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The Logic of Adjustments

The quantity and variety of adjustments available to us in Photoshop can seem 
quite overwhelming. In this lesson, we’re going learn how to evaluate the list of 
adjustments and effectively choose which one is needed for the task at hand. 

The list of Photoshop adjustments can be accessed by going to the main menu 
and choosing Image > Adjustments. 

Out of the options in this list, I find that I most commonly use the Curves and 
Hue/Saturation adjustments because they can do what the majority of the other 
adjustments can do, and with more control. Many of the adjustments available in 
Photoshop’s Adjustment menu are also available as adjustment layers (accessed 
by clicking the adjustment layer icon at the bottom of the Layers panel).

We can mentally organize the different adjustments by dividing them into cate-
gories based on what they do. In this lesson, we’ll create color labels to differen-
tiate between the different categories. You can assign color labels by going to 
the Edit menu and choosing Menus. The dialog that appears will list all of Pho-
toshop’s menu items and we can change the color of the menu items by clicking 
the color field to the right of the menu name and choosing a color. 

Left: We are assigning color labels to the Adjustment menu items. Right: You can see that all 
of the adjustments have been categorized by color. 
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Brightness adjustments (GRAY)

I assigned the gray label to all of the brightness adjustments. These are things 
that are not designed to shift the colors in the image. They can only adjust things 
that affect the brightness (how bright or dark the image is, how much contrast 
there is, etc.). I don’t use these brightness adjustments too often because I will 
generally opt for an adjustment that is capable of adjusting both the brightness 
AND the colors in my image (like the Curves adjustment, for example). If I ever do 
use one of the brightness adjustments, it will be the Black and White adjustment 
or the Shadows/Highlights adjustment (to pull out detail in the brightest and 
darkest areas of the picture). 

Warm/Cool Adjustments (RED)

I assigned the red label to adjustments that can affect the temperature of the im-
age. This means that when you move a slider one way, it will make the image look 
warmer and when you move it the other way, it will make the image look cooler. 
The settings for the Color Balance adjustment give us a good visual of how the 
sliders work because they show all 
the various colors and their oppo-
sites. The opposite of red is cyan, 
the opposite of green is magenta 
and the opposite of blue is yellow. 
When you move one of the sliders 
in the warm/cool adjustments cat-
egory, you will be introducing more 
of one color while removing that 
color’s opposite. For example, if 
you move the top slider in the Col-
or Balance adjustment to the right, 
you will be adding more red to the 
image and removing cyan.  

The sliders in the Color Balance adjustment dia-
log give us a good visual of the different colors 
and their opposites. 
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The sliders work the same way in the settings 
for many of the other adjustments, but you will  
need to remember what each color’s opposite 
is. In both the Levels and Curves dialogs, there 
is a dropdown menu above the main chart. If 
the menu is set to the top setting, RGB, then 
the sliders will only affect the brightness of the 
image. If the menu is set to Red, then moving 
the slider one direction will add more red and 
moving it in the other direction will add more 
cyan. If the menu is set to Green, then moving 
the slider one way will add more green and 
moving it the other way will add more magen-
ta. If the menu is set to blue, then moving the 
slider one way will add more blue and moving 
it the other way will add more yellow. 

Whenever I want to adjust the color temperature in my image, I will turn to one 
of the adjustments that have been highlighted in red. This is the warm/cool ad-
justments category. 

Hue/Saturation/Brightness Adjustments (GREEN)

The adjustments in the next category will all divide the image up into three parts: 
Hue, Saturation and Lightness. If we choose to create a Hue/Saturation adjust-
ment, the dialog will present us with three sliders: Hue. Saturation and Lightness. 
The Lightness slider will affect the brightness of the image. Moving it to the right 
will brighten the image and moving it to the left will darken the image. The Satu-
ration slider controls how vivid the colors are. Moving it to the right will make the 
colors more vivid and moving it to the left will make the colors less vivid. The Hue 
slider controls the basic colors in the image. Moving the Hue slider will shift the 
colors in the image. If you have not targeted a specific color to work on (we’ll cov-
er that shortly), then moving this slider will shift all of the colors in the image. The 

In some of the adjustments, there 
will be a color menu that allows us to 
specify what color will be affected by 
the adjustment. If the RGB option is 
chosen, the adjustment will affect the 
brightness of the image as a whole. 
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color bars at the bottom of the dialog 
will show you what’s happening when 
you move the Hue slider. The top bar 
will show you the colors that you start-
ed with and the bottom bar will show 
you how those colors will be shifted. 
When it comes to the Hue/Saturation 
adjustment, I find that I mainly use the 
Saturation slider. 

Specialty Adjustments (YELLOW)

The adjustments that I’ve highlighted in yellow are what I’d refer to as specialty 
adjustments because each one of them has its own unique purpose. For this rea-
son, they can’t be grouped into any other category.

The Individual Adjustments 

Now that we’ve split all of the adjustments into categories, let’s look at each ad-
justment and determine why we would choose each one over the others in the 
same category. 

Color Balance This adjustment al-
lows us to isolate areas based on 
brightness. I would use it when the 
problem I want to correct is limited 
to the brightest or darkest areas of 
the image. At the bottom of the Col-
or Balance dialog, there is an area 
called Tone Balance. This is where 
we can choose between whether 
we’d like to work on the Shadows, 
the Mid-tones or the Highlights. 

