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Picture this, you are about halfway through editing a beautiful urban landscape in Photoshop. 
You’ve already put hours into the image when suddenly you notice that a particular area of the 
image doesn’t add up. After repeatedly hitting the undo button you discover that Photoshop can 
only remember so much, and you are stuck with this disastrous looking edit. All you can do now 
is waste more precious time trying to fix the problem or close the program and start from square 
one. If only there was some other way – enter non-destructive editing in Photoshop. 

What is non-destructive editing? 
Non-destructive editing (sometimes called NDE for short) is a method of editing in Photoshop 
that allows you to make changes to an image without losing the original image information. This 
means that you will always be able to backtrack on adjustments made to an image as needed, 
retaining flexibility and keeping the resolution of the original image intact. 
 
Non-destructive editing is not one single technique. You can perform it in numerous ways in 
Photoshop depending on the desired outcome of an image. For this article, we will have a look 
at some of the most basic methods used by photographers for doing non-destructive editing . 

Duplicating the background layer 
No matter what image you have opened in Photoshop, the first step is always to duplicate the 
background layer. If you do happen to make an adjustment directly onto the image the 
background layer will remain untouched. Then you can start afresh with all your adjustment 
layers intact. 

Working with adjustment layers 
Adjustment layers apply colour and tonal adjustments to an image without permanently 
changing any pixel values. There are lots of adjustment options such as levels, hue/saturation, 
brightness/contrast, gradient overlays and black/white.  This is the go-to panel for digital editing 
and in most cases, it will provide all the editing tools you will need. 
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Use Layer Masks instead of the Eraser Tool 
Using a layer mask allows you to you hide or mask off parts of an image rather than using the 
eraser tool to permanently remove parts of an image. To apply a layer mask, open an image, 
select the layer you want to edit and click on the layer mask icon at the bottom of the layers 
panel - it looks like a gray rectangle with a hole cut out of the middle.  
 

Using the Clone Stamp non-destructively 
The Clone Stamp is another great tool used to remove bits and pieces you may not want in an 
image. Normally it works by moving pixels in the original image around but, you guessed it, that 
is a very destructive technique! 
 
To use the Clone Stamp Tool non-destructively simply create a new layer first. Next, select the 
Clone Stamp Tool and in the Sample drop-down menu select the Current & Below option. Now 
the Clone Stamp Tool will sample everything in the image but only apply any changes to the top 
most layer. 

 
 
 
RESPONSE QUESTIONS:  

1. Is using the Eraser Tool a destructive or 
non-destructive way to edit a photo? 
 

2. What is the first step to editing any photo 
non-destructively? 
 

3. When using the Clone Stamp Tool, what 
is the first thing you should do? 

 
 


