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Unit One—Introduction to Digital Cameras. 
We’ve looked at the Aperture and Shutter Speed controls. There is one further control in 

getting the exposure calculated—the ISO. 

ISO is actually a common short name for the International Organisation for Standardiza-

tion. 

The ISO setting on your camera is something that has carried over from film. When you buy  

rolls of film you find them rated at 100, 200 , 400, maybe, 800 or 1600? This  rating refers 

to the film’s sensitivity to light. The higher the number, the more sensitive to light the film 

is.  ISO, then, is the standard for film sensitivity. 

So what does sensitivity mean? Well a low sensitivity means that the film/sensor has to be 

exposed to light for a longer period of time than a film/sensor with a high sensitivity in   

order to properly expose the image. With a lower sensitivity you also get a better quality 

image too which is why you should always try and use the lowest sensitivity you can get away 

with.  

You might remember buying film for a sunny holiday and the shop assistant would recom-

mend using a film rated at 100 or 200. If, on the other hand, you were going to be taking 

pictures indoors, then you might be recommended a higher sensitivity like 400 or maybe 

800. If you used ISO100  and decided to take some pictures indoors, chances are you would 

need to use the flash, or your pictures would come out quite dark. This is because the film’s 

sensitivity is so low that the shutter would need to be open for a long time to let enough 

light in. Your camera may not have had the features to allow it to keep the shutter open for 

long enough, which is why you ended up with dark pictures. 

This was one of the problems with film. In addition, once you’d loaded it into your camera, 

you were pretty much stuck with that film sensitivity for 24 or 36 shots. 
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Unit One—Introduction to Digital Cameras. 

With digital cameras  you can now change the ISO setting for each shot you take. That is 
one of the big advantages of digital photography. 

So why do you only get choices like 100, 200, 400, 800, 1600 and maybe 3200 when it’s   
digital, surely you could set 154 or 958 if you wanted it? It’s only electrical currents and 
circuits after all, not a piece of film. Well, in theory you could choose any setting you 
wanted, but imagine how tricky that would be. There are three settings which combine to 
give you the exposure, these are Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO. Each one can be 
changed individually to allow you to set then to what you think will give you the perfect    
exposure, or you can let the camera set them for you to what it thinks is the perfect       
exposure for the conditions it can detect. We have seen that altering the exposure by one 
stop in the shutter speed lets in either double or half the light to the sensor. Likewise, a 
one stop change in the aperture lets in double or half the amount of light through the lens.    
Altering the ISO speed by doubling or halving the sensitivity again alters the exposure by 
one stop. 

As a general rule better quality images are achieved with a lower ISO number. If, again, you 
go back to film days you may remember the sort of grainy effect some images had. This is 
quite literally because higher ISO films had larger silver halide grains embedded in them to 
capture more light. Digital photography has it’s own grain effect with higher sensitivity and 
is known as Noise. Digital noise can be seen a sort of speckled effect in areas of similar col-
our, like skies or dark shadow areas.  
 
This is a subject of much discussion and the camera is often judged on the amount of noise 
it produces at these higher sensitivities. This is why you should always try and keep your 
ISO set to the lowest number, and use aperture and shutter speed to get the right         
exposure.  
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Unit One—Introduction to Digital Cameras. 

If you create the creative effect you want using apertures or shutter speeds at a certain 
ISO, move up to the next ISO setting and try again. One of the big selling points about  
digital cameras is how they handle the digital noise at higher ISO settings. The top profes-
sional level cameras from Nikon or Canon will have better control over noise than the 
cheaper models and this allows professional photographers, or anyone that can afford a 
Nikon D3 or Canon 1Ds for example, to get away with using a higher ISO and still getting 
good enough quality for print. 

Why is a high ISO setting needed? Well for indoor work, where flash isn’t allowed and the 
light levels are fairly low. One typical example would be photographing in a church where you 
are not allowed to use flash. Alternatively, you can use it deliberately to get the grainy 
gritty feel to the image (although it is possible to add this later on the computer). 
 
Assignment. 
 
Take a series of photographs of the same scene (possibly a landscape) at different ISO’s to 
examine how your camera produces ‘noise’ at different ISO levels. Knowing how your camera 
produces ‘noise’ will allow you to make a more informed choice about which ISO to use in a 
given situation. 
 
Stick the images produced in your sketchbook giving the technical details of each shot. 


