Increase Contrast with Luminosity
When an image needs added contrast the tool of choice is often Curves. It is the most flexible
of tools in that it allows precise adjustments within specific tonal ranges. However, quite often,
increasing contrast with Curves will result in an increase in saturation, particularly in shadow areas.
The usual solution to that problem is to apply the Curves adjustment as an adjustment layer with a
luminosity blend mode. This restricts the adjustments to the luminosity, or greyscale, tones of the
image without affecting the colour saturation.
Although this method of contrast control works well, there is a way to further refine it by adjusting
the contrast of the highlight tones and the shadow tones independently of each other. It takes just
a few minutes to set up, by making two actions, one to set the highlight contrast adjustment (tones
above the mid-grey point) and one to set up the shadow contrast adjustment (tones below the
mid-grey point). Then, once the actions are complete, the effects can be applied instantaneously
by simply running the actions. The procedure for setting this up is detailed below.
Note: When carrying out functions in Photoshop it is good practice to use shortcuts
where possible. In this tutorial I have indicated where shortcuts can be used with both the
Windows and Mac keystroke options identified. For instance; Ctrl/Cmd = Windows-Control
key and Mac-Command key. Alt/Opt = Windows-Alt key and Mac-Option key. The shift key is
common to both platforms.
Open an image to run the action on. The actions need to be set up with an appropriate image
so you should use one that is generally low in contrast and does not have any extreme or blown
highlights or deep blocked-up shadow areas.
Activate the Actions panel. If the panel is not
active, click the Window Menu and select Actions
from the listing. (Shortcut Alt/Opt+F9). A dialog
box similar to Fig 1 will appear. Here you can see
that, as well as the default Photoshop Actions I
have created my own ‘My Actions’ folder. You
will quite probably never use any of the default
actions so creating your own specific folder is
recommended so you can keep all your useful
actions grouped in one folder. You can, quite
Fig 1 – Actions dialog box
safely, delete the Default Actions folder and
will probably never miss it. However, it can always
be reloaded by clicking the little icon at the top right of the panel and selecting ‘Reset Actions’. The
‘My Actions’ folder is active. Click on the ‘Create a New Action’ icon at the bottom of the Actions
panel, outlined in red in Fig 1.
The dialog box shown in Fig 2, on the right, will
appear. Type an appropriate name in the Name
area. Here the action is named ‘Contrast Highlights’.
You can, if you wish, apply a Function key to make
applying the action even quicker. However,
because a lot of the basic Function keys already
Fig 2 – New Action dialog box
have shortcuts applied to them, it is always good
practice to add modifier keys, Shift or Cmd/Ctrl (or both) to avoid any conflict. Because I know this
action will be applied frequently, I have allocated a Function of Shift+F12.
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Click the Record button. From this point onward
everything you do will be recorded.
The Actions panel should now look like Fig 3, on the
right, with the new action nested under the ‘My
Actions’ folder.
The red button at the bottom of the panel indicates
that the action is being recorded.
Note: The ‘Default Actions’ folder shows the triangle
to the left of the folder icon facing right. This
indicates that the folder is collapsed. However, the
triangle to the left of the ‘My Actions’ folder is
downward facing, showing that the folder is
expanded. All actions within the folder will be
listed. Here, there is only one folder at the present.

Fig 3 – Action nested in My Actions

Click on the Channels panel tab. By default, this
panel is grouped with the Layers and Paths panels.
Above the individual Red, Green and Blue channels
is the RGB composite channel. Ctrl/Cmd+Click on
the RGB composite thumbnail, outlined in red,
shown on the right in Fig 4. This will select all the
luminosity values in the image that are above
mid-grey value R128, G128, B128.

Fig 4 – Channels panel

Click back on the Layers panel tab to activate it and
click on the ‘Create new fill or adjustment layer’ icon
– the black and white circle at the bottom of the
Layers panel – indicated in red, in Fig 5 on the right.
Select Curves from the pop-up menu.

