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“The strongest wildlife photographs
usually begin as strong files in the
field.”

Alan Young Photography



Introduction

Modern wildlife photography does not end when the shutter closes.

What the camera records in the field is not a finished image, but a highly detailed RAW file
containing tonal range, colour information, texture, and dynamic data still waiting to be
interpreted. The editing process is therefore not separate from photography itself. It is
part of the same creative and technical workflow.

This guide outlines the practical workflow | use when processing wildlife photographs,
from field capture through to final output for web and print. The approach is built around
consistency, careful observation, and maintaining natural detail while avoiding excessive

processing.

Rather than chasing dramatic edits or artificial effects, the aim is to produce images that
remain faithful to the atmosphere and behaviour observed in the field.

The workflow combines Lightroom Classic, DxO PureRAW, Photoshop, Nik Color Efex, and
calibrated output preparation within a structured and repeatable process developed
through regular use.
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Captu riné Ph'ileophy

Fieldcraft before processing




Capture Philosophy

Wildlife photography begins long before editing.

The quality of the final image is heavily influenced by decisions made in the field,
including light direction, subject position, background control, exposure consistency, and
behavioural anticipation. Processing cannot replace poor fieldcraft, and excessive editing
often becomes an attempt to compensate for limitations that should ideally have been
addressed during capture.

For this reason, | approach editing as refinement rather than reconstruction.

| shoot exclusively in RAW format to retain maximum tonal and colour information. This
provides significantly greater flexibility during processing, particularly when recovering
highlights, adjusting white balance, and controlling shadow detail in difficult natural
lighting conditions.

Exposure consistency is particularly important when photographing birds and wildlife.
Bright plumage, reflective water, and rapidly changing light can easily produce clipped
highlights or blocked shadows if exposure is not monitored carefully in the field.

The histogram therefore becomes a more reliable reference than the rear LCD preview
alone.

In practical use, the aim is not technical perfection in every frame, but the creation of

clean, flexible files that preserve detail and allow subtle, controlled processing later in the
workflow.
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Import and File Organisation

A consistent workflow begins with organisation.

As file sizes increase and shooting sessions become larger, maintaining a structured ingest
and archive system becomes just as important as camera technique itself. Wildlife
photography often involves high frame rates, changing conditions, and repeated visits to
the same locations, making disciplined file management essential for both efficiency and
long-term retrieval.

My workflow begins immediately after returning from the field.
Initial Card Ingest

The first stage is transferring files from memory cards to the primary working drive using
Photo Mechanic.

Photo Mechanic remains one of the fastest tools available for ingesting and reviewing
large RAW sequences. Unlike Lightroom, it renders embedded previews rather than
generating full RAW previews during the initial pass, allowing rapid navigation through
thousands of images without delay.

During ingest:

o files are copied to the working drive

e asecondary backup is created simultaneously
o metadata templates are applied automatically
e copyrightinformation is embedded at source

This immediately establishes redundancy before any editing begins.
Folder Structure

A simple and repeatable folder structure prevents confusion later and makes long-term
archiving significantly easier.

My archive is organised primarily by:
Year -> Month -> Location or Subject
Example:

2026
-> 05 May
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-> Bempton Cliffs Puffins
-> North Cave Kingfishers

This structure keeps sessions chronological while still allowing fast retrieval of species or
locations.

Avoiding overly complicated folder hierarchies is important. Complex systems often
become difficult to maintain consistently over time.

File Naming Conventions

Consistent naming becomes increasingly important as image libraries expand.

Rather than retaining generic camera filenames indefinitely, files are renamed during
ingest using structured identifiers.

Typical examples include:
e date
e location
e species or subject
e sequence number

This improves searchability across Lightroom catalogues and external archive systems.

Meaningful filenames also simplify print preparation, client enquiries, publication
requests, and long-term backup management.

Metadata and Copyright Information

Metadata should be applied as early as possible within the workflow.
Basic metadata templates normally include:

e photographer name
e copyright notice

e website information
e contact details

e usagerights

Keywording can be expanded later inside Lightroom, particularly for species
identification, behaviour, or location-specific searches.

