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Photoshop Elements 3 – Filters    

Many photographers with SLR cameras (digital or film) attach filters, such 
as the one shown at the right, to the front of their lenses to protect them 
from dust and scratches. Probably the most commonly used filter for this 
purpose is the 1A Skylight filter, a warming filter that corrects for bluish 
light quality of open shade and also absorbs ultra violet rays without 
affecting exposure. Camera filters also are available for a variety of 
special effects – a polarizing filter to reduce glare or increase color 
saturation and contrast, neutral density filters to reduce the intensity of 
light on bright days, diffusion filters to soften a photo and reduce wrinkles 
in faces, fog filters to simulate the effects of fog, and many more.   

Photoshop Elements filters are based on traditional camera filters, but go much farther. You can 
produce some amazing effects with these filters, which we will explore in this lesson.    

The Most Important Filter – Unsharp Mask  

By far the most important filter is the Unsharp Mask filter, which you can use to sharpen your 
digital images.  We have used the Unsharp Mask already in Lesson 6 More Improvements, but it 
is worthwhile reviewing this filter because you will use it on almost every image you process 
with Photoshop Elements. Digital images are inherently soft and almost always need sharpening.  

Open Balloons.jpg. Open the Unsharp Mask filter window (Filter, 
Sharpen, Unsharp Mask) and sharpen this image to around 100% with 
a radius of 1.1 pixels and a threshold of 14 levels.   

The change in the image is subtle, but perceivable on the screen. The 
difference between a sharpened and unsharpened image is even more 
apparent if you print the image for wall display – say 11” x 14” or 13” x 
19”.   

Save the sharpened image as Balloons_1.psd.  
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Noise Filters  

One of the real advantages of a digital camera is the 
ability to set the ISO at a high value in order to shoot 
under low light without a flash. If you shoot pictures at a 
high ISO, though, you may find that areas of the images, 
particularly plain dark areas that should be flat black, 
actually are filled with colored spots, which we call 
“noise.” This generally is unavoidable, but do not 
despair. Photoshop Elements has a tool that will allow us 
to remove most of the noise in photos.  

Open Noise.jpg and save as Noise_1.psd. If you Zoom in 
to 100% on this photo, you will see that the dark 
background and the singer’s shirt are mottled with 
colored noise. This picture, which was shot at ISO 1200 
in a dark bar with only a small built-in flash, is about as 
bad as it can get from a noise standpoint. We will work 
on this picture in sections. First we will select the dark 
area around the singer and remove the noise there. Then we 
will select his shirt, which is less noisy, and remove the noise there.  

Use the Magic Wand Selection Tool to select the dark background around the singer. I found 
that a Tolerance of 25 with Contiguous checked worked fairly well. Feather the selection by 2 
pixels   

After you have selected the background, choose Filter, Noise, Reduce 
Noise.        

Reducing noise can degrade the quality of an image by losing detail and adding blur. The Reduce 
Noise window allows you to make choices of settings which will help you balance noise removal 
and image quality.  

 

Strength (0 – 10): the higher the setting the more noise is removed 

 

Preserve Details (0 – 255): The higher the setting, the more detail is 
preserved as the noise is removed. 

 

Reduce Color Noise (0 – 100%): The higher the setting the more 
color noise is removed. 
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The best way to choose settings is to first set the Strength so that noise is removed. Then 
gradually increase the Preserve Details setting until you start to see the noise returning. When 
you do, decrease the Preserve Details setting slightly to give the best level of detail while still 
removing the noise  

We have selected the dark background, so our Noise Reduction will be 
limited to that area. The noise in the dark background is fairly extreme and 
we also don’t care if we preserve much detail in the background. I chose a 
high Strength, a very low Preserve Details, and a fairly high Reduce Color 
Noise. This does a good job of removing the noise in the background, even 
when you Zoom in the Actual Pixels in the image (Zoom = 100%). We lose 
some detail in the background, but this doesn’t matter because background 
detail is not important to this picture.   

Deselect the background and select the singer’s shirt using the Magic Wand and Selection 
Brush selection tools. Use the Reduce Noise filter again to reduce the noise in the shirt.  

Remove the singer’s red eyes, adjust Levels, and sharpen the picture with Unsharp Mask. At 
this point, we have a decent photograph.    

Noise Filters – Adding Noise  

You well may ask, “Why would I ever want to add noise? We just learned how to remove it.” 
The answer is “Mood.”  Sometimes photographers like to give a photo a grainy effect for mood 
and atmosphere. Grainy photos look like old photographs and can help convey a feeling of 
nostalgia and loss.  

Open Grief.jpg and save it as Grief_1.psd.   

Choose Filter, Noise, Add Noise from the main menu. 
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In the Add Noise window you can choose the amount of noise you 
add, the type of noise (Gaussian noise is more speckled than 
Uniform noise), and whether the noise is colored or 
monochromatic.                  

Adding noise and texture to an image is a personal decision that depends on what you want a 
photo to convey.     

Artistic Filters  

Adding noise to a photo is an artistic decision made by the photographer.  Photoshop Elements 
has many other filters that also help photographers alter photos for an artistic effect. One set of 
filters actually is called “Artistic,” but many of the others also can be used for artistic purposes.   

Open Balloon_1.psd. This close-up picture of hot-air 
balloons is a strong image for a couple of reasons – the 
large masses of bright colors and the many regularly 
spaced lines formed from the edges of the panels making 
up the balloons.   

In this example, let’s look for filters that work with one of 
the photographs strengths -- the edges of the panels. Our 
purpose will be to emphasize the edges and de-emphasize 
the masses of colors. Hopefully the patterns produced by 
the lines will make another strong image.   


