
Practical Blend Modes 

Layer blend modes in Photoshop offer a quick and easy method for editing to perform processes 

such as adding contrast, darkening skies, lightening shadows and adding soft focus effects to name 

just a few. 

Photoshop CC includes 27 different layer blend 

modes, arranged in seven groups as shown on the 

right. 

Each of the blend modes controls how one layer is 

combined by blending with the layer below it. 

When a new layer is created the default blend 

mode of Normal is automatically applied. You then 

have the option to apply any blend mode of your 

choice. 

However, for photographic editing not all give 

suitable results. For most photographic editing the 

modes Multiply, Screen, Overlay and Soft Light 

provide all that is needed or useful. 

Multiply is commonly used for adding tone 

(density) and contrast to light areas in a 

photograph. This mode will for example darken 

skies in a landscape. 

Screen may be used to lighten over dark shadow 

areas. For example a dark and shadowy foreground in a landscape can be lightened. 

Overlay will increase the overall contrast by making shadows darker and highlights lighter. This can 

be handy for correcting flat toneless photographs by making them denser and more contrasty. 

Soft Light is similar to the Overlay blend mode, but results in a effect that is softer, it results in 

somewhat transparent highlights and shadows. 

The other blend modes can be used when required but there effect can be quite unpredictable 

resulting in the need to do a bit of experimentation. They requires the use of caution to prevent 

what can often be weird results. 

Examples 

The following examples demonstrate the use of blend modes for achieving effective editing. 

1. Darkening a Sky 

To darken a sky, carry out the following steps. 



This unprocessed photograph is a little flat overall and the sky lacks drama. So the first step is to 

increase the contrast. 

Step 1 – make a copy of the background 

and set the blend mode to Overla

This will darken the photograph and 

increase the contrast as shown in the 

illustration. 
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Step 2 – The next task is to darken and add 

more drama to the sky. Make another 

copy of the top layer and set the blend 

mode to Multiply. 

This darkens the sky and adds contrast to 

make the clouds more prominent to give 

the result shown in the next illustration.

The process also darkens the foreground 

which will be corrected in the next step.
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Step 3 – To correct the darkness in the 

foreground we need to use a layer mask to 

allow the blending effect to be removed.

Add a layer mask to the Multiply layer and 

then with the paint brush selected 

as the foreground colour, paint over the 

lower part of the photograph to remove the 

blend effect. 

The resulting photograph from this quick 

and simple three step process  is shown in 

the next illustration. Further editing can now 

be carried out as desired. 
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2. Soft Focus 

In the next example we will add a gentle soft focus effect to a photograph of a flower. This will 

accentuate the contrast and colour and add a gentle glow to the petals to characterise the softness 

of the bloom. The original photograph is shown in the next illustration. 

To achieve the soft focus effect, carry out the steps that follow. 



 

Step 1 – Make a copy of the background 

layer and set the blend mode to Soft Light.

Step 2 – Apply a fairly strong blur to the 

copy layer. Use either gaussion or surface 

blur. 

Step 3 – Create a layer mask and use it to 

paint out the blur in the centre of the 

flower so it is rendered sharp. 

The final photograph is shown in the next 

illustration. 

Make a copy of the background 

and set the blend mode to Soft Light. 

blur to the 

or surface 

a layer mask and use it to 

paint out the blur in the centre of the 

The final photograph is shown in the next 

 



 

 

3. Create a High Key 

Blend modes can be used to create a high key effect. The photograph used needs to be reasonably 

bright without large areas of dark tone for this process to be really effective. The following 

photograph will be used as an example for this process. 

Carry out the steps shown to create a high key photograph. 



 

Step 1 – Open the image and make two 

copies of the background layer. 

Step 2 – Select the first copy and set the 

blend mode to Screen. The result

in the next illustration. 
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Step 3 – Select the second copy layer and again set the blend mode to Screen. The final photograph 

is shown below. 

 

These are just a few examples to show the power of blend modes and how easy they are to use. It is 

now up to you to do some experimenting and discover for yourself what can be achieved. 