For wildlife photography, detailed keywording becomes extremely valuable over time,
especially when maintaining large species libraries.
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Backup Strategy

No workflow is complete without redundancy.
Wildlife photography often involves irreplaceable moments that cannot realistically be
recreated. Equipment can fail, drives can become corrupted, and accidental deletion
remains surprisingly common.
For this reason, the workflow should always include:

e aprimary working drive

e atleast one local backup

e an additional external or off-site backup

The aim is not simply storage, but recovery capability.

Modern cameras such as the Nikon Z8 generate extremely large RAW files, making reliable
storage planning increasingly important for long-term sustainability.

Importinto Lightroom Classic

Once files are safely ingested and backed up, the selected images are imported into
Lightroom Classic for the main editing workflow.

At this stage:

e previews are generated

e collections are organised

e initial ratings are applied

e obvious rejects are removed

The goal is not immediate editing but establishing a clean and efficient working set before
detailed processing begins.

This separation between ingest, review, and editing helps maintain consistency while
reducing unnecessary processing time later in the workflow.
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Initial Selection and Culling

One of the most important parts of wildlife photography happens before editing begins.

The ability to identify strong images quickly and objectively often has a greater impact on
the final portfolio than any processing technique applied later. High frame rates and
continuous autofocus systems can easily produce hundreds, or sometimes thousands, of
similar files during a single session.

The challenge is therefore not simply capturing images, but recognising which frames
genuinely stand apart.

Looking Beyond Technical Perfection

Sharpness alone rarely creates a compelling wildlife photograph.
During the initial review process, | look for:

e behavioural moments

e eye contact and subject awareness
e wing position and body posture

e clean backgrounds

o natural light direction

e separation from distractions

e emotional or atmospheric qualities

Many technically acceptable frames are removed immediately if they lack visual impact or
narrative strength.

A slightly imperfect image with strong behaviour or atmosphere is often more valuable
than a technically flawless but emotionally empty frame.

Working Through Sequences

Bird photography frequently involves rapid bursts where only a small number of frames
contain ideal alignment, posture, or focus placement.

Rather than evaluating individual images in isolation, | review short sequences together.
This makes it easier to identify:

o the strongest wing position

e thecleanest head angle

e the best eye visibility
¢ moments of interaction or tension
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e optimal subject separation

Small differences between frames can significantly alter the overall strength of an image.
Rating and Selection

The rating system itself matters less than maintaining consistency.
My workflow generally uses:

e rejects for unusable frames

e star ratings for potential edits

e higher ratings for portfolio or print candidates

The objective is to reduce large shooting sessions into a smaller, manageable edit set
before detailed processing begins.

Over-editing too many similar frames often creates unnecessary clutter and slows the
workflow considerably.

|dentifying Editing Potential

Not every strong photograph appears immediately during the first pass.
Some images reveal their quality later during processing, particularly when:
o shadows contain recoverable detail
o difficult lighting can be balanced
e subtle colour relationships emerge
e atmospheric conditions become more apparent
At the same time, images requiring excessive rescue are usually avoided.

The aim is refinement, not reconstruction.

Strong wildlife photographs generally begin as strong files in the field.
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Lightroom Classic Base Adjustments

Once the initial selection process is complete, the workflow moves into Lightroom Classic
for primary tonal and compositional adjustments.

At this stage, the objective is not to create a finished image, but to establish balance,
consistency, and a clean foundation before more detailed processing begins elsewhere in

the workflow.

Subtle adjustments made carefully at this point often have a greater impact than
aggressive editing later.

Evaluating the RAW File

RAW files from modern cameras frequently appear flat or restrained before processing.
This is intentional.
The purpose of a RAW file is not to deliver a finished image directly from camera, but to
preserve as much tonal and colour information as possible for controlled interpretation
during editing.
The first step is therefore evaluating:

o overall exposure balance

o highlight retention

e shadow detail

e colour temperature

e subject separation

e background behaviour

The histogram remains one of the most reliable tools throughout this process, particularly
when working with bright plumage, reflective water, or strongly contrasted environments.

White Balance and Colour Control

Colour temperature plays a major role in the atmosphere of wildlife photography.

Rather than chasing technically neutral colour, the aim is usually to preserve the character
of the natural light while avoiding unrealistic colour casts.

