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UNDERSTANDING SOFT PROOFING BY MICHAEL SMYTH 

 
Soft proofing your image file prior to committing ink to paper is seen as a valuable tool in the image 
making process, however there are a few caveats and pitfalls to trap the unwary.  Here we explain the 
pro and cons of soft proofing and the best methods to use it. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Soft proofing is seen as a way to simulate the appearance of the print when printed onto your choice of 
paper, without actually having to make a print.  At least, that is the common theory. 
 
So, does it work ?  The short answer is Yes and No !   
 

          
Above:  Soft proof image in Lightroom versus a hard copy (print)  Can they match ?  
 
There are some limitations on how effective soft proofing can be, with the results depending on the user 
having control over some variables and being able to assess the soft proofed image, given the 
restrictions outlined below. 
 
 
WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOESN’T 
Soft proofing can give an indication of the brightness and contrast of the image when printed and to 
some degree, the intensity of the colours, but it can’t realistically simulate the paper surface type (Matt, 
semi-gloss or glossy) or the surface texture (flat, slightly textured or highly textured), so the appearance 
you see on screen is only a partial solution. 
 
An important consideration in soft proofing your image is to mimic the brightness of the paper.  Using our 
monitor ISO standard for editing images of 6500 degrees Kelvin and 80-100 Candelas (ISO 3664) will not 
correctly simulate the brightness of paper.  For this reason, in our printing master class we teach our 
participants to make two profiles, the first being the Editing standard and the second being the printing 
standard (ISO 12646) of 5000 degrees Kelvin and 80 Candelas brightness.  Using the printing profile on 
your monitor will adjust the monitor brightness and white balance to be close to that of fine art paper. 
 
Photographic paper has a contrast ratio of approximately 200:1, with paper relying on reflected light 
from a light source (the light in your room) to illuminate the image on paper.  The brightness and colour of 
the light source in the room will also affect the appearance of the printed image, so all these 
considerations make it more difficult to accurately assess the soft proof on screen. 
  



-2- 
 
So, what does work in Lightroom and Photoshop soft proofing ? 
 
The on screen soft proofing gives a reasonable idea of how the different papers can render an image.  
Fine art matt papers have lower contrast than semi-gloss and glossy papers and this is reflected in the 
reduced contrast and brightness in the soft proof.  The software also attempts to replicate the colour of 
the paper, with an approximation of the warm, neutral or cool colours of different papers. 
 
When viewing a soft proof image on screen, you also need to remember that the brightest parts of the 
image – the highlights and anything that is at pure white, will be the colour and brightness of the paper 
being used. 
 
In the example on the page above, the white background will be paper white. This image was printed 
on a warm toned textured fine art paper – Canson Edition Etching, so the “white” of the background is 
actually a warm off white, which suited the image. 
 
Is there any point in soft proofing, given that it is not totally accurate ? 
 
Soft proofing does have a role to play, particularly when using a new paper that you are not familiar with, 
so that you get some idea of how it handles your image files.  Experience with known papers will, in time 
reduce the need for soft proofing as you will get a good “feel” for how it handles your images. 
 
In reality, the only accurate way to see how your image will look is to make a “Hard Proof”, that is, a real 
print.  That way you can accurately see the results and can make adjustments to the image file, if 
necessary, before committing to the final print. 
 
For making a Hard Proof, I suggest you make a test print on A4 size paper to assess the tonality, brightness 
and contrast and then make any final adjustments before making a larger version. 
 
Those who have completed our “Printing Master Class” have access to our Actions that include 
adjustments for matt papers as well as dedicated output sharpening.  If using our Matt Paper Print Action, 
you should not need to make any further adjustments to the image file, unless there are major 
discrepancies in the Hard proof. 
 
SOFT PROOFING IN LIGHTROOM 
Lightroom’s soft proofing is accessed via the Develop Module and goes a long way to simulate the effect 
of printing on the selected paper.  Before you can soft proof an image, you need to have installed in 
your operating system the correct ICC printing profile for your printer and paper  - specifically the make 
and type of paper from your manufacturer (Ilford, Canson etc).  Without the correct ICC profile, you 
cannot make any meaningful assessment of the soft proofing as Lightroom relies on information 
contained in the profile to render the soft proof. 
 
To access the soft proofing function on Lightroom, you need to be in the Develop Module.  You should 
have completed all processing and editing of the image file and saved it back from Photoshop as a TIFF 
or PSD file in 16 Bits and ProPhoto RGB Colour space.  These settings maximise the colour information 
contained in the original capture. 
 