The dialog for the Hue/Saturation adjustment.

The Tone Balance setting within the Color Bal-
ance adjustment allows us to make changes to a 
specific tonal range. 



The Logic of Adjustments © Ben Willmore, All rights reserved 6

Selective Color This adjustment allows us to tar-
get individual colors within the image. The Colors 
dropdown menu at the top of the Selective Color 
dialog presents us will all of the various colors. If 
we choose red, for example, then the sliders be-
low will target only the red areas, making them 
warmer or cooler. 

Another unique aspect of this Selective Color ad-
justment is that it allows us to think about CMYK 
mode while working in the RGB mode and it con-
tains a slider for Black. (You’ll almost never find 
the word “black” while working in RGB mode.) I 
would turn to this adjustment when I wanted to 
make changes to one color in an image without 
affecting the other colors. 

Hue/Saturation The Hue/Saturation adjustment allows us to isolate things based 
on colors. We will use the color dropdown menu near the top of the dialog to 
choose a color and then use the sliders to make changes to that targeted color. 
In the example used in the video, we were able to target one of the hat colors and 
then use the Hue slider to shift the color of the hats. This adjustment also con-

tains a special feature for targeting a specific 
color in your image. We will click on the little 
hand icon in the bottom left of the dialog and 
then click within our image on the color we 
want to target. This will cause the markers 
on the color wheel gradient to show us what 
color or color range is represented in the area 
of the image where we clicked. We can then 
move the sliders and the changes will only 
affect that targeted color or color range. 

The Selective Color adjustment 
allows us to target specific colors 
within an image. 

In this Hue/Saturation adjustment, we 
have targeted the Cyans and are using 
the Hue slider to shift the color. 
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Replace Color The Replace Color adjust-
ment takes two features in Photoshop 
and combines them together. It contains 
the color selection feature we find in the 
Select Color command and allows us to 
edit that selection with the Hue, Satura-
tion and Lightness sliders. We would first 
use the eyedroppers and Fuzziness slider 
to target a specific color in the image and 
then we would adjust the sliders in order 
to affect only that targeted color. 

If I look at my image and decide that I 
would like to take an object that is one 
color and change it so that it becomes an-
other color, I will turn to one of the green 
options in my Adjustments menu. I will 
just have to decide which of these options 
will most effectively and quickly handle 
the color shift in that particular image. 

Photo Filter This adjustment is like taking a colored filter and putting it in front 
of your camera lens. You can either choose from a list of common photo filters 
or you can select a specific color. The Density slider controls how much light the 

filter would block. The higher the Den-
sity setting, the more of a color shift 
you’re going to get. Turning on the 
Preserve Luminosity check box will 
cause the adjustment to only change 
the colors in the image and NOT the 
brightness. I usually keep this check 
box turned on. 

One example of when I would use the 
Photo Filter adjustment is when I have 

In the settings for the Replace Color ad-
justment, we can select a color by using 
the eyedroppers and the Fuzziness slider, 
and then we can change that selected col-
or by using the HSL sliders.

The Photo Filter adjustment settings.



The Logic of Adjustments © Ben Willmore, All rights reserved 8

an image of a sunset but the colors weren’t warm enough or strong enough. I 
would use this adjustment to push more yellows or oranges into the entire image, 
making it look more like sunset. 

Color Lookup The Color Lookup adjustment will take the effect created by a 
combination of previously-used adjustments and create a formula so that the 
combined result can be applied in one step. We’ll spend a lot more time on this 
adjustment in a future video, but for now, know that you can use the dropdown 
menu at the top of the Color Lookup dialog to choose from a variety of effect 
presets. 

Gradient Map The Gradient Map adjustment will convert an image to black and 
white and then change each individual shade of gray that makes up your picture 
with whatever color you want. This adjustment is best applied as an adjustment 
layer because, in order to make it look good, we’d need to change the blending 
mode of the adjustment layer to Color. This will cause the adjustment to only 

In the Color Lookup dialog, we chose one of the presets from the top dropdown menu. 
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change the colors in the image and not the brightness. In the Gradient Map dia-
log, we can click on the little dropdown menu to the right of the gradient bar in 
order to get a list of gradient presets. Clicking on the little gear icon in the top 
right corner of the preset list will give us a dropdown menu, from which we can 
choose from additional and more useful gradient presets. The Photographic Ton-
ing set is particularly useful. Again, this technique will be covered more in depth 
in a future lesson. 

Match Color This adjustment compares one image to another and tries to make 
the picture you’re working on more similar to the other picture.  The Match Color 
dialog may look fairly complicated, but the main setting we’ll be working with 
is the Source menu, located near the bottom of the dialog. This Source menu 
contains a list of all the other images currently open in Photoshop. We’ll choose 
the one that we’d like to match. The Luminance slider will allow us to brighten or 
darken the end result. The Color Intensity slider will allow us to determine how 
much the colors vary from each other (Color contrast might be a better label for 

A Gradient Map adjustment is being applied to the image. 
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this slider.).  The Fade slider will lessen the overall effect of the adjustment, mak-
ing the image look more similar to the original. I will use the Match Color adjust-
ment whenever I need to make a composite where I need to combine two images 
and make sure the colors match so that the composite looks natural. 

In the Match Color dialog, we’re using the Source menu to choose one of the other open 
images. The look of the chosen image will be applied to the active image. 


