
S O U L    R O A D    T R I P S 
 

S o u l R o a d T r i p s . c o m 

Introduction to ISO 
“Look and think before opening the shutter. The heart and mind are the true lens of the 
camera”                   ~ Yousuf Karsh 

ISO is one of three factors which determine the exposure of a photo. The 
other two are aperture and shutter speed. But what is ISO exactly? 

What Is ISO? 

The name stands for International Organization for Standardization. The International 
Standards Organization is a body composed of representatives from various 
national standards organizations. They formed in 1947 and has its headquarters in Geneva, 
Switzerland. 

Where Did ISO Come From? 

Since the photographic emulsion was developed, different countries tried to enforce 
standards. This is so they knew what photographers could do with the film. These 
classifications are now known as film speed. 
There were many different groups of people who tried to come up with a method that 
classified their film in the best way. This is the early process of trying to work out what we 
now call film speed. 

• Hurter and Driffield – These two worked on emulsion sensitivity since 1890. It was 
the standard until 1928. Their system had an inverse system of classification and 
exposure. The higher the number, the lower the exposure the emulsion needed. 

• GOST – From 1928 the Soviet Union used this as their standard until 1951. They 
then replaced it with the GOST system, which was the Eastern version of ASA. 

• DIN – Deutsches Institut für Normung was introduced in 1934. They used degrees 
for classification. A 3° change would either double or halve the sensitivity. 

• ASA – American Standards Association started in 1943. A linear scale showed that 
400 ASA is twice as fast as 200 ASA, and 100 ASA is half as fast as 200 ASA. They 
left these film classifications in 1988 when they adopted the ISO photography 
standard. 

• ISO – By combining DIN and ASA, they used an arithmetic and a logarithmic 
scale. Its arithmetic scale corresponds to the arithmetic ASA system. A doubling of 
the film sensitivity is represented by a doubling of the numerical film speed value. 
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What Does It Mean? 

ISO is a way to classify your film speed and how sensitive to light the film is. Low ISO 
numbers mean low light sensitivity. They need a lot of light to expose correctly. High ISO 
numbers have high light sensitivity, meaning they need less light for exposures. 

They are in the range of 50, 100, 200, 400, 800, 1600 and 3200. There are other films that 
are outside this range, but they are more specialized. 

These increments seem a little strange. But what you will notice is that the numbers are 
either doubled or halved. This is because moving your ISO setting from ISO 100 to ISO 
200 doubles the light sensitivity of the film. Moving from ISO 200 to ISO 100 halves it. 

In the world of digital cameras, the same numbers continue to be used. The only 
differences are that we use digital sensors, not photographic film. And ISOs on DSLRs tend 
to go way above ISO 3200. Some of today’s DSLRs have ISO possibilities as high as 12,500 
or 25,000 sensitivity ratings. 

Lower ISO numbers mean less noise is present meaning higher quality. Higher ISO 
numbers usually incorporate noise as you increase the ISO number. 

These settings work across all camera platforms. 
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What Does ISO Do? 

ISO depends on many factors. One factor is how much light is available. Another factor is 
what do you want to capture. Shoot with a low ISO gives us the best quality and a smaller 
amount of noise. 

What you are capturing determines the value you should use. If you’re photographing 
outside in bright daylight, you should use ISO 100 due to that abundance of light. But if 
you’re photographing inside, this value might jump to ISO 800, or even higher. 

One of the best ways to explain the use of ISO in digital photography is by using the 
exposure triangle. This triangle helps you to capture the perfect exposure. 

Using the three interchangeable areas that control light, you can photograph anything, 
anywhere. 
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How Does ISO Affect Exposure? 

The camera’s ISO scale is similar to shutter speeds in the sense that, when you double the 
ISO (i. e. 200 to 400), the sensitivity of the camera’s sensor is doubled. They are 
proportional to one another. A low ISO number will create less sensitivity compared to a 
high ISO number which increases the sensitivity of the camera’s sensor. 

 

How Does ISO Affect the Quality of Photos? 

As a rule, the lower the number, the better the quality of the photograph. By doubling the 
ISO in-camera settings, you’re increasing sensitivity of the sensor, which in turn, increases 
the digital noise. 

This noise reduces the detail of a photo by making the image appear grainy and uneven. 

Lower number = Lower sensitivity = Finer quality photos 

Cameras with larger image sensors handle noise better as they allow more amount of light 
into the photo. As technology improves, however, the difference between camera sensor 
size and noise is reducing. What used to be a big problem is much less of a one now in 
high-quality cameras. 

All cameras are different. Take yours into low light conditions to discover the maximum 
ISO you should be using. 

Enhancing the exposure in Lightroom or post-production has the same effect as increasing 
your ISO. Make sure you get the exposure right in the camera first time around to avoid 
this. 

Which ISO and When? 

v ISO 100-200: Your photos will have the most detail and the best quality. This is 

great for shooting in daylight because there is no need to boost the ISO any higher. 
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Shooting at 1600 in bright conditions would be a waste. It will result in otherwise 

avoidable grain. 

v 2. ISO 200-400: For darker conditions, such as in the shade or indoors where it is 

brightly lit. 

v 3. ISO 400-800: I like to use this range when shooting with a flash indoors. It helps 

to produce a more even exposure with a detailed background. 

v 4. ISO 800-1600: Event photographers have no choice but to use this range. Live 

events often happen in low light conditions where you’re not allowed to use flash. 

v 5. ISO 1600-3200: Again, event photographers will use this range for live gigs. You 

can also use it in extreme low light conditions where using a tripod is not an option. 

ISO 3200 is the highest I tend to push my camera to because I’m not a fan of digital 

noise (grain). 

v 6. ISO 3200+: This range is reserved for extra low light conditions and artistic effect. 

With most cameras, it’s impossible to avoid a grainy result in this range. 

 


