ADJUSTING, DETERMINING AND KNOWING PROPER ISO AND WHITE BALANCE SETTINGS ON A NIKON D80

By Samantha Stenson

ISO and white balance play a crucial, but often overlooked role in helping you capture the highest quality images possible. They are tools to help produce what the photographer is trying to portray. 

In digital photography ISO denotes how sensitive the image sensor is to the amount of light present (Rowse). ISO gauges the sensitivity of the image sensor.  The lower the number the finer the grain and less pixilated your image will be, because the number directly correlates to the sensitivity your camera will be shooting at (Rowse). Therefore, the lower the number the less sensitive the camera is to light. Lower ISO generally provides a higher, sharper image. In most digital cameras, the lowest ISO will be expressed as ISO 50, ISO 64 or ISO 100. In the case of the Nikon D80, the lowest available ISO is ISO 100 (Photoxel 1).

ISO speed affects the shutter speed and aperture combinations you should use in order to obtain the correct exposure. If your camera is set on the “ISO Auto” mode then the camera will adjust the ISO accordingly without your help, although knowing how to manipulate your ISO will allow you to override certain settings (Photoxel 1). Higher ISO settings are usually used in darker lit areas in order to increase the shutter speed without adjusting anything else, however, by changing your ISO to a higher setting you end up with “nosier” shots. 

Noise refers to the grainy effect that sometimes appears on your images. Noise is something all photographers try to avoid because it detracts from the quality of your images and comes from any signal that is not attributed to the light from your subject (Photoxel 1). When you select a higher ISO you are boosting the sensitivity of your image sensor. The image sensor then begins to pick up on a more obscure light signal (Photoxel 1). However, by choosing a higher ISO your camera becomes exponentially more sensitive to not only light, but to noise as well. 

Some key questions to ask yourself when adjusting your ISO settings are as follows:

1. Light - Is the subject well lit?

2. Grain - Do I want a grainy shot or one without noise?

3. Tripod - Am I use a tripod?

4. Moving Subject - Is my subject moving or stationary?

If there is plenty of light and you want to reduce the appearance of grain, use a tripod, set your ISO low and make sure your subject remains stationary. However if it’s dark and you desire a more grainy effect or your subject is moving, use your hands and body instead of a tripod and increase your ISO. By increasing your ISO you are enabling your camera to shoot at a faster shutter speed, which will in turn, improve the quality of your shot (Rowse). 

Situations where you might need to push ISO to higher settings include:

* Indoor Sports Events - where your subject is moving fast yet you may have limited light available.

* Concerts - also low in light and often ‘no-flash’ zones

* Art Galleries, Churches etc- many galleries have rules against using a flash and of course being indoors are not well lit.

* Birthday Parties - blowing out the candles in a dark room can give you a nice moody shot which would be ruined by a bright flash. Increasing the ISO can help capture the scene (Rowse).

White balance on the other hand, is the digital photographer’s equivalent to filters used to correct lighting when shooting film. Adjusting white balance adjusts the colors in your images. Different lighting sources provide a variation of appearances or overall color tones and will affect the outcome of your shot, knowing how to manipulate white balance will help you achieve your best outcome. Here is the general rule of thumb (Photoxel 2):

· Florescent light gives a bluish cast to photographs

· Incandescent bulbs give a yellowish color

A low colour temperature shifts light toward the red; a high colour temperature shifts light toward the blue. This is where the concept of "White Balance" comes in (Photoxel). If you know how to gauge which object in the room is white (and therefore is supposed to appear as white in the picture) then you are able to communicate that information to the camera; at which pont the camera will calculate the difference between the current colour temperature of that object and the correct colour temperature of a white object. And then shift all colours by that difference (Photoxel2). 

On a Nikon D80 the White Balance button can be located in the menu, and by selecting the correct white balance manually, you allow your camera to calculate the correct white balance. Or to avoid possible confusion stick with “auto” settings, which can be located in the spinning dial on the left hand side of the camera. 
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