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Want quick photography tips? 
Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they'll send you 1 solid photography tip
to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now →  (free for a limited time)
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Before you dive into this guide, here's a few other
free resources to help you learn photography:

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.

https://photzy.typeform.com/to/zjb8XMgw/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=Camera%20Basics%20Series%3A%20Metering%20Modes%20Explained
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Is there anything we can do, in addition to setting 
our shutter speed, aperture, and ISO settings, to 
ensure that we are exposing our images properly? 
The answer is yes! Your camera’s built-in light meter 
is another tool we can use to control how the camera 
meters, or reads, the light our camera is seeing. This 
can help us be sure that the areas in our photographs 
that we want properly exposed will be. 

Here’s what we need to know:

	· What light metering means in photography 

	· How to read your camera’s meter

	· The most common metering modes and their 
explanations

	· When to use each mode and why

https://photzy.com


CAMERA BASICS SERIES: METERING MODES EXPLAINED // © PHOTZY.COM 4

WHAT METERING MEANS

In the early days of film photography, photographers 
used a hand-held light meter to measure the amount 
of light across a scene. This reading allowed them to 
then adjust their settings on their camera for proper 
exposure. 

Digital cameras have a light meter built into the 
camera that eliminates the need for an external tool 
to determine how our cameras are measuring the 
light.

This metering system within our cameras is 
measuring, or metering, the light coming back at the 
camera from the scene we are photographing.

We can choose which metering mode to use to tell 
our cameras how to measure this light and allow 
us to change our current settings easily for proper 
exposure.

Key Lesson: Using the light meter will tell 
you if your current camera settings create a 
properly exposed photograph. 

Recommended Reading: Want a step-by-
step guide on photography skills with your 
DSLR? Grab a copy of our best-selling guide, 
the DSLR Crash Course.

https://photzy.com
https://photzy.com/ld/dslrcrashcourse/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=Camera%20Basics%20Series%3A%20Metering%20Modes%20Explained
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HOW TO TEST YOUR 
CAMERA’S METER

Before we can test out our camera’s light 
meter, we must first be able to recognize 
it. You can find this meter by looking 
through your viewfinder. You will be 
looking for something that resembles a 
line graph. It will have a middle value of 
zero, a negative sign (-) to the left, and a 
positive sign (+) to the right.  

You can test the light meter by aiming 
your camera at a bright spot in your 
frame. You should see the markings 
on your meter move to the right. This 
indicates that, based on your current 
settings, your photo will be overexposed. 
Next, aim your camera at a dark spot 
in your frame and you should see the 
meter move to the left. This indicates 
that, based on your current settings, your 
photo will be underexposed. To change 
your current settings, simply turn the 
rear dial to the left or the right, until you 
land on zero. You now will know that your 
photograph will be properly exposed. 

https://photzy.com
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Key Lesson: You can see the light meter in 
three locations: on the LCD preview screen, on 
top of the camera, and in the viewfinder. How 
the light meter appears will vary by the camera 
manufacturer and camera model. Two pieces of 
information are always displayed. They are the 
currently selected aperture and shutter speed. 
Sometimes, the ISO is displayed. If the camera 
is in Manual Mode or in an auto mode with the 
exposure compensation turned on, you will see 
a bar graph (see the red arrows on the previous 
page). That graph indicates if you have a 
nominal exposure setting or if the camera is set 
to overexpose or underexpose the shot. If there 
is no bar graph (the blue arrow), your camera is 
set to an auto mode with the exposure 
compensation turned off. Again, this may vary 
based on the camera model. Refer to your 
owner’s manual.

The meter will read the light in manual mode, 
aperture priority, shutter priority, program mode, 
and scene modes as well. In the auto and scene 

modes, the meter will make automatic adjustments 
to your exposure. In manual mode, when the meter 
is activated, the bar graph indicates whether your 
current settings will produce a correct exposure or 
an over- or underexposure, and you must manually 
make the adjustments. 

Key Lesson: Readings to the left of a light 
meter bar graph tell you that a photo will be 
underexposed, while the reading to the right of 
the meter bar graph will be overexposed. A zero 
or centered reading on the meter tells you the 
photo will be exposed properly. If the bar graph 
runs vertically, a reading at the top means 
overexposure, and a reading at the bottom 
means underexposure. Again, the nominal 
exposure is centered. Some camera models, 
especially older cameras, may not have a bar 
graph but instead a series of LED lights or a 
needle between a set of brackets. No matter 
how it is displayed, they all work the same.

https://photzy.com
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THE MOST COMMON 
METERING MODES AND 
THEIR EXPLANATIONS

Now that you know how metering works, 
let’s look at the three most common 
metering modes. These modes will tell 
the camera which areas in our scene are 
important to us when properly exposing 
our photo. 