Under the image preview in the centre panel is a toolbar.  Click on the Soft Proofing box in this panel to 
turn on soft proofing 
 

 
Above:  Lightroom’s centre toolbar in the Develop Module, under the image preview. 
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If the Soft Proofing option is not visible in this toolbar, click on the downwards facing arrow at the right 
hand end and select Soft Proofing from the options available. 
 

 
Above:  The Develop Module with Soft Proofing turned on. 
 
When soft proofing is turned on, the image background changes to white, to simulate the image on 
paper. 
 
Next, go to the top right hand menu panel and select the paper profile for the paper you intend using. 
 

Left:  The Soft Proofing menu 
panel at the top of the right hand 
panel. 
 
At Profile, click on the drop down 
arrow and select the paper 
profile.  If it is not showing, choose 
“Other” to open the operating 
system’s folder that contains all 
the ICC Profiles.  You can choose 
multiple profiles to display by 
clicking in the small box next to 
the profiles you want to use. 
 
At left the profile is a Canson 
profile for an Epson 3880 printer 
using Edition Etching paper. 
 
 

At Intent, choose “Relative” as the best option.  Very few images would require “Perceptual” rendering, 
so keep to Relative (Relative Colorimetric Rendering Intent).  Tick the box marked “Simulate Paper & Ink” 
to be able to see the most accurate simulation possible. 
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To view the soft proof, turn “Simulate Paper & ink” on and off in the top menu and assess the results. 
 
With the above options selected, look at the soft proof in the main window.  For Matt papers it should 
show the image as less contrasty and a little bit less saturated.  For Semi-gloss and glossy papers, you 
should see a preview that is very close to the original view.   
 
At the top of the histogram in the menu panel there is an option to show a Gamut Warning for the paper 
profile.  Click this on and off to see if the colours are going to be clipped.  Note that some minor clipping 
of very dark and saturated colours does not mean that the image can’t be printed, it just means that the 
printer and paper choice cannot completely replicate these colours fully.  In most cases this is not an 
issue as the overall image will be acceptable. 
 
At this point you have two options: 
 
If the image looks mostly acceptable, apart from a minor loss of contrast and saturation AND you have 
the Phototutor Print Actions, you do not need to make any further adjustments as we provide minor 
adjustments in the output as part of the Action for matt papers.  You can now proceed to printing from 
Photoshop.  PROCEED STRAIGHT TO PRINTING.   If you intend to print from Lightroom, you will need to 
proceed as follows below: 
 
If the image looks mostly acceptable, as above AND you do not have our Actions set, or you will print 
from Lightroom, you will need to make some further adjustments to the image, either in Lightroom, or in 
Photoshop. 
 
At this point we need to point out A MAJOR CAVEAT if you are going to make adjustments to a TIFF or 
Photoshop file in Lightroom and proceed to print from Lightroom or Photoshop.   
 
As a golden rule – that is, a rule to be followed absolutely forever, NEVER, EVER make adjustments to a 
TIFF or PSD file in Lightroom.  Always, ALWAYS ! take the image back to Photoshop or your other editing 
program to make any further edits, then re save the file with all the adjustment layers as a TIFF or PSD.  It 
will reappear in the Lightroom Catalogue with the new adjustments.  
 
So, what happens if you ignore this process and go ahead to make some adjustments to your TIFF/PSD file 
in Lightroom ?   
 
The answer is you will almost certainly get yourself tied in knots trying to sort out which is your original file, 
and which is the one you changed.  And it gets worse.  Say you made some changes to your TIFF/PSD file 
in Lightroom and you now want to open this file in Photoshop to make further edits.  How do you see the 
Lightroom edits ? 
When you proceed to open the file in Photoshop you have three options: 

 
Left:  The File Edit In options from Lightroom.  To be able to 
see your Lightroom edits, you need to select “Edit a Copy 
with Lightroom Adjustments”  When you select this, 
Lightroom creates a new version of the file with the suffix 
“-Edit” and opens it in Photoshop.  This file, however, is a 
flattened version of your file and you cannot access the 
original layers. 
 
Neither of the other two options allow you to see the 
Lightroom edits, so you are now stuck with not being able 
to go back to your original file.  
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So, how do we make sense of this mess ? 
 
For an Image that needs some further adjustments, select “Create Proof Copy” in the top right hand 
menu where we selected the paper profiles.  This creates a Virtual Copy of your file.  The file name 
becomes YOURFILENAME/ paper profile_rendering intent 
 

 
Above:  The filmstrip after creating a Proof Copy.  The proof copy has a corner turned over and has a 
new file name as highlighted. 
 
