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Digital B&W 
Most digital images are shot in colour however 
many would benefit from being displayed as 
Black & White.  Shown to the right is one such 
image.  Presented here are a number of 
techniques that can be taken using Photoshop 
to convert the image to black and white for a 
greater impact.  It is assumed that you will 
have performed whatever adjustments are 
necessary to the image e.g. cleaning & 
sharpening, prior to commencing the 
conversion process. 

Greyscale Conversion 
The first method of conversion is the simplest 
to achieve but does have some drawbacks. 

Photoshop images all have a “mode” that is 
used to describe their colour, even if that is 
black and white.  Most of the images that you 
deal with will be in RGB mode.  This stands for 
Red, Green and Blue.  Three values ranging 
from 0 to 255 describe how much of these 
three colours are present in each pixel.  The 
three colours or channels as they are also 
referred to then mix together to create the 
colour.  For example, 255, 255, 255 is white 
as it is the maximum value for Red, Green and 
Blue.  255, 0, 0 would be a pure red etc. 

An easy method of achieving a black and white 
image is to convert the mode to greyscale.  
This causes the colour information to be 
discarded and instead the colour of each pixel 
is determined as a shade of grey with values 
ranging from 0 (black to 255 (white). The 
image to the left illustrates what happens when 
a picture is converted to greyscale. To make 
the conversion simply select 
Image|Mode|Greyscale from the Photoshop 
menu.  

The drawback is that most images converted 
in this way lack impact.  If you compare this to 
an image shot in black and white and printed 
on high quality paper the difference would be 
huge. 

A similar effect to greyscale conversion can be 
achieved by reducing the level of saturation in 
a picture to 0 using the saturation slider.  As 
the saturation setting determined the intensity 
of colours, a setting of 0 has no colour.  Again 
this option lacks real impact. 

 

Channels 
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As already mentioned a colour images comprises three channels, Red, Green and Blue.  
Usually all three channels are displayed together to create a colour image but you can also 
display them individually.  When you do this you achieve a monochrome view that tends to 
have much more impact than the greyscale conversion.  Shown below are the three colour 
channels for the image.  Notice how each appears slightly differently.  

 

Whilst it might be difficult to see from the images above, there are slight variations.  In this 
instance I like the way the stone is displayed in the Blue channel but I prefer the sky in the 
Red channel.  As I can modify the sky later I will select and convert the Blue channel. 

To view the separate channels for your image select Window|Channels from the Photoshop 
menu.  When the Channels dialog is displayed you will see four channels RGB, Red, Green 
and Blue.  To display a single channel simply click on it. 

Having selected your channel you need to discard the other channels so converting your 
image to black and white.  To do this convert the image to using greyscale mode as 
previously described and the other channels will be discarded. 

Channel Mixer 
The final method of converting to a monochrome 
image we will discuss is the Channel Mixer.  This is 
possibly the most flexible and powerful method and 
allows a significant amount of control where as the 
previous methods allowed only limited control. 

Open the Channel Mixer dialog using the 
Image|Adjustment|Channel Mixer menu item.  Once 
opened tick the Monochrome option in the bottom 
left.  This causes the image to convert to 
monochrome and the “Output Channel” will change 
to Grey. 

You can now make adjustments to the Red, Green 
and Blue values to affect how the image is 
displayed.  One point to remember is that whatever 
adjustments you select the values should always add up to 100.  If you don’t do this you will 
affect the contrast of the image. 

Shown next is the image with the adjustment made. 
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The problem with this image however is that 
whilst the contrast has been reduced to show 
up the texture of the tree trunk better, some 
of the detail has been lost from the clouds in 
the sky making it look too light and washed 
out.  The next adjustment will therefore 
improve this. 

Dodge & Burn 
Before the advent of 
Photoshop, photographers 
used a process in the dark 
room called Dodging and 
Burning.  This was to either 
lighten an area of an image 
being printed (dodging) or 
darken an area (burning).  
Photoshop offers similar tools 
although now for some reason 
this is frowned upon as not 
being image manipulation. 

Here we will be using the 
burning tool so that we can 
increase the detail in the sky.  
The burn tool is the 7th tool on 
the right side of the Photoshop 

toolbar as shown on the left.  As this is not the default tool you may need to left 
click on it with the mouse to see the other tools. 

Once you have selected the burn tool you need to select a suitable brush to 
determine the shape and how large an area to affect.  The next setting to 
change is the exposure.  Set this to between 10 and 20.  The greater the 
exposure the darker the affected area becomes.  It’s easier to adjust an area a 
number of times to make it darker than it is to correct an area that has come 
too dark. 

Below you can see clearly the effect of using the burn tool to make the sky 
appear much more dramatic. 
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Duotone 
One final option worth considering with monochrome images is converting them to Duotone.  
Again this is a process borrowed from the darkroom where black and white images would 
have a tone applied to them. 

 

Using the Duotone dialog shown above it’s possible to create some very interesting toned 
images.  Adding a blue tone to a monochrome image can add to a moody feeling making the 
image feel much more cold.  It’s also possible to add additional tones to produce quite 
interesting effects. 

Having selected the “Type” of image you wish to create from the drop down menu, click on 
the colour that appears in the dialog box.  You will find this displays a range o colours from 
which you can select.  Make your selection and then click OK to apply the changes. 

Good luck. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


