
Why “P” (Programmed Auto) is not the best

Dear Freeze Frame,
How come my photos don’t look like the ones I see in magazines like 
Warrior-Citizen, Soldiers or even Sports Illustrated or National Geographic? I 
put the camera on “P” because the manual says “programmed auto” which makes 
me think the camera is capable of doing what I want it to do but my images just 
don’t come out like I want. What am I doing wrong?

Sincerely,
Pvt. Snuffy

 At the risk of offending anyone out there, I didn’t actually receive an email 
like the one illustrated above, BUT I have actually had Soldiers – both 
enlisted and officers, some new to Public Affairs and some not so new – ask 
me the question above.
 So, for the sake of stating the obvious, this month’s article is devoted to 
setting your exposure – properly. 
 The “P” on your camera’s exposure mode should not be used, unless you 
just absolutely cannot get your exposure correct by other methods, which I 
will outline for you in this article.
 Most of the Nikon (and I’m sure every other camera manufacturer 
manual) will tell you:   “This mode is recommended for snapshots and other 
situations in which you want to leave the camera in charge of shutter speed and 
aperture.”
 Did you see it? The word “snapshot.” 
 You have one of the most powerful photographic tools readily available, 
but in “P” mode, the camera will decide both the aperture and shutter speed  
– as it sees fit. That is why your depth of field may not be what you want or 
your photos may not be tack sharp due to unintentional motion.
 Now, let’s examine the alternatives to the “P” mode.

In shutter-priority auto, you choose the shutter speed while the camera au-
tomatically selects the aperture that will produce the optimal exposure.

   Did you notice that it says how to blur or freeze motion? The blurring of a 
subject can show tension or fluidity. While freezing motion can show drama 
or peak action like a mortar round being fired out of the tube, frozen at just 
the right moment.

 
In aperture-priority auto, you choose the aperture while the camera auto-
matically selects the shutter speed that will produce the optimal exposure.
 You’ll use the same method to get to the “A” as you did to get to the “S” 
but now you will be able to control your foreground and background.
 

The key to remember is this:  the smaller the f-stop (1.4, 1.8, 2.8) the 
shallower or less objects in front or behind the subject will be in focus. The 
opposite is true for larger numbers (8, 11, 16, 22) 

In manual exposure mode, you control both shutter speed and aperture. Af-
ter learning how to shoot on a manual camera years and years ago and then 
transferring to cameras that think for me, I have now come full circle and 
shoot on “M” probably 95 percent of the time. It gives me the flexibility to 
be creative behind the camera.
 The key to being a 
manual shooter is prac-
tice, practice, and then 
more practice!
 Again, you’ll use the 
same method to get to 
the “M” as you did to 
get to the “A” or the “S” 
but now you will be able 
to control everything – 
shutter speed and depth-
of-field.

“A”, “S” or “M”?
 What I highly recom-
mend to those of you 
who want to get away 
from the “P” mode is 
start with either the “A” 
or the “S” mode first before graduating to full-blown “M.”
 I have seen this progressive step-up in using different exposure settings 
work, with photographers actually improving their photography in as little 
as a week’s time.
 So, if you’re ready to cut the cord from programmed auto and start explor-
ing what your camera can really do for you, give the steps above a try. I’m 
sure that you’ll like the results!
 Now get out there and start making some images you’ll be proud of!
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(Photo by SFC Mark Burrell, KUNAR PROVINCE, Afghanistan 2011)
The image above is a great example of using exposure control to capture the mortar leav-
ing the tube at the precise moment. “They fired seven rounds and I shot about 10 to 15 
frames per round to get the shot,” Burrell said.

When you do the math, that’s between 70 and 105 frames to get that one image. It’s prob-
ably pretty safe to say that setting the camera on “P” Programmed Auto would more than 
likely not produced the same result. 

The camera settings to capture this image are:
Nikon D300s, 24mm lens, ISO 500, f-stop 4, Shutter Speed 1/8000 sec., Exposure:  Shutter 
priority.

Depth of Field Simplified
The smaller the f-stop number the less that is in focus.
The larger the f-stop number the more that is in focus.
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