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“HOW TO USE CLARITY IN LIGHTROOM” BY MICHAEL SMYTH 

 
This tutorial demonstrates the use of the Clarity slider in Lightroom.  Clarity is a valuable tool, but it can be 

overused and abused.  Here we explain how and when to use it. 
 

These notes should be read in conjunction with our notes on RAW processing in Adobe Lightroom or 
Adobe Camera RAW. 

 
INTRODUCTION – WHAT IS CLARITY ? 
 
Clarity is a tool used for adding mid-tone contrast to an image.  Unlike the Contrast slider, it does not 
affect the lightest or darkest tones. 
 
Clarity can create a moody, grungy look that appeals for some images, but for skin tones it can produce 
truly awful results, so use with care. 
 
Contrast affects all tones in an image and can be useful for expanding the tonal range overall, however 
by setting the White and Black points first (see the Phototutor tutorial “Lightroom Quick Start Guide for 
Processing Images”) you will be able to set the overall contrast with more control. 
 
Clarity can be applied globally across the whole image, or can be applied selectively using the 
Gradient, Radial Filter or the Brush tools. 
 
A setting of -100 Clarity reduces the mid-tone contrast to create a washed-out effect.  Some 
photographers use this to soften skin tones, but there are more effective ways to soften skin tones.  Using 
Minus 100 Clarity gives a plasticky artificial look to skin that is best avoided. 
 
 
USING CLARITY TO ENHANCE IMAGES 
 
Below are examples where we have used Nil Clarity, +100 and -100 settings to show the effect of this tool.  
Note the changes to the Histogram in each instance. 
 
Using an appropriate amount of Clarity, together with Contrast range, Vibrance and Sharpening can 
help give an image “Dimensionality” or “Presence”.  The tools are part of a sub group called Presence for 
this very reason. 

 
Above:  The Presence tool sub group in Lightroom’s Develop Module 
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Above:  An image with good tonal range and zero Clarity. 
 
 

 
Above:  The same image with +100 Clarity applied.  Note the White and Black points have not moved, 
but the mid tones have been expanded. 



PHOTOTUTOR.com.au 
S h a r e  t h e  K n o w l e d g e  

www.phototutor.com.au 

 

 
Above:  The same image, this time with -100 Clarity.  Note the compressed mid tones. 
 

 
Above:  The same image with +100 Contrast added.  Noted the clipped blacks and whites as well as the 
Histogram. 
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Above:  A portrait with no Clarity applied. 
 

 
Above: the same portrait with +100 Clarity.  The effect on skin is very unpleasant. 
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Above:  The same portrait with -100 Clarity.  The effect is plasticky on skin, but can be used for effect on 
landscapes and the like for artistic effect. 
 

 
Above:  An architectural detail with no Clarity applied. 
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Above:  The same image with Clarity and Vibrance added for “Presence” 
 

 
Above:  Beware of unwanted halos appearing at the edges of tone.  This looks similar to over sharpening, 
so apply with caution. 
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IN SUMMARY 
 
Clarity, along with the other tools of “presence” can dramatically improve images. However, be cautious 
of creating halos in unwanted places. 
 
A good use of the Clarity tool is with the adjustment brush, where it can be selectively applied where 
required. 
 
By carefully processing the RAW file in Lightroom (or with Adobe Camera Raw in Photoshop) you can set 
a firm foundation for the fine tuning and enhancement that can be applied in Photoshop. 
 

 
Above:  The final image after further treatment in Photoshop.  Printed on a textured fine art paper, this 
image looks completely three dimensional. 
 
For further notes on the RAW processing workflow, see the Phototutor tutorial “Lightroom Quick Start 
Guide for Processing Images”.  This tutorial does not cover all of the possible processing steps, but does 
include all the important and necessary steps needed to convert your RAW file into a usable image. 
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