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Layer Comps 
A layer comp allows us to save the current state of a file so that we can switch 
between various versions of the document. Layer comps can keep track of three 
things: the position of layers, the visibility of layers and the layer styles (layer ef-
fects). Note that layer comps will not keep track of the stacking order of layers. 

When working with layer comps, you’ll need 
to open the Layer Comps panel, which can 
be accessed via the Window menu at the 
top of the interface. To create a layer comp, 
first set up your document so that it’s in a 
state you would like Photoshop to remem-
ber. Then, click on the New icon at the bot-
tom of the Layer Comps panel. A dialog will 
appear where you can give the layer comp a 
name and specify what you’d like it to keep 
track of. There are check boxes for Visibil-
ity, Position and Appearance (Layer Style). 
When you’re done, click the OK button and 
you will see the name of the comp appear in the Layer Comps panel. To the right 
of the layer comp name are three icons which indicate what information the comp 
is keeping track of. From left to right, the icons represent layer visibility, position 
and styles. When one of the icons is grayed out, it means that the layer comp is 

not keeping track of that information. 
You can update the settings for a layer 
comp at any time by double-clicking to 
the right of the layer comp name. This 
will bring up the Layer Comp Options 
Dialog box so that you can update the 
settings and then click OK.

To switch which saved document state (or layer comp) you are viewing, click on 
the space to the left of the layer comp name in the Layer Comps panel. Alterna-
tively, you can click the left and right arrows at the bottom of the Layer Comps 

The Layer Comps Panel. 

The icons to the right of the name indicate 
what the layer comp is keeping track of. This 
comp is keeping track of layer visibility and 
position, but not effects/layer styles (fx). 
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panel to switch between the different layer comps you have created.  To delete a 
layer comp, simply drag it to the trash can icon at the bottom of the Layer Comps 
panel.

Let’s say that you created some layer 
comps and later add an additional lay-
er to the document. This layer will not 
be included in your saved layer comps. 
You would have to update them. First, 
make sure that the new layer is active. 
Then select all of the layer comps that 
you want to include the new layer and 
click on the little side menu in the up-
per right corner of the Layer Comps 
panel. A dropdown menu will appear, 
from which you would choose Update 
Layer Visibility. (You can also update 
layer position and effects from this 
menu.)

If you discard a layer that has been included 
in some layer comps, a warning icon will ap-
pear to the right of the layer comps’ names, 
indicating that it can’t properly display the 
saved comp. 

Switch between layer comps using keyboard shortcuts It can sometimes be 
useful to display your different layer comps one after the other, similar to a slide-
show. Having the Layer Comps panel visible when you do this can be distracting, 
so there is a way to switch between them using keyboard shortcuts while keep-
ing the panel minimized. By default, Photoshop does not have specific keyboard 
shortcuts assigned to this task, so you will have to assign them manually. From 
the Edit menu, choose Keyboard Shortcuts and a large dialog will appear. At 
the top of the dialog, change the “Shortcuts For” menu to Panel Menus. Then 
scroll through the different menu names and click to expand the option for Lay-
er Comps. You will see the commands “Next Layer Comp” and “Previous Layer 

You can update a layer comp by clicking on 
the side menu in the top right of the panel 
and choosing Update Layers, Layer Visibility, 
Layer Position or Layer Appearance.

The “!” icon indicates that a layer con-
tained in the comp has been deleted.
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Comp” in the list and you can click to the right of their names to assign cus-
tom keyboard shortcuts for these commands. You can type in any shortcut that 
is not already in use. I assign Control+Option+Command+ > for the “Next Lay-
er Comp” command and Control+Option+Command+ < for the “Previous Layer 
Comp” command. Click OK once you’ve assigned the shortcuts. Now, to show a 
slide show of the different layer comps, you can hit the F key to enter full screen 
mode and then use those shortcuts you assigned to switch between your differ-
ent saved document states. 

Exporting Layer Comps After you’ve created two or more layer comps, you can 
export them in a form that you could send to a client or friend. Do this by going 
to the main menu and choosing File > Export > Layer Comps to PDFs or Layer 
Comps to Files.

You can assign key-
board shortcuts for 
moving between Lay-
er Comps by choosing 
“Keyboard Shortcuts” 
from the Edit menu, 
choosing Panel Menus 
from the “Shortcuts 
For” menu and then 
expanding the Layer 
Comps option from 
the list. 