Using this Virtual copy, you can now make adjustments to the brightness, contrast and saturation using 
the Master file as a comparison. 
 

 
Above:  A comparison view of the Proof Copy (Right) and the Master File (Left).   
 
Using the tools in the Develop Module, adjust the proof copy until it looks as close to the Master file as 
possible. 
 
In the example above, the image contains a lot of dark and saturated colours.  This image should be 
printed on a semi-gloss paper using the photo black inkset to maintain the integrity of the original.  It is 
used here for illustration only.   
 
Once you have completed these adjustments, you can proceed to print from Lightroom or Photoshop 
(although you still need to apply output sharpening for best results).  PROCEED STRAIGHT TO PRINTING 
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If the image has lost significant detail, contrast and saturation, you should first look at an alternative 
paper choice, such as a paper that uses Photo Black inkset (Satin, Semi-gloss or Glossy paper), as noted 
above. 
 
If you are going to print from Photoshop, as is our recommended method AND you don’t have the 
Phototutor Action set, you can still print from Photoshop using the virtual copy that you created in 
Lightroom.  Here you will select the Proof Copy and choose “Edit a Copy with Lightroom Adjustments”.  
The file will open in Photoshop with the adjustments, but it will still be a single layer.  This time it is not an 
issue as you still have the master file untouched.  In Photoshop, you will still need to size and sharpen the 
file for best results.  PROCEED STRAIGHT TO PRINTING 
 
If the file was created in Photoshop and you still feel that the image needs further adjustments for printing 
on Matt paper, that are not rectified by our Actions set, you should open the original file in Photoshop 
and add further adjustment layers to make the adjustments, then re save the file with the added layers. 
 
The adjusted file is then accessible for printing and the extra layers can be turned off for other uses. 
 
 
SOFT PROOFING IN PHOTOSHOP 
Soft Proofing in Photoshop is not as straightforward as it is in Lightroom.  You can access a soft proofing 
copy in two ways: 
 
Option 1:  Go to View>Proof Setup>Custom in the top menu bar.  In the menu box that opens, choose the 
paper profile in the box called “Device to Simulate”   
 

Left:  Photoshop’s soft proofing menu 
box.   
 
Select “Relative Colorimetric” as the 
rendering intent with “Black point 
Compensation” and “Simulate Paper 
Colour” both ticked 
 
Click on “Preview” to see the 
simulation of the print, turn off and on 
to evaluate. 
 

 
When finished, click on Cancel to return to the image. 
 
Option 2:  Go to File>Print and select “Photoshop Manages Colours” in the Colour handling box, then 
select the paper profile as before.  Choose “Relative Colorimetric” as the rendering intent and “Black 
Point Compensation”. 
 
At the bottom of the preview image, tick “Match Print Colours” and “Show Paper White”.  You can also 
see the gamut warning by ticking the middle box.   
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Above:  The Photoshop Print Preview menu with soft proofing turned on.    
 
Both options give the same results. 
 
Once you are satisfied with the proof preview and after making any minor adjustments, you can 
PROCEED STAIGHT TO PRINT. 
 
 
AN IMPORTANT NOTE REGARDING PRINT ADJUSTMENTS 
It should be noted for all instances of Soft Proofing that you should not need to make major changes to 
your images for printing.  If you find that this is a problem, we recommend you carefully look at the 
following: 
 
 Check your monitor calibration to see if you have the correct settings. 
 

Look at the histogram in either Lightroom or Photoshop to see if you have optimised the tonal 
range – a full range of white to black for most images. 

 
 Reconsider the type of paper you are choosing for printing, there may be a better choice. 
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Soft proofing is not an exact science, to really be sure of the results, we strongly recommend making a 
hard proof (a real print) to make a final assessment. 
 
 
PRINT SETTINGS FOR OPTIMUM RESULTS 
This paper is not intended to cover the process of printing, but in summary, there are a few settings that 
need to be made in addition to the minor adjustments that may be necessary for soft proofing.  These 
include sizing the image, output sharpening and inkset/paper adjustments. 
 
We cover all aspects of printing in our Printing Master Class workshops, run several times a year.  To check 
availability, go to www.phototutor.com.au/workshops for further details. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
The subject of soft proofing is filled with what-ifs, caveats and maybes, but used with discretion, can assist 
in evaluating different papers prior to committing to print.  It is particularly when evaluating a paper that 
you haven’t used previously. 
 
Once you gain experience working with images using a variety of papers, you gain a feel for what works 
and what doesn’t, so the need for soft proofing diminishes over time.  
 
Hopefully this paper has been of assistance for those wanting to improve their image making. 
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