
and the stars to trail, due to the rotation of the Earth. We need to shorten our exposure time while 
maintaining the same depth of field we have gained by using f 8. We only have one option left. Increase 
our ISO. We need to gain 3 or 4 stops to get our shutter speed to 30 or 15 seconds. Lets choose ISO 
3200 at 30 seconds. 

Realistically f 5.6 might provide enough depth of field and allow this shutter speed to reduce to 15 
seconds.
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