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Wish I Knew: Organize

In this segment of the “Wish I Knew” series, I’m going to teach you the things I 
wish I had known earlier when it comes to organizing my images. 

Working with raw files

I almost always shoot in the raw file format and that’s because it captures every-
thing the camera captures, without discarding any amount of information. When 
you shoot in the JPG format, it throws away a lot of information and you don’t 
have quite as much control over the images. 

If you double-click on a raw file in Bridge, it will 
open in Adobe Camera Raw (ACR). After adjust-
ing an image in ACR, hit the Done button to save 
and close the image. When you do this, another 
file will be added to your hard drive and it will 
have the same file name as the image, but it will 
end in .XMP. The XMP file is just a text file that 
contains all of the adjustments made to the im-
age. It’s like a set of instructions for making the 
image look the way we want and it makes it so all 
adjustments are stored separately from the actu-
al image file. If we were to throw away the XMP 
file, all of the adjustments would be discarded 
as well. In Bridge, a little icon will appear to the 
right of the image thumbnail, indicating that the 
image has been edited in ACR and that it has an 

XMP file to go with it. If you 
ever move the image file 
on your hard drive, be sure 
to move its XMP file along 
with it, or the edits will not 
be viewable the next time 
you open the image.

Top: We made changes to a raw 
file in ACR and a new XMP file was 
added on the hard drive. Above: 
An XMP file is a text file containing 
the edits made to your image. This 
is a snippet from the XMP file.

If an image has been 
adjusted in ACR, an 
adjustment icon will 
appear to the right of 
the image thumbnail 
in Bridge. 
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When it comes to editing JPG and other file formats in ACR, you will not end up 
with that secondary XMP file. The text settings become part of the file itself. You 
will only see the adjustments made to the image if you are viewing it with Adobe 
software. If you try to email the image or post it online, you will be sending the 
original, unedited image. In order for the edits to be viewable outside of the Ado-
be software, you will need to open the image in ACR and click the Save Image 
button in the bottom left corner of the interface. Choose your desired settings in 
the dialog that appears and then click Save. The resulting file will have the adjust-
ments “baked in.” 

The DNG format

Some people convert their raw files into DNG files, which is a raw format that 
does not use XMP files. It works like a JPG in that the adjustments are represent-
ed as text that is integrated into the file itself. I choose not to do this because it 
could potentially cause my backups to take significantly longer. When using XMP 
files, I can make changes to many of my images and the only things that will need 
to be backed up are those tiny XMP text files. If I was using the DNG format, the 
entire image files would need to be backed up, and this would take much longer. 

I use a backup program called Beyond Compare, which will compare the contents 
of my backup drive to the contents of my main drive and copy what is needed to 
make them the same. 

Editing raw files 

When editing raw files, I will always start in either ACR or Lightroom. These pro-
grams will allow us to get the most detail out of our highlights and shadows, it 
will better allow us to achieve accurate white balance, etc. After I’ve made my raw 
adjustments, I’ll click the Open Image button to move into Photoshop. I’ll make 
any enhancements/adjustments I feel necessary and then I will choose File > Save 
As. This is where I will save my document in either the TIFF or PSD file format. I 
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usually use the TIFF format because it is capable of saving larger file sizes than 
the PSD format. Now I will have both the raw version and the TIFF version on 
my hard drive. Once I accumulate multiple versions of an image, I may choose to 
keep only the master TIFF file on my main hard drive and keep the raw version 
(and any other versions) only on my backup drive. I will always keep the original 
raw files because I may want to return to it years from now after the editing soft-
ware has progressed significantly. 

Renaming images

It’s generally a good idea to assign custom file names to your images. The names 
created by our cameras are very generic and difficult to search. To rename im-
ages, select all of the images you’d like to rename in Bridge and then go to the 
Tools menu and choose Batch Rename. In the Batch Rename dialog, you can set 
up a formula to automatically generate a file name for all the selected images. 
The Destination Folder setting is where you specify where the newly-renamed 
files should go. I usually use the “Rename in Same Folder” option. Under the New 
Filename section, you can use the + and - buttons to add or remove types of in-
formation from the filenames. Use the dropdown menus to choose what type of 
information will be included. I like to use the Date Created within my filenames. If 
we choose a date option, we will also be able to choose how the date should be 
formatted. I usually use YYYYMMDD which will display the year, then the month 
and then the day. You can include custom text into the file names and I like to 
use these fields to simply include an underscore ( _ ) to create visual separation 
between the types of information. I’ll include a field for the Shoot Name and I will 
also usually end my filenames with a sequence number and we can specify how 
many digits the number should have. I usually choose four. At the bottom of the 
Batch Rename dialog, we can see a preview of what our new filename template 
will look like. After creating a custom filename, you can save it as a preset by 
clicking the Save button to the right of the Preset menu at the top of the dialog. 
You’ll be prompted to give the preset a name and then click OK. 
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Organizing a shoot into subfolders

In my photo archives, I like to be able to quickly look at my files and determine 
which images are done, which still need work and which do I not need to waste 
any time working on. I will use subfolders to accomplish this. When viewing the 
contents of a folder in Bridge, you can create a subfolder by using the keyboard 
shortcut Shift+Command+N (Shift+Control+N on Win). I will create three sub-
folders within my shoot folder and name them Outtakes, Support Images and In 
Progress. Right after loading all my images into the shoot folder, I will immedi-
ately drag them all into the In Progress subfolder. This is the folder I will end up 
working in. When I work an image to the point where I’d consider it done, I will 
move it to the base level folder for the shoot. If I run into an image that I know 

The Batch Re-
name dialog is 
shown at left. 
We created a 
filename tem-
plate that con-
tains the date 
(separated by 
underscores), 
the shoot name 
and the se-
quence number.
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I won’t work on again, or I don’t think is very good, then I will move that image 
into the Outtakes folder. When I come across images that were used in the cre-
ation of another image (HDR frames, pano images, informational signs, etc.), I will 

move them into the Support Images folder. After working 
through all of the images, I know that only the images lo-
cated in the base level folder are the ones that are finished 
and ready to show the public. This system allows me to 
quickly evaluate a folder of images and determine what 
state each of the images is in. 

The folder structure for 
my images.