Early morning and evening light naturally introduce warmth, while woodland shade or
overcast conditions may produce cooler tonal relationships.
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Adjustments are therefore made carefully to maintain authenticity rather than forcing
every image toward a standardised appearance.

Over-corrected colour is often one of the fastest ways for wildlife photographs to appear
artificial.

Exposure and Tonal Shaping

Initial tonal adjustments are typically conservative.
The goalis to:

e recover highlight detail where necessary

e openimportant shadow information

e maintain feather texture

e preserve depth and atmosphere

e avoid excessive contrast

Modern wildlife cameras such as the Nikon Z8 provide considerable dynamic range
flexibility, but restraint remains important.

Aggressive shadow lifting can quickly introduce noise and flatten natural depth within the
scene.

Similarly, excessive clarity or contrast adjustments often create harsh feather rendering
and unnatural tonal transitions.

The strongest wildlife edits usually remain subtle.
Lens Corrections and Optical Cleanup

At this stage:
e lens corrections are enabled where appropriate
e chromatic aberration is removed

o distortion is corrected if required

These adjustments are generally minor in wildlife photography but contribute to cleaner
overall rendering.

Sensor dust checks also become important during this phase, particularly when
photographing against soft skies or distant backgrounds.

Removing distractions early prevents problems later during sharpening and output
preparation.
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Cropping and Composition Refinement

Cropping should support the subject rather than simply enlarge it.

One of the advantages of high-resolution cameras is the flexibility to refine composition
without immediately compromising output quality. However, excessive cropping can
reduce image strength quickly, particularly if it begins to expose softness, noise, or
insufficient detail.

During cropping, attention is given to:
e subject balance within the frame
e direction of movement or gaze
e negative space
e background simplicity
e overallvisual flow

Wildlife photography often benefits from restraint here as well.

Allowing space around the subject can preserve atmosphere and environmental context
that tighter crops sometimes remove.

Preparing for External Processing

Once the Lightroom base adjustments are complete, selected files are prepared for further
refinement.

At this stage:

o tonal balance is established

e colourdirection is controlled

e composition is refined

e obvious distractions are removed

The image is now ready for more specialised processing through DxO PureRAW,
Photoshop, and selective enhancement workflows.

The important point is that the photograph should already feel fundamentally successful
before those later stages begin.

External software should enhance a strong image, not attempt to rescue a weak one.
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DxO PureRAW Processing

Noise reduction and optical correction have become increasingly important within
modern wildlife photography workflows.

High frame rates, fast shutter speeds, long focal lengths, and changing light conditions
often push ISO levels far beyond what would once have been considered acceptable.
Modern software has therefore become an essential part of maintaining image quality
while preserving fine feather detail and natural texture.

DxO PureRAW forms a key part of my workflow for this reason.
Why PureRAW Is Used

The primary purpose of PureRAW is not to create artificial sharpness or aggressively
smooth files.

Instead, it is used to:

e reduce luminance noise cleanly

e improve optical corrections

e preserve micro-detail

e maintain feather structure

e produce cleaner starting files for further editing

Wildlife photography places unusually high demands on detail rendering. Fine plumage,
fur texture, and subtle tonal transitions can easily become damaged by poor noise

reduction techniques.

The strength of PureRAW lies in its ability to reduce noise while retaining natural detail
and depth.

Working With High 1ISO Wildlife Files

Bird photography frequently requires shutter speeds between:

« 1/1600
e 1/2500
e 1/4000

Maintaining those speeds in poor light often pushes ISO values significantly higher than
many photographers would prefer.

Modern sensors handle this remarkably well, but RAW files still benefit from careful noise
reduction before detailed sharpening or local adjustments begin.
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The objective is not to eliminate all noise completely.

A small amount of natural grain often appears more authentic than excessive smoothing,
particularly in darker backgrounds or atmospheric scenes.

Overprocessed files can quickly lose realism.
Optical Corrections

PureRAW also applies lens-specific corrections based on measured optical profiles.
These corrections help reduce:

e edge softness

e chromatic aberration

e distortion

e vignetting where required

Long telephoto wildlife lenses benefit particularly from these refinements, especially
when working at wider apertures or under difficult field conditions.

