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Shutter speed is one of those things that is initially a problem to be solved, but 
once you do that it becomes a tool that allows you to take better and more creative 
photos. 

First you should understand how shutter speed works and how to change it. You 
will need to make sure it is fast enough that your pictures turn out crisp. But once 
you’ve mastered those things, you can start using shutter speed to your advantage. 
You can slow it down to create a sense of movement, or speed it up to stop the 
action. 

Grey Whale Cove: 1/4 
second at f/16, ISO 100 

What is Shutter 
Speed? 

Shutter speed is simply the 
amount of time the shutter 
inside the camera is open, 
allowing light onto the digital 
sensor to expose the picture. 
The longer you hold the shutter 
open, the more light is let into 
the camera to expose the 
picture. 

But holding the shutter open 
longer than a tiny fraction of a 
second has consequences. The 

camera must be held completely still during the exposure or the picture will be blurry. 
Without using a tripod or some other means of support, you cannot hold the camera still 
for longer than about 1/60th of a second and blur will start to creep in to the picture. 

Shutter speed is recorded in fractions of a second. So a shutter speed that says 1/60 (it may 
just show 60) means that when you take the picture the camera will open the shutter for 
1/60th of a second.  Most cameras have shutter speed ranges between 1/4000 of a second 
(on the short side) and about 30 seconds (on the long side). In addition, many cameras 
have a Bulb mode that allows you to hold the shutter open as long as you wish. 



 

1/200th at f/2.8, ISO 3200 

Using Shutter Speed 
Creatively 

Now that you understand shutter speed a 
little bit, you will want to put it to use 
creatively. There are several ways to do this, 
and we will work through some of them from 
the faster shutter speeds to the slowest. 

 

Stopping the Action 

In times of high action or drama, you can stop the motion by using a very fast shutter 
speed. 

To do this, you will want your shutter speed to be 1/250 of a second or faster. At times, like 
with the picture below of the water droplets being flipped through the air, you may want 
the shutter speed to be significantly faster. This particular picture was shot at 1/8000th of a 
second. 

1/8000th at f/2.8, ISO 250 
 Accomplishing shutter speeds this fast, even 
on bright sunny days, will require offsetting 
moves. For example, you will need to open up 
the aperture to its widest setting. Doing so will 
result in a shallow depth of field, but in this sort 
of picture that usually won’t matter.  

Another key for these type of shots where you 
are stopping the action, is to anticipate the 
shot. With the speeds at which modern 
cameras shoot, you may often want to just hold 
the shutter button down and blast away, this 
rarely works though. The decisive moment is 
usually only captured by anticipation and 
triggering the shutter at precisely the right 
moment. 



Panning 

Another way to use shutter speed creatively in times of action is to pan the subject. 
Panning is where you move the camera during the exposure to follow the subject. 
Done properly (or when you get lucky) the subject is relatively sharp, while the 
background is blurred and conveys a sense of motion. 

1/15th at f/7.1, ISO 50 

Accomplishing this is usually best 
at slower shutter speeds between 
1/8 and 1/30 of a second. This 
works best with a tripod that can 
swivel. Getting a good result will 
frequently require at least a few 
attempts, while you gauge the 
speed, and other settings. 

If possible, get your exposure set 
up before you attempt to pan. 
That way you are only thinking 
about the panning during the shot, 
as opposed to worrying about all 
your other settings. 

Creating a Sense of Motion 

Still another creative use of shutter speed 
is slowing it down to create a sense of 
motion. This is accomplished when the 
subject is moving slightly through the 
frame during the exposure. This idea is 
for the subject to be identifiable, but 
slightly blurred. This works well for 
flowing water, for example.  

 

1/4 second at f/16, ISO 50 
 



Long Exposures 

The final creative use of shutter speed we will cover here is a long exposure. This is 
where you hold the shutter open for a long time and allow certain parts of your 
picture to move through the frame. You will always need a tripod for this technique. 

Long exposure 
shutter speeds are 
between 10 and 30 
seconds. Most 
cameras offer you the 
ability to go even 
longer by using Bulb 
mode, where the 
shutter will stay open 
as long as you hold 
the shutter button 
down. A remote 
shutter release, 
which is always a 
good idea when you 
are shooting from a 

tripod, is almost a necessity for this type of shot. 

Long exposure is a great technique whenever there is moving water involved, such 
as coastal scenes, rivers, and waterfalls. It is also great for streaking lights in night 
photography. 

Whereas most of the time, your challenge with shutter speed is to get enough light 
into the camera; in this context getting the shutter speed you want usually involves 
the opposite problem. The challenge is to limit the amount of light entering the 
camera so that you can leave the shutter open a long time without overexposing 
the image. To do that, first close down the aperture to its smallest setting and use 
the lowest ISO setting on your camera. The lowest ISO setting is usually 100, but 
some cameras contain an expandable ISO range that will allow you reduce the ISO 
further, so be sure to check your camera’s menu for that. 

 

 


