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If you’re trying to make videos with a camera you have, but they don’t look 
how you want them too or you’re stuck shooting in the automatic mode, 
this guide is for you. It will help you become more familiar with your DSLR 
or video camera and will make your videos immediately start to look better.

Having a great pair of skis won’t automatically guide you down a double 
black diamond mountain.

Having an Les Paul guitar doesn’t guarantee you’ll be the next Eric Clap-
ton or Bob Marley.

And having a fancy camera and lens that costs thousands of dollars like a 
DSLR from Canon, Nikon, Sony, or Panasonic can bring you closer to mak-
ing great looking videos, but only if you know how to properly use them.

In this short guide, I’ll share with you how aperture, shutter speed, and ISO 
all work together to create the exposure triangle when making videos and 
how to properly use each of them.

Over the next few pages, you’ll learn everything you need to know to prop-
erly use your camera in manual mode and get the best looking picture pos-
sible from your camera.

I’ll see you on the other side.

Cheers,

Caleb Wojcik  
Founder of DIY Video Guy

P.S. If you prefer to listen to this guide, you can listen to episodes 3, 4, and 5 
of the DIY Video Guy audio podcast at DIYVideoGuy.com/podcast. The visu-
als included in this guide are a good reference while listening as well.

Preface
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SHOOT IN MANUAL MODE



If you take an Introduction to Photography or Filmmaking 101 class, some 
of the very first things they'll teach you is aperture, shutter speed, and ISO.

This is because they are the fundamentals of understanding how your cam-
era is capturing all the light that comes into it. 

If you're using a smart phone or a webcam to shoot your video, they auto-
matically take care of all of these settings for you (which is both good and 
bad).

But if you're going to be using regular video camera or DSLR, you'll want 
to know how these three parts of the "exposure triangle" influence each 
other. By exposure I mean how much light your camera's sensor cap-
tures. 

For example, if you look at a photo or video you take with too much light, 
everything is blown out, and you can't see the details in bright areas, that 
is over exposed. The camera captured too much light.

If you're shot is too dark, everything is muddled, and you can't see any de-
tails in the dark areas, that is under exposed. The camera didn't capture 
enough light. 

Aperture, shutter speed, and ISO are the three things you can change on 
your camera to impact the exposure. 

And before I get to what each of these are and how they affect each other, 
I want to discuss a bit about why you should be shooting every video you 
make in manual mode. 

If you set your camera to an automatic mode, you're letting your camera 
make decisions for you about what you want. It will set aperture, shutter 
speed, and ISO for you, which may not give you the results you want.

When I shoot videos, I shoot entirely in manual. It takes more time in the 
beginning to set up the exact settings I want for the situation, but then 
they won't change throughout shooting and give me a different look. 

Say Goodbye to Automatic Mode
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APERTURE



Alright, now that you know you need to be shooting in manual mode, let’s 
talk about what aperture is, why it matters, and how it helps you get a but-
tery blurred background in your videos.

Aperture is the size of the optical hole that light comes through. 

Depending on how big the opening is, there is more or less light let in. The 
larger the opening, the more light comes in. The smaller, the less light 
comes in. A larger opening means less is in focus and a smaller opening 
means more is in focus.

Now, here is where it gets kinda confusing. When you have a "low aper-
ture", something like f1.2, f1.8, or f2.8, that means there is a large opening. 

Low aperture, large opening, a lot of light, less in focus. Photos or videos 
with a blurred background have a low aperture.

This shot of me from the Fizzle.co sales video was shot on the Canon 5D 
Mark III & 85mm @ f2.8.

Aperture
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When you have a "high aperture", something like f14, f22, or even f26, that 
means there is a small opening. 

High aperture, small opening, less light, more in focus. Landscape photos 
by people like Ansel Adams are shot with high apertures so that the en-
tire scene is in focus.

If you're having trouble grasping this, don't worry, I couldn't quite remem-
ber which was which at first either. Once you shoot some samples or tests, 
it will sink in.

Okay, now with all the technical explanations behind us (for now), what ap-
erture should you shoot your videos at and how does this influence what 
lens you should buy?

In my talking head videos, I usually use an aperture between 2.8 and 4.0. 
My go-to is 3.5. 

Why don’t I go lower than f3.5 even though my lenses can go to an aper-
ture of f1.2?

If I went that low when I shot a video of someone talking, where they are 
properly framed from the chest up, the amount of them in focus would only 
be about as deep as their nose. Meaning, if they leaned forward or back-
ward, they'd go out of focus. 

This is called depth of focus and the lower in aperture you go, the lower 
the depth of focus is.

Now, I might go down to 1.2 or 1.4 if I'm doing a shot on a piece of equip-
ment for a review to focus on a single detail, but for someone talking into a 
camera, it is just too low.

An aperture of around 3.5 gives plenty of depth of field for the person talk-
ing to stay in focus as long as they don't step or move their chair too far 
forward or backward. It can also give the background a nice, blurred ef-
fect.

This blurring is called bokeh. 
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There are three ways that you can get more bokeh in your videos:

1. Decrease the aperture.
2. Use a longer lens (like an 85mm) at the same aperture.
3. Increase the distance between the subject in focus and the background.

Now, we already talked about how number one, decreasing the aperture, 
means that your subject can easily go out of focus, so that usually isn't the 
best option. 

And if you're on a budget, you probably only have one lens, so getting a 
longer one (which also leads to needing more space to shoot in to get the 
same framing) may not be an option.

So that leaves option three, increasing the distance between the back-
ground and the subject. Instead of putting yourself with your back directly 
against a wall, backdrop, or bookshelf, move yourself forward at least 3 or 
4 feet. 

(Bonus: this will also help make shadows less harsh too.) 

The more distance between you and the background, the more out of fo-
cus it will be and the less distracting the elements of it will be as well.
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To recap:

• Aperture is just one of three parts of the Exposure Triangle, with shutter 
speed and ISO, which we'll get to in the next few pages.

• The larger the opening, the lower the aperture, and less is in focus. 

• The smaller the opening, the larger the aperture, and more is in focus.

• Shoot in manual mode whenever possible to have complete control.

• In talking head videos, aim for an aperture somewhere between 3.2 and 4.0.

• To increase the bokeh, or blurred background effect, increase the distance 
between the subject and the background.

So that wraps up aperture. Let’s dive into shutter speed next.
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SHUTTER SPEED &         
FRAME RATE



At its most basic element, shutter speed is how quickly the shutter (or the 
thing blocking light from touching the sensor on your camera) opens and 
closes. 

The longer the shutter stays open, the more light makes it to the cam-
era's sensor. The shorter the shutter stays open, the less light makes it 
to the camera's sensor. 

And the shutter speed is measured in fractions of a second. So one over 
thirty means 1/30th of a second.

In still photography, if you want to freeze action or movement in the shot, 
you shoot with a really fast shutter speed. For example, if you’re taking pic-
tures of things that move fast, like football players or the wings of a bird, 
you may shoot with a shutter speed of 1/1000th or even 1/8000th.

If you want the movement in a photo to have more of a blurred effect, you 
shoot with a slow shutter speed. 

There are basic and extreme examples of this. A basic example would be a 
photo of a waterfall or river, with the water blurred where it is moving, with 
a shutter speed of perhaps 1/50th. 

Some extreme examples would be night photos of street lights streaking 
all over with the shutter staying open for a few seconds or if you've ever 
seen photos of star trails, those have the shutter open for hours at a time.

Now that you know how shutter speed works with still photography, how 
does this relate to video?

Your shutter speed in video directly impacts how smooth or how jittery