
5 ESSENTIAL TIPS WHEN PREPARING 
IMAGES FOR PRINT 
by Zack Schnepf | Jan 24, 2017 | Camera Raw, Color, Education, Printing, Zack Schnepf |  

 
We live in an increasingly screen based culture.  The majority of photography 
I see is on some sort of screen.  A lot of photographers I meet who are 
starting photography exist almost exclusively in the digital universe. 
Eventually though, you, or someone you know might want a print made of 
your photos.  Photographic printing can be daunting at first, but it’s very 
satisfying to see your own images in print, and you will be a better 
photographer if you understand the fundamentals of color management and 
print preparation.  In this article, I’ll share five essential tips for getting you 
and your images ready to print. 
 

1. CALIBRATE YOUR MONITOR: 

It’s hard to stress how important this is.  There is no point spending hours 
processing your photos for print if you haven’t calibrated your monitor.  It’s 
the foundation of color management, and brings everyone into a common 
color standard.  When I started printing I learned a hard and expensive 
lesson.  The first prints I made were a huge disappointment.  They didn’t look 
like what I saw on my monitor at all, the colors were off and it came out really 
dark.  With a little more friendly advice I finally invested in a decent 
calibrations package.  Once I calibrated my monitor I realized two important 
things.  One, it’s really helpful when everyone is using the same color 
standards and profiles, otherwise what may look red on my screen could 
look orange, or purple on another.  Two, I had my monitor set way too bright. 
Reflected light from a print will never look as bright as transmitted light from 
a screen.  Lowering screen brightness much better reflects how an image will 
print.   
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2. UNDERSTAND BASIC COLOR MANAGEMENT: 
There are two basic concepts to understand when managing color on your 
computer. The first is using the correct color space when exporting from 
Lightroom, or Adobe Camera Raw and the right color setting in Photoshop.  I 
always use the Pro Photo RGB color space as it has the widest color gamut, I 
prefer to start editing with as many colors as possible especially if I will be 
printing the image.  The second concept is using the right printing profile.  If 
you’re having someone else print for you, it’s still important to understand 
printer profiles.  Printer profiles are scripts used by the printer to adhere to 
color standards, they help the printer produce an image that looks as close 
to what you see on your screen as possible.  I’ll talk more about soft proofing 
in the next section. 
 
3. SOFT PROOFING AND HARD PROOFING: 
Soft proofing is using software such as Lightroom, or Photoshop to preview a 
printer profile.  Soft proofing attempts to simulate what the image will look 
like when printed on a specific print paper with a specific printer.  I think soft 
proofing is useful to get you in the right ballpark, but I don’t trust soft 
proofing completely. It is still pretty unreliable when trying preview exactly 
what a print will look like.  I use soft proofing to get me close and then I order 
a test print which is called a hard proof.  Once the test print is made, or 
arrives from a print shop, I can evaluate it and make any adjustments that I 
think it needs.  This method is what I rely on when making prints for 
customers, art shows and galleries.   

4. SHARPEN APPROPRIATELY FOR EACH PRINT MEDIUM AND SIZE. 
Each print medium requires different levels of sharpening to look it’s best. 
For instance, noise from over sharpening shows up easier on metal prints. 
Both acrylic and traditional inkjet prints are more forgiving and hide minor 
noise and digital artifacts better.  Canvas is the most forgiving.  Print size is 
also something to consider.  What does this mean in practical terms for my 
workflow?  The amount varies for each image.  If I’m going to make a print, I 
save a flattened copy of the master file and sharpen it specifically for that 
print size and medium.  Sometimes it doesn’t need additional sharpening, 
but if it does it’s usually the last adjustment before sending it to print.  As a 



general guideline, I sharpen more for smaller prints, and less for larger 
prints.   
 
5. ADJUST LUMINANCE FOR SPECIFIC PRINT MEDIUMS. 
Each print medium has its own perceptual brightness and ambient 
reflectivity.  Like I described in the sharpening section, I save a flattened copy 
of my master file for each specific size and print medium I print on. 
Aluminum prints and lumachrome acrylic prints have high ambient 
reflectivity and perceptual brightness, therefore they require very little, if any 
brightness adjustment. Traditional inkjet prints and canvas require a lot 
more brightness adjustments if you want to replicate the look you see on 
your screen. 
 
I’ve been printing a long time, and I’ve learned several important lessons 
from printing over the years.  I’ve noticed that my processing workflow has 
evolved to accommodate printing.  I now tend to process with printing in 
mind first, and make specific changes to the file later when posting to the 
web.  I also have evolved to process in the most editable and non destructive 
way to preserve the image quality.  I think printing has made me a better 
photographer and has helped me improve my image quality. 

 


