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Digital Printing Insights #2:  

“How im portant are 16-bit scans over 8-bit scans?”  
© 2009 Micha el E. Gord on 

“How im portant are 16-bit scans over 8-bit scans?” This is a g ood  question that I receive 
fairly reg ularly. First thing s first: An 8-b it file (8-b its per color channel [R/G/B]) contains 
only 256 d ata points per color channel. A 16-bit file contains up to 32,768 d ata points per 
color channel. Trick question: which bit m od e contains m ore extensive and  worka b le 
d ata? I knew you’d  g et it! I’m  no m athem atician m yself, so to g et rig ht to the nitty g ritty: 
when you’ve g ot the option and  the m oney, always choose a 16-b it scan over 8-b it. You 
want MORE d ata to work with, not less. W hen one re ally starts “cranking ” on their files 
(larg e brig htness or contrast a d justm ents, for exam ple ) the a d d itional b it d epth be com es 
ob vious.  

Take a look at m y 16-bit sa mple at left. I 
a d d e d  one g ross contrast a d justm ent via a 
curve a d justm ent layer in ‘N orm al’ 
b lend ing  m od e (when I say “g ross” I 
m e an it! The hyper-color saturation would  
b e  gre atly controlle d  b y switching  to 
Lum inosity blend ing  m od e, but m y 
experim ent would  fail with this exa mple ). 
N otice that even a fter this a d justm ent, the 
histog ra m appe ars “uncom b e d ” and  g ood  

(“com b ing ” = the choppy separations that occur b etween the histog ra m  d a ta ).  
 

N ow take a look at the 8-b it sa mple, also 
at left. I d ra g g e d  the sam e curve 
a d justm ent layer from  the 16-bit file to the 
8-b it file. Take a look at this 8-b it 
histog ra m . Se e the com b ing ? Com b ing  of 
the histog ra m  = lost d ata, and  I know you 
d on’t want this. You can try this 
experim ent at hom e.  
 
 

Photoshop now offers extensive support for 16-bit ed iting , so when cost, availa b ility, 
and  tim e is not an issue, always g o for a 16-b it scan. W hat if you d on’t have lots of 
d isposa b le incom e to shed  on 16-b it scans and  you ne e d  to b e a bit m ore selective? My 
g eneral rule is this: if it’s a d ifficult neg a tive or chrom e (m e aning  und er/overexposed  or 
other such im perfe ctions); if you have a fair b it of sky; or larg e are as of continuous tone  
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(think water and  reflections in water); or if you plan on “cranking  on” the im a g e in post-
prod uction (larg e contrast/levels a d justm ents), then 16-b it is d e finitely a b etter b et. W ith 
skies, water, and  continuous tones, b a nd ing  is always a possib ility – especially at 8-b its 
and  with larg e a d justm ents. Better d ata in = b etter d ata out.  

I now scan everything  16-b it, but I still have a larg e num b er of files I print from  that 
b e g a n as 8-bit scans. Som e of them  are just fine – no resc an nec essary – and  som e would  
b e ne fit by resc anning a nd  reworking  with 16-bits. 

If you have any questions, com m ents, or sug g estions for future Printing  Insig hts, I 
would  love to he ar them ! Thanks for re a d ing .  
Michael E. Gordon is an award-winning fine art landscape photographer and respected digital print 
maker. Michael leads photographic workshops and tours and provides printing services and custom 
printer/paper profiles for photographers. He lives in Southern California with his wife Shauna and their 
menagerie of rescued animals. 


