
Two Ways to Burn and Dodge Digital Images in Photoshop 
There are many ways to lighten or darken specific areas of a digital image in Photoshop, which 
can be used in a way similar to burning and dodging in the chemical darkroom.  
 
There are two simple ways to create the effect of burning and dodging in Photoshop: using the 
burn and dodge tools, and using an overlay layer filled with 50% gray.  
 

1. Burn and Dodge Tools in Photoshop 
There are specific tools in Photoshop created to mimic burning and dodging in the darkroom. 
However, you must be careful not to use them in a destructive manner.  
 
Non-destructive photo editing means that you leave the original image untouched and add all 
changes to new layers on top of the original image.  
 
To use the burn and dodge tools in a non-destructive manner, you must copy the original image 
to create a new layer. Then, you can select the burn tool to darken areas or the dodge tool to 
lighten areas in the image. Never use the burn or dodge tools directly on the original 
background image.  
 
When you use the burn and dodge tools, you will have to adjust the opacity and the flow of the 
brush to a low percentage so that you can gradually lighten or darken the image without leaving 
a harsh line or spots where you have applied the brush. Increase or decrease the brush size to 
fit the area you wish to change.  
 
Finally, it is best to change the blend mode (in the layers panel) to “luminosity”, which means 
that the changes you make will only affect how light or dark the image becomes, and will not 
change the amount of saturation in the colors.  
 
 
2. 50% Gray Overlay Layer 
Another way to make small adjustments to lighten or darken areas of an image is with a 50% 
Gray Overlay layer.  
 
Create a new layer in Photoshop. Then, fill it with 50% gray (this is an automatic option in the 
“fill” dialogue box). Next, go to the layers panel and change the blend mode to “overlay”.  
 
Name the layer “Dodge” and then use a white paintbrush at a very low opacity and/or flow to 
paint over the areas you want to lighten.  
 
Make another new 50% Gray Overlay layer and name it “Burn”, and then use a black paintbrush 
at a low opacity and/or flow to paint over the areas you would like to lighten.  
 


