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ISO – Light Sensitivity

Your camera can be adjusted to change how sensitive it is to light.  This lesson will explain how you can use that 
adjustment to improve your photos.

The ISO button changes light sensitivity, but what does ISO mean?  “International Organizational Standard” 
which isn’t saying much about light sensitivity.  Older photographers will remember when film speed was 
referred to as ASA, “American Standards Association”, which was replaced by ISO in 1987.  So, if you have an 
older camera, it might have an ASA setting, and you should know it means the same thing as ISO.

The quality of your photo can be affected by the ISO setting you choose.  Before digital photography, the only 
way to change ISO was to remove the film from your camera and replace it with a different roll of film with a 
different “film speed”.  “Faster” film had a higher ISO number than “slower” film.  Now with a push of a button 
our digital cameras can dial in 
more (faster) or less 
(slower) sensitivity.

The higher the ISO 
number, the lower 
the quality of the 
image.  Back in the 
film days, a high ISO 
photo was “grainy”.  
A similar digital effect caused 
by a high ISO number is called 
“noise”.
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Note:  Newer cameras with better resolution do a much better job with high ISO settings than this example.
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What ISO settings should you use?

Everyday use, in good light, a lower ISO number will give you the best quality photo, as long as you use good 
technique.  (hold the camera steady, use a fast enough shutter speed to avoid movement, expose properly). Try 
to use ISO 100 to 400.

In places with dim light, at night, in a dimly lit room, etc., a faster ISO from 800 and up will allow you to get the 
photo but quality will suffer, like the example above using ISO 12800.  Again, the higher the ISO, the worse the 
noise.

Intentional blur.  Use the slowest ISO your camera has if you want 
to blur a moving object.  Stop down to a small ƒ-stop, and you 
should be able to use a longer shutter speed to produce blur.  Use a 
tripod to avoid camera movement.  Tip:  Add a neutral density filter 
or a polarizer to allow even longer shutter speeds.

The carnival photo used ISO 100, ƒ8, ½ second exposure.

Stop action:  A higher ISO will allow use of a faster shutter speed to 
prevent blur of a moving object.

Setting your ISO:

Most cameras have an ISO button you press, then turn a wheel to change the ISO.  Some cameras allow you to 
set a range of ISOs, such as 100 – 400.  In this case, the camera will select an ISO and automatically adjust ƒ stop 
or shutter speed to get the correct exposure.

ISO and exposure:

The geniuses that figured out the exposure system in cameras worked it out so that ISO, ƒ-stop, and shutter 
speed work together perfectly.

Double the ISO number and the light sensitivity doubles.  Typical ISO numbers are 100 200 400 800 1600 etc.

Shutter speeds are expressed in fractions of a second and the amount of light reaching the sensor doubles every 
time the shutter speed (exposure time) increases by one click.  Typical shutter speeds (in seconds) include 1/250 
1/125 1/60 1/30 etc. (shown on the camera as 250, 125, 60, 30, etc.)

Aperture (ƒ-stop) doubles every time the numbers on a preset scale decrease.  Typical numbers on the scale are 
4 5.6 8 11 16 22

All three of these elements halve when adjusted in their opposite directions.

Therefore, when any one of these three elements is doubled, either of the other two can be halved and the 
exposure will be unchanged.  And, when any one of these three elements is halved, either of the other two 
can be doubled and the exposure will be unchanged.  

You can see from this that ISO is an essential element of exposure.  Good technique is to set your ISO where you 
want it first, then decide which aperture or shutter speed you want and the camera will select the third setting 
to provide the correct exposure.

BONUS – Check photoskop.com for a free interactive exposure lesson.


