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Most cameras provide several variations on metering starting with a simple average of the luminance over 

the entire image.  The next refinement is center weighted metering that gives more weight to the center of 

the image.  Spot metering concentrates on a small area in the image and finally matrix metering (also 

known as Multi, evaluative, etc.) assigns weights to different areas in the image to calculate a weighted 

average luminance. 

Highlight weighted metering (HWM) is available on newer Nikon, Sony, Pentax and Ricoh models but 

not on Fuji, Canon or Olympus.  It is a variation on matrix metering where the highlights are given more 

weight regardless of their location in the image.  The goal is to minimize or eliminate the overexposure 

(blowing out) of raw pixels.  The result can be a darker image but, since HWM is intended to be used 

along with raw development on the computer, this is not a problem. 

If the highlights are not bright enough to darken the image then the exposure will look like an exposure 

using matrix metering.  The image will not be brighter. 

HWM is not perfect.  It still might allow raw highlights to blow out if they show up in very small parts of 

an otherwise much darker scene.  An example of this would be a nighttime shot of the moon in a dark 

sky.  The moon will get blown out.  If you want the moon to look normal, you are better off manually 

setting the exposure to 1/ISO seconds at F/11 or equivalent (Loony eleven is a variation in Sunny 16). 

It works better if the luminance of the brightest area (like a white bird in daylight) is just a few stops 

brighter than the rest of the image.   But HWM can work in more extreme cases. 
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Specular highlights are reflection a light source like the sun or other bright light sources off of glass, 

metal, water, etc.  They can also be the light source itself.  HWM might ignore some of them and let some 

of those highlights blow out.   
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Blown out highlights are not necessarily defects, any more than very dark shadows. 

Light reflected from feathers is not specular unless they are very wet. 
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In most situations, HWM can be a better solution than ETTR (exposing to the right) since it is much 

easier to use.  Since it reverts to matrix metering when ETTR is unnecessary, there will never be any 

bright images that need to be darkened.  But there may be dark images that need to be lightened. 

The photographer still needs to keep in mind that more exposure leads to less noise and lower ISO 

settings will help.  One way to overcome the noise that will be inevitable with high ISO settings is to let 

the shadows remain dark and help frame the subjects that are lit. 
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It also helps if you don’t enlarge the image too much and invite pixel peeping. 

 

Caution 

While HWM can do a great job of keeping the highlights from blowing out, common daylight scenes may 

not be the best place to rely on the camera’s meter to set the exposure 

  



For example, in a scene where the sky is bright but the rest of the image is in shadow, you might be 

tempted to add exposure compensation in the camera.   

 

But by using a low ISO, the shadows can be easily recovered. 

 

  



Don’t overlook the possibility that the meter can be fooled no matter how you set things up.    A more 

prudent approach would be to set the exposure mode to Manual and let the meter suggest the exposure.  

You can then watch for zebra warnings (Sony has them) or highlight warnings after capturing a shot if 

your camera does not provide zebra warnings. 

And if you are shooting in broad daylight or close to it, you can avoid a lot of trouble by using Light 

Value (LV) 15 (or other daylight variations down to LV 12)  with the exposure mode set to Manual.   

https://www.scotty-elmslie.com/uploads/5/6/3/3/56337819/light_value__lv__15.pdf
https://www.scotty-elmslie.com/uploads/5/6/3/3/56337819/light_value__lv__15.pdf

