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Getting Sharp Wildlife Images

We all want our images to be as sharp as possible but how many do we delete because they just are not sharp
enough? Too many probably. Below are some ideas for improving your hit rate and this should be read in 
conjunction with another help sheet ‘Basic Exposure’ if you are unsure about terms used here.

Technique

The map, shown right, list a number of common things that will affect the 
images that you are capturing, deficits in each one will negatively impact the 
sharpness captured. Improving, no matter how slightly any of these will 
improve the sharpness, therefore improving several aspects will begin to 
make a noticeable difference. There probably isn’t one item that will fix your 
problems.

By far the biggest influence on sharpness of the image is the photographer 
themselves and the techniques used when taking the photo. It is too easy to 
rely on good equipment and the latest advancements in things such as 
Image Stabilisation.

The physical holding of the camera is a key starter, make sure that your feet 
are apart giving a sound base, tuck your elbows into your body, hold the 
lens close to the front whilst remaining comfortable in your grip. Can you 
lean on something to be more stable? When pressing the shutter, try to 
gently squeeze it instead, this is a smoother method and will reduce some 
movement of the camera at the key moment.

Ensure that your camera settings are suitable, in particular the Shutter 
Speed – remember the law of reciprocity; ie: a 400mm lens needs a 
minimum of 1/400s, ideally 1/800s. Don’t be afraid to increase the ISO to 
gain shutter speed, unwanted noise can be reduced in post-processing.

Focusing is a key enabler too, ensure that you are using a tracking mode
even for subjects that don’t appear to be moving. Use single points or small 
clusters to ensure that the focus is on the correct part of the subject –
typically the eye. Learn how to switch these points quickly and easily so you 
don’t miss the shot. Even as cameras improve, the better focal points are 
generally the centre points.
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Getting Sharp Wildlife Images

The Subject

Different subjects require different techniques and camera settings – there is 
no ‘one size fits all’’ approach. Typically the smaller the subject the faster 
and more unpredictably they move whilst the larger creatures can be 
somewhat slower and easier to predict.

Small birds on perches may look like they’re quite 
still but any movements they make will reduce 
sharpness either through the movement of the 
bird itself or by moving out the set focus point. 
Shutter speeds of over 1/1000sec are really 
required to freeze them.

Small birds in flight can be very tricky as they
move so very fast and often in flight paths with
many changes of speed, direction and altitude.
Here it is very difficult to grab focus with a single
point and you will probably need to use a larger
cluster of points to keep track.

Larger subjects often move much slower and allow 
for slower shutter speeds thus enabling a greater 
depth of field (focus). Remember to focus on the 
eye but also to make sure that the whole of the 
face (as a minimum) is in focus. 

The very smallest of creatures are difficult to focus
on as we are generally talking ‘macro’ and in this
field we get tiny depth of field. The above
techniques are still valid but there are additional
points to consider. Single point focus is a must
and probably the ability to ‘Focus Stack’ is of great
benefit.

Equipment

You tend to get what you pay for in terms of camera gear – that 
expensive lens will outperform the cheaper branded one when 
things get demanding or tricky. Consider buying the best you can 
afford – it should be a one-off purchase if chosen wisely.

If possible, calibrate your lenses to your cameras. Often they are 
fine straight out of the box but they are set up for a standard 
camera / lens combination, there can be an error but it is likely 
to be minor when new. Errors may get worse as equipment ages 
so it’s worth knowing that they are matched well.

You can usually tell if a lens isn’t focusing correctly as they will 
typically focus just in front of, or just behind the intended focus 
point. So, if your images are sharper at points other than where 
they should be it will be worth investigating calibration of the 
lens / camera combo.

Post Processing

The latest versions of software, such as 
Photoshop, Lightroom, etc… have useful 
tools for sharpening images but they 
cannot put real sharpness in they just 
emulate it. So always get it right in camera 
and adjust it in software, a noisy image is 
always far better than a blurred one!

When adjusting sharpness in software try 
to do it locally rather than globally. The 
subject is what matters and we don’t really 
want to sharpen backgrounds or other 
areas of the image. Use a brush or mask 
to paint on the sharpness where it’s 
needed.

If you have increased your ISO when 
shooting there could well be some noise in 
the images – this will often show up in 
areas with  colours, ie; out of focus 
backgrounds. Software such as Topaz 
DeNoise work really well at reducing this 
noise and even slightly sharpening the 
image too. If using a tripod, then make sure that it is a solid one that will 

easily support the weight of your camera and lens. Wimberley 
style heads are recommended as they allow far greater and
quicker movement of the camera when 
tracking wildlife. Once set-up they are really 
easy to use effectively. Of course once on a 
tripod you can use remote triggers to fire the 
camera, again reducing the opportunity for 
camera shake. Bean bags are also useful
Where there is somewhere to rest them.

Image Stabilisation is a great strength of 
modern DSLRs and this provides an 
opportunity to get crisper images that would 
have been ruined by camera movement. 
Don’t overly rely on this though as good 
technique will serve you well.

Try to improve as many of the 
aspects shown on the previous 
page as when they add up they 

will make a noticeable 
difference to your images.


