
Using Adjustment Layers
Jordan Pope

1. Get a Photo
You can use adjustment layers on basically anything 
and what they can do ranges widely. But you need an 
image first. Whether it is taking the picture yourself 
or altering an image for a client, you need to have the 
image. This can be any file type that Photoshop can 
read.

2. Set up the Photo in 
Photoshop
Once you have an image, open it with Photoshop by 
going to File>Open or press Cmd + O (Ctrl + O on a 
PC). Additionally you can drag a file into Photoshop to 
open it. If there is a file already open, it will place the 
image in a new layer.

3. Make Duplicate Layer
Now that you have the image open, it is good practice 
to duplicate the image layer. While Adjustment layers 
are non-damaging to pixels, duplicating the layer 
helps to protect the original image in the file in case 
things go awry. This can be done by right clicking the 
image layer and hitting “Duplicate Layer”, going up to 
Layer>Duplicate Layer, or pressing Cmd + J (Ctrl + J 
on a PC)

4. Add Adjustment Layer
Adjustment Layers can be found in the Adjustment 
Layers Palette. You can find it by going to 
Window>Adjustments. From there you can select 
a from a number of different Adjustment Layers 
including:

     • Brightness/Contrast
     • Levels
     • Curves
     • Hue/Saturation
     • Photo Filters

These Adjustments sit on their own layer which can 
then have their opacity altered, they can be hidden, 
and they can even be duplicated.
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6. Alter the Layer Mask
A nice feature of Adjustment Layers is that they 
have a Layer Mask built in. These masks allow you 
to only alter certain parts of an image. These masks 
work in black and white. Black hides pixels of the 
mask, whereas white shows pixels. Variations of grey 
will make the adjustments transparent. A black to 
white gradient can be used to create a blend of the 
adjustment.

7. Save the File
Once you have altered the image to your liking, you 
always want to save. With Adjustment Layers versus an 
adjustment, you can always go back to before the layer 
by hiding or deleting the layer even after you have 
exited, be it a day, a week, or even a year.

5. Alter the Adjustment Layer
When you select the adjustment you want, it will 
automatically open the Properties Palette which will 
allow you to make adjustments specific to the layer 
such as adjusting brightness or contrast with the 
Brightness/Contrast Adjustment Layer.