EVALUATIVE/MATRIX/MULTI-
METERING 

This is the default metering mode for 
most cameras because it works well for 
scenes that are evenly lit. It will ensure 
that the entire scene is properly exposed 
and that the dark and light areas are 
balanced.

Photograph by Angela Fulks

The even light on this overcast day was perfect for using the evaluative mode with my Nikon D750. 
Everything from the darks to the lights is exposed perfectly, right down to the tree branches.

https://photzy.com
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CENTER-WEIGHTED METERING 

This mode will only measure the light 
from the central portion of your scene to 
be sure that whatever is in the center of 
your scene is properly exposed.

Photograph by Angela Fulks

By using the center-weighted mode, I was able to expose for the chair exactly how 
the scene presented itself—the chair lit beautifully by the window light. The fact 

that shadows fell dark only enhanced the focus of the light hitting the chair.  

https://photzy.com
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SPOT METERING 

Spot metering only measures the light 
around your chosen focus point and 
ignores everything else in your scene. The 
center of your scene is usually the default 
spot for this mode, but some cameras will 
allow you to move the focus point around 
until you settle on the specific spot you 
want to be properly exposed. Older 
cameras may not allow this movement, 
and in that case the spot metering 
area will be exactly in the center of the 
viewfinder frame.

Some cameras will have additional 
metering modes other than those listed 
here, helping to expose for a wider range 
of light situations. Consult your camera’s 
manual to learn if your specific camera 
has more for you to take advantage of.

Key Lesson: The metering 
modes tell the camera which parts of 
the photos we want to properly 
expose. 

Photograph by Angela Fulks

It was important to me that the viewers of this image be able to see through the windows behind 
the chairs. By placing my focus point on the windows and using spot metering, I was able to bring 

the exposure down just enough to let the outside environment show through.  

https://photzy.com
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WHEN TO USE EACH MODE

Deciding which metering mode to use will mainly 
depend on what area of the scene you, as the 
photographer, want to be properly exposed.  

Evaluative/Matrix/Multi metering works great for 
evenly lit scenes with uniform light throughout. 
Portrait photography, landscape photography, street 
photography, and most everyday photography 
situations will benefit from this mode that measures 
the light throughout the entire scene.

Center-weighted metering works well with 
photographs being taken with the subject located 
in the center of the camera frame. This mode works 
well with large subjects that are in the middle of your 
scene. It is particularly useful for portraiture.

Use spot metering for a specific area of your 
scene that you want properly exposed. You can 
use this mode to emphasize beams of light, the 
moon, silhouettes, and other high-contrast lighting 

situations. It’s also useful for backlighting and distant 
objects that you cannot get close to for a meter 
reading.

Consult your camera’s manual to find how to change 
your metering modes from one to the next.

Each camera manufacturer will have these settings in 
different places within their menus or buttons. 

Key Lesson: Knowing when to use certain 
metering modes can make sure you are 
exposing your photograph the way you want it 
exposed. 

Recommended Reading: Want a step-by-
step guide on photography skills with your 
DSLR? Grab a copy of our best-selling guide, 
the DSLR Crash Course.

https://photzy.com
https://photzy.com/ld/dslrcrashcourse/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=Camera%20Basics%20Series%3A%20Metering%20Modes%20Explained
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Photograph by Angela Fulks

Difficult or high contrast light is more manageable when you can use the correct metering mode to expose an image the way you want. 

https://photzy.com
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CONCLUSION

The best way to understand metering 
modes is to experiment using each mode. 
Use your camera dial to properly expose 
using each mode and compare the 
outcome. The results may surprise you! 
Have fun and use the metering modes to 
expand your knowledge of exposure and 
raise the creativity levels of your photos.

Photograph by Angela Fulks

https://photzy.com
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Self-Check Quiz:

1)	 True or False: The light meter inside your camera will measure the light that is reflecting into the camera.

2)	 What happens to your photo when the light meter graph is resting at zero or centered?

3)	 Which metering mode allows you to be sure the area in the center of your photo is properly exposed?

4)	 True or False: Evaluative mode works for most lighting situations.

5)	 What area does the camera concentrate on in spot metering mode?

6)	 True or False: Learning and using metering modes will help you to be sure that you are properly exposing your shot in difficult 
lighting situations. 

https://photzy.com


Want quick photography tips? 
Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they'll send you 1 solid photography tip
to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now →  (free for a limited time)

Hey there!
 

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Let's get real for a minute... Learning photography can be super challenging! But
we're here to help you every step of the way! Here are 3 of our most useful (and
FREE!) photography resources:

SPONSORED Advertise with us
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Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.
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IF YOU’D LIKE TO CONTINUE 
LEARNING AND IMPROVING 

YOUR PHOTOGRAPHY PLEASE 
VISIT PHOTZY.COM

Congratulations! You’ve completed 
this Photzy guide!

If you liked this photography tutorial, check 
out our step-by-step guide on discovering 

photography skills using your DSLR and start 
creating amazing images: DSLR Crash Course.
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