The improvements are often subtle individually but collectively contribute to a cleaner
and more refined final file.

Maintaining Natural Feather Detail

One of the major risks in wildlife processing is over sharpening.

Feather structure contains extremely delicate tonal and textural transitions which can
quickly appear brittle or artificial if pushed too aggressively.

PureRAW works best when integrated into a restrained workflow.

The intention is not hyper-detail or exaggerated texture, but clarity that still feels natural
and believable.

This becomes especially important when preparing large prints where excessive
sharpening artifacts become far more visible.
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Returning to Lightroom and Photoshop

Once processing is complete, the corrected DNG files are returned to the main workflow
for detailed local adjustments and finishing work.

At this stage:

e noise has been controlled

e optical corrections are applied
e tonal flexibility remains intact
e detail integrity is preserved

The files now provide a strong technical foundation for more selective editing inside
Photoshop and Nik Color Efex.
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Photoshop and Local Adjustments

Once the base file has been cleaned and balanced, the workflow moves into Photoshop
for more selective refinements.

This stage is not about dramatically changing the photograph. Instead, it allows
controlled local adjustments that help guide attention, improve tonal balance, and refine

small distractions that may reduce the overall strength of the image.

The emphasis remains subtle throughout.
Selective Editing Rather Than Global Editing

One of the advantages of Photoshop is precision.
Rather than applying broad adjustments across the entire frame, local editing allows
individual areas to be refined independently while preserving the overall atmosphere of
the scene.
Typical local adjustments may include:

e slight exposure balancing

e reducing distracting highlights

e subtle background control

o refining eye detail

e improving tonal transitions

e softening visual distractions

These adjustments are generally restrained and gradual.

Heavy-handed local editing often becomes immediately visible in wildlife photography,
particularly in feathers, backgrounds, and natural lighting transitions.

Maintaining a Natural Appearance

Wildlife photography benefits from authenticity.

The aim is not to create an artificial version of nature, but to present the scene in a way
that reflects the experience of observing it in the field.

This means avoiding:
e excessive saturation

e aggressive clarity
e unrealistic sharpening
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e over-smoothed backgrounds
o exaggerated colour contrast

The strongest edits are often the least noticeable.

If processing becomes the dominant visual element, the connection to the subject itself
can quickly weaken.

Eye and Subject Refinement

The eye naturally becomes the visual anchor within most wildlife photographs.
Subtle adjustments may therefore be used to:

e improve local contrast around the eye

e enhance catchlight visibility

o refine shadow transitions

e increase separation between the subject and background

Care must be taken not to over-sharpen these areas.

Artificially bright eyes or exaggerated feather detail can quickly make an image feel
processed rather than observed.

Cleaning Background Distractions

Natural environments are rarely perfect.

Branches, bright highlights, small debris, or isolated distractions can occasionally draw
attention away from the subject unnecessarily.

Where appropriate, minor cleanup work may be carried out carefully using:
e healingtools
e cloning
e tonal blending
o selective darkening

The goal is simplification rather than manipulation.

Removing distractions should support the composition without fundamentally altering
the reality of the scene
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Layered Workflow

Photoshop also provides flexibility through non-destructive editing.
Working with layers allows:

e adjustments to remain reversible

e refinements to be controlled gradually

e multiple processing stages to remain flexible

This becomes particularly valuable when preparing images for both web and print output,
where tonal behaviour may differ significantly between display types.

Maintaining editing flexibility throughout the workflow helps preserve consistency across
final outputs.
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Nik Color Efex Workflow

Nik Color Efex remains one of the most effective tools for subtle tonal shaping and
controlled enhancement within wildlife photography.

Used carefully, it can improve depth, tonal separation, and visual focus without
introducing the artificial appearance often associated with heavy filter-based processing.

The key is restraint.
Using Color Efex Selectively

Rather than applying dramatic global presets, the workflow focuses on small, targeted
refinements.

Common adjustments may include:

e local contrast enhancement
e tonal depth control

e subtle dynamic contrast

o selective darkening

e gentle structure refinement

The objective is to reinforce natural dimensionality already present within the image.

