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Smartphone Camera vs. DSLR Camera and Post Processing 

 
By Paul Holland 
Presentation Photo 
Specializing in Marine Photography 

 

Taking a Picture vs.          Creating a Photograph 

 

The following is a simple example of you taking control of technology to make an image.  By taking 
control, I mean using your camera effectively and then moving to your computer for post processing.  A 
dedicated camera, lens and post processing will make a significant difference in the images you capture 
and present, compared to simply using the camera built into your phone.  Your smartphone is a jack of 
all trades.  It does not specialize in photography.  It is convenient and not much more.  If photographs 
and memories are important to you, then follow along as I demonstrate what is involved in creating a 
photograph. 

In this example, I took two photographs from the same location at the same time.  I was standing on the 
Brockville shoreline and photographed an apartment building, lighted from the side on a clear, sunny 
day, by the water.   The building was to be my subject.  I wanted a clear photograph of the building.  I 
wanted to gently enhance the image, not create an art piece.  As always today in the digital world, there 
are so many different ways to do things. 

The image on the left was captured with my smartphone camera, a Samsung Galaxy S4.  The 
smartphone was in automatic mode and captured an average image that to the average viewer might 
seem OK.  It can be easily emailed or shared with friends on the internet.  There is no denying the 
convenience.  The smartphone is a wonderful tool. 

I would wager my first born, if I had one, that 99.9% of people that took the image would not process it 
any way and what you see is what you get.  You have a JPEG file and the camera has automatically 
applied its own adjustments to the file, likely adding some contrast and boosting the saturation. 
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As a photographer I look at the original smartphone image (below) and find a number of things need to 
be improved: 

 The image it too contrasty with deep shadows and nearly blown highlights in the sky and water 

 The picture is scenic and the building, which I was trying to capture and present, does not fill 
enough of the frame 

 There are distracting objects to the left in front of the building:  cars, people, signage, pylons 

 The dock in the foreground is covered in equipment and does not compliment the main subject 

 The water itself is not that interesting and quite frankly adds nothing to the picture in my view 

 

 

 

  



3 
 

In order to get closer to the building I rotated the phone camera 90 degrees to portrait mode (below 
left) and then zoomed in (below right): 

 

 

 

The camera phone did a good job of adjusting exposure for the building in the second image but now 
the water and sky highlights are blown out. 

Note that when you zoom with a camera phone, it is a digital zoom and not an optical zoom.  The digital 
zoom simply crops the original image and throws away all the data outside of the new framing.  If you 
had a 12 megapixel camera phone, it is now effectively less than a 1 megapixel camera in this example.  
The image is suitable for viewing on the phone or a computer monitor, but useless for printing an 
enlargement.  There is no longer enough resolution to produce a print. 
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Let’s take a look at creating the image with a DSLR camera and post process the image: 

 

 

 

The initial capture with the DSLR (above) is certainly not a great image, but it was never meant to be.  At 
this stage we are shooting a RAW file and simply capturing data. 

By using a zoom lens we have optically cropped the scene to capture the building without losing any 
data.  If I started with a 12 megapixel camera, I still have a 12 megapixel image.  When we zoom a DSLR 
camera, we are shifting glass elements within the lens, not throwing away pixels. 

Every RAW image requires some processing.  For average photographs, a basic photo editing suite will 
allow you to globally adjust:  exposure, contrast, colour balance, colour saturation, colour vibrance and 
clarity or sharpness 

This is usually done with simple sliders in a control panel and each adjustment affects the whole image.  
Adjustment settings can often be saved and then batch applied to similar photographs.  It takes only 
seconds to do a basic set of adjustments.  For documentary type photographs you are done at this stage 
with the edit process. 

After the basic adjustments, I then move the picture into another level of adjustments to create the look 
and feel I want to achieve for the image.  I then remove unwanted artifacts from the image before 
making final refinements. 
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Begin with the basic global adjustments to the entire file to create the image as seen below: 

 

The photo was adjusted in Adobe Lightroom, the heart of most photographers’ software these days. 

As seen on the screenshot (below), the sliders on the right indicate we adjusted the following: 

 Recovered the Highlights to avoid washed out areas in the picture 

 Opened the shadows to reveal detail in the subject 

 Lowered the White value to help with Highlight control and avoid data loss or clipping 

 Increased the Black value to help with Shadow control and avoid data loss or clipping 

 Improved the Clarity or apparent sharpness of the image 

 Slightly adjusted the Vibrance to add a little life to the colours 

 Increased the Saturation to improve the colour 

 Crop the dock out of the picture 
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The basic editing is complete.  Now I will import the photo into either Adobe Photoshop or in this case 
OnOne Perfect Photo Suite to create the image with the look and feel I am after.  In this case I want to 
subtlety highlight the building by gently muting its surroundings. 

In the Photo Suite I work in a layered workflow, meaning each edit is a separate step as seen on the right 
panel (below).  This allows me to adjust each layer individually at any time throughout the process.  You 
will also note black and white masks in the right panel within each layer.  The masks allow me to apply a 
particular effect to only a portion of the photograph, literally brushing the effect in or out of particular 
areas in the image.  I did the following: 

 Increased the Tonal Contrast in only the building and rocky shoreline to bring out their texture 

 Added Dynamic Contrast to the building and shoreline to further separate them from the 
background sky, water and trees 

 Added an HDR look (High Dynamic Range) to give a little ‘pop’ to the subject 

 Increased the colour saturation gently 

 Purified the highlights to eliminate blue casts to the highlight areas within shadows 

 Added a blur to the water to smooth it out and eliminate reflection, drawing attention to the 
building and not distracting from it 

 De-saturated the water which had a strange colour cast and did not compliment the building 

 Added Glow to the area above the waterline to gently soften the overall effects 
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The file was saved and returned to Lightroom where it was re-examined. 

I again made new global adjustments to soften the effects and smooth it out (below): 

 Recovered the Highlights 

 Opened the Shadows 

 Decreased the Whites 

 Increased the Blacks 

 Lowered the Clarity 

 Lowered the Vibrance 

 Lowered the Saturation 

These adjustments are all subtle and were needed to adjust the overall effects I created in the Photo 
Suite. 
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Now I need to clean up the image and remove some artifacts.  I return to the Photo Suite: 

I remove objects from the image that detract significantly from the building, which is my subject.  Using 
the tools in the left panel (below) I either erase or clone out the following: 

 Remove the silver van in the lower left 

 Remove the person with the red top beside the van 

 Remove the no parking sign in the hedge gap to the right of the van 

 Remove the brown pylons from the shoreline 
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One final return to Lightroom and a last look at the image.  I crop it a little tighter to remove distracting 
shapes or light around the edge of the frame.  I also go into the Green Channel and turn down the 
luminosity of the trees so the viewer can focus on the building. 
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The final image below is what I sought in this case.  A clear simple shot of an apartment building with 
gently muted surroundings. 

 

 

 

The entire process took approximately 10 minutes.  I have a file that is suitable for printing and enlarging 
and of course can still be shared with friends on the internet. 

I hope if nothing else, you will be able to view photographs with a slightly more critical eye and 
appreciate not just the technology, but person power that goes into creating an image.  Perhaps your 
smartphone is not really as smart as you thought it was.  Be aware of its limitations as a camera and a 
processor. 

What I really would like you to do is to shoot less, but make better images.  Be sure to have fun doing it! 

 
Paul Holland 

Presentation Photo 
Specializing in Marine Photography 
Gananoque, Ontario, Canada 
Email:     presentationphoto@xplornet.ca 
Web:      www.presentationphoto.com 
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