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One of the best ways to convert a color 

photograph into black and white is to utilize 
Photoshop’s black and white adjustment 
layer.  
 
Simply open any color image, open the 
Adjustments palette and click on the “Black 
and White” icon found there (it’s a square 
divided vertically in half, one side dark, one 
side white). 
 
This will immediately make the image appear 
grayscale and open a Properties palette for 
adjusting how those colors are translated 
into grays.  
 
The beauty of converting to black and white 
in Photoshop is that the color information 
remains in the image. It’s fully intact there on 
the original background layer. You can 
always go back to the color simply by turning 
off the adjustment layer. 
 
The way the adjustment layer works is by 
mapping colors to grayscale luminance 
values. Put simply, you can use the color 
sliders in the Properties palette to tell 

Photoshop how bright or dark you want a certain color to be represented in grays.  
 
 
 
 



For instance, drag the red slider down (to the left) and watch as areas that were red in the color 
image turn into dark gray or even black pixels in the converted image. Drag the blue slider up 
(to the right) and watch as blue tones from the original turn into light gray and white values in 
the black and white image. 

 
 
 
 
The wonderful thing about this flexibility of tonal control 
is that it’s a great way to dramatically change the 
look—and perhaps more important, the “feel”—of a 
black and white image.  
 
 
With the right combination of sliders, you can make a 
black and white image light and airy or dark and 
brooding, even though they both started off as the same 
color image. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
I prefer this approach for combining black and white conversions because it’s the simplest and 
most intuitive to me. It’s a simple technique that provides lots of power and control over the 
specifics of the black and white conversion. 
 
 
 
 
 