Used excessively, these same tools can quickly create harsh textures and unrealistic tonal
transitions.

Preserving Feather Texture

Feather detail requires particular care.

Wildlife images often contain extremely fine tonal structures which can become brittle if
local contrast or structure adjustments are pushed too far.

For this reason:
e structure adjustments remain conservative
e local contrast is controlled carefully
o sharpeningis applied selectively

e backgrounds are protected from excessive processing

Natural softness in out-of-focus areas is just as important as detail within the subject
itself.
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Guiding Visual Attention

Subtle tonal shaping can also help direct the viewer naturally through the image.

Small adjustments to brightness, shadow depth, and local contrast can influence where
the eye settles first without appearing obvious.

This may involve:
o slightly darkening distracting corners
e controlling bright backgrounds
e improving subject separation

e balancing tonal weight across the frame

The strongest wildlife edits often rely on these understated adjustments rather than
dramatic effects.

Avoiding Overprocessing

One of the greatest risks within modern editing workflows is excess.

Powerful software can easily push images beyond credibility if every tool is applied
aggressively. Saturation, structure, contrast, and sharpening can all appear appealing
individually while collectively damaging realism.

The workflow therefore prioritises:
e subtlety
e tonal consistency
e believable colour

e preserved atmosphere
e naturalrendering

The intention is enhancement rather than transformation.
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Sharpening and Noise Control

Sharpening should support detail, not dominate it.
Wildlife photography relies heavily on texture and fine detail, particularly in feathers, fur,
and eyes. However, excessive sharpening can quickly introduce halos, brittle textures, and

unnatural edge contrast which reduce overall realism.

The aim is therefore controlled clarity rather than artificial sharpness.
Understanding Perceived Sharpness

Sharpness is influenced by far more than processing alone.

Subject distance, atmospheric conditions, shutter speed, lens quality, focus accuracy, and
light direction all contribute to the final appearance of detail within the image.

Editing cannot fully compensate for limitations introduced during capture.

For this reason, sharpening is treated as refinement rather than rescue.
Selective Sharpening

Different parts of the image often require different treatment.
Typically:

e the eye receives the most attention

o feather detail is sharpened subtly

e backgrounds remain soft

e noise-prone shadow areas are protected

Applying sharpening globally across the entire frame usually produces less natural results.

Selective sharpening allows the subject to retain clarity while preserving the atmosphere
and softness of the surrounding environment.
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Noise Reduction Balance

Noise reduction must remain balanced carefully against texture preservation.
Excessive noise removal can:

e erase feather detail

o flatten tonal depth

e create plastic textures

e reduce realism

A small amount of natural grain is often preferable to over-smoothed rendering,
particularly in low-light wildlife images.

Modern software performs remarkably well, but restraint remains essential.
Output-Specific Sharpening

Sharpening should also vary depending on final output.

Images prepared for:

social media

websites

large prints
fine art paper

will all respond differently.

Prints generally require slightly stronger sharpening than web output due to the way ink
and paper soften perceived detail.

The workflow therefore separates:
e creative sharpening
o detail refinement

« final output sharpening

This helps maintain consistency across different display formats.
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Preparing Images for Web

Images prepared for online viewing require a different approach from print output.

The objective is to maintain detail and tonal integrity while ensuring files remain efficient
for fast loading across websites and mobile devices.

Resizing for Digital Display
Modern camera files are significantly larger than required for web presentation.
Before export:

e images are resized appropriately

e output sharpening is adjusted for screen viewing

e compression is balanced carefully

Excessively large files slow page loading unnecessarily, while excessive compression can
damage fine feather detail and tonal transitions.

The goal is clean presentation without visible degradation.
Colour Space and Consistency

Images intended for online viewing are typically exported in SRGB colour space to
maintain consistent rendering across browsers and devices.

Without proper colour management:
e saturation may shift
e contrast may appear inconsistent

e colours can display unpredictably

Consistency becomes especially important when presenting portfolio work professionally
online.
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Watermarks and Presentation

Watermarks should remain subtle.

Large or intrusive branding can distract from the image itself and reduce the viewing
experience. In most cases, presentation and authorship are better reinforced through:

e consistent branding
e metadata

e website structure

e portfolio identity

rather than aggressive visual protection.
Optimising for Mobile Viewing

A significant proportion of wildlife photography is now viewed primarily on mobile
devices.