Fig 5 – Curves adjustment layer
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The Curves Properties (for this image) are shown in
Fig 6, on the right.
Place two or three points on the diagonal line below
the highlight data. This will ‘pin’ the line in place.
Now click on the line in the highlight area and drag
it upwards to lighten the highlight tones. When this
action is run it will only affect the highlight tones in
the image, as the shadow tones are pegged with the
input and output settings are equal.
Click the double right-facing triangles at the top
right of the Properties panel to collapse it.
Reduce the opacity of the Curves adjustment layer
to 25%, as shown in Fig 5, on the previous page.
Fig 6– Curves highlight values

The action is now complete. All the recordable actions
that have taken place are shown nested underneath
the ‘Contrast Highlights’ folder, shown in Fig 7, on
the right.
Click the square icon located to the left of the Record
icon to stop the recording process.

Fig 7– Completed action
A new action now needs to be created for the shadow tones in the image to affect values less than
128.
The procedure to create this action is very similar to the first action, with only a couple of
differences.
Withe Actions panel active, click on the ‘Create a new action’ icon, as shown in Fig 1 on page 1.
Give the action a name. I called my action ‘Contrast Shadows’ and allocated a function of Ctrl/
Cmd+Shift+F11.
Creating this action using the Function key with addition of a further modifier key )Ctrl/Cmd)
should ensure the two actions easier to associate with each other.
Click on the Channels tab to activate it. As previously, Ctrl/Cmd+click the RGB composite channel
thumbnail as shown in Fig 4 on the previous page. This will, once again, select the highlight tones
in the image. However, this time it is the shadow tones that are required so the selection needs to
be inversed.
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To inverse the selection, click on the Select menu and choose Inverse or use Shortcut
Ctrl/Cmd+Shift+I.
Click on the Layers panel tab to activate Layers and, once
again, click on the ‘Fill or adjustment layer’ icon, as shown
in Fig 5 on the previous page, and select Curves.
Place two or three marks on the diagonal line above the
shadow data area to peg the adjustments in place. Now,
click on the diagonal line in the data area and drag it
downwards to darken the shadow areas. Your Curves
Properties should look something like Fig 7, shown on
the right.
As with the previous action, collapse the Curves
Properties panel and reduce the layer opacity to 25%.
This action is now complete. Click the square icon to the
left of the red Record icon to stop the recording.
Fig 7– Curves shadows values

The Actions panel should look like Fig 8, shown on the right.
To test the actions, revert the image back to its original state
or open another image to work on.
If you have allocated a Function key there is no need to
activate the Actions panel – just click the combination you
created.
If you did not allocated a Function key then activate the
Actions panel. Select the Contrast Highlights action and
click the arrow at the bottom of the Actions panel (third
from left) to run the action. Repeat the action until the
highlights in the image are to your taste.
Now, click on the ‘Contrast Shadows’ action to activate it
and, once again, click the arrow on the bottom of the
Actions panel to run the action. Repeat until the shadows
are set to taste.

Fig 8– Completed actions

The actions may need to be run three or four times to get the desired effect.
Now that these actions are set in place they can be run on any images any number of times.
Applying the contrast effects in small doses means that a more precise result can be obtained.
Finally, to reduce the size of the Layers panel the relevant highlights and shadows Curves
adjustment layers can always be grouped. To group the highlight adjustment layers, click on the
lowest ‘highlight’ layer to activate it then Shift+click on the uppermost ‘highlight’ layer. All the
‘highlight’ layers should now be highlited.
Click on the little icon at the top right of the Layers panel (downward facing triangle and 4 paralledl
lines) and, from the menu, select ‘New Group from Layers’.
4

Repeat the same procedure for the ‘shadow’ adjustment layers.
Click on the Group 1 name to activate the name and change it to ‘Highlights’.
Click on the Group 2 name to activate it and change it to ‘Shadows’.
Collapse the Groups by clicking the down-facing arrow on the left of the Layer.
The effects applied using this method of contrast adjustment can be as subtle or as strong as you
want but applying the required number of actions. The original image I used to create my actions
is shown below in Fig 9 with the adjusted image shown in Fig 10. The adjustments are subtle but
have given a result that delivered the desired effect.

Fig 9– Original Image

Fig 10– Final Image
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