This influences:
e crop decisions
e contrast balance
e readability of darker tones

e imagesizing

Fine detail that appears strong on calibrated monitors may behave differently on smaller
screens, making careful export preparation increasingly important.
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Preparing Images for Print

Print remains one of the most complete forms of photographic presentation.
Unlike digital display, a print exists independently of screen brightness, compression, or

device variation. Tonal relationships, detail, and colour therefore need to be prepared
carefully for physical output.

Soft Proofing and Calibration

Accurate printing begins with colour management.

Using a calibrated monitor allows editing decisions to remain predictable throughout the
workflow. Soft proofing then provides a preview of how colours and tonal ranges may
reproduce on specific papers.

Different papers respond differently:
e matte papers soften contrast
o gloss papers increase perceived depth

o fine art papers alter tonal behaviour subtly

Preparing images specifically for the intended paper improves consistency significantly.
Print Resolution and Detail

High-resolution wildlife files are particularly well suited to large-format printing.
However, resolution alone does not guarantee strong prints.
Successful print preparation also depends on:

e tonal balance

o controlled sharpening

e clean backgrounds

e preserved feather detail

e smooth transitions

Overprocessed images often appear acceptable online but reveal artifacts quickly when
enlarged physically.
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Paper Choice and Presentation

Paper selection influences the emotional quality of the final image.

Textured fine art papers can enhance atmosphere and softness, while smoother baryta or
lustre surfaces often emphasise contrast and detail more strongly.

The choice should support the character of the photograph itself.

For wildlife work, subtle papers often complement natural subjects particularly well.
Final Print Preparation

Before printing:

dust and artifacts are checked carefully
sharpening is reviewed at print size
borders are considered

tonal consistency is verified

The final print should feel balanced, refined, and natural when viewed under normal
lighting conditions.
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Archiving and Long-Term Storage

Long-term archiving is an essential part of maintaining a sustainable photographic
workflow.

Wildlife photography libraries often grow rapidly over time, and without careful

organisation valuable images can become difficult to retrieve or vulnerable to permanent
loss.

Redundant Storage

Professional archiving relies on duplication.
At minimum, the workflow should maintain:
e aworkingdrive
e alocal backup

e anexternal or off-site backup

Storage systems will eventually fail. Redundancy exists to ensure images remain
recoverable when that happens.

Catalogue Maintenance

As image libraries expand, catalogue structure becomes increasingly important.
Consistent:

o folderorganisation

e keywording

e metadata

e naming conventions

all contribute to long-term usability.

Searching for specific species, locations, behaviours, or seasonal conditions becomes
significantly easier when archives are maintained consistently from the beginning.
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Reviewing Older Work

An archive is not simply storage.

Revisiting older files often reveals images that may have been overlooked originally or
benefit from newer processing techniques.

As editing approaches evolve, earlier RAW files frequently contain additional potential
that was not fully realised at the time of capture.

This is one of the major advantages of retaining well-organised RAW archives long term.
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Final Thoughts

Modern wildlife photography combines observation, technical understanding, patience,
and editorial judgement.

Cameras and software continue to evolve rapidly, but the strongest images still rely
fundamentally on the same foundations:

o fieldcraft
o light
e timing

e behaviour
e composition
e restraint

Post-processing remains an important part of that process, but it works best when
supporting a strong image rather than attempting to create one artificially.

The aim throughout this workflow is therefore consistency rather than excess.

Careful capture, structured organisation, subtle editing, and considered output
preparation together allow the final photograph to retain both technical quality and a
sense of authenticity.

Ultimately, wildlife photography is not simply about recording detail.

It is about preserving atmosphere, behaviour, and moments observed in the field with
honesty and intent.
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Alan Young Photography

Wildlife photography shaped through field observation, technical understanding, and a
reflective editing workflow developed through real-world use.

www.alanyoungphotography.co.uk

Explore More

e Journal
o Z8e-Guide
e Print Shop

¢ Field Resources

Wildlife Photography Workflow Guide
Version 1.0
© Alan Young Photography 2026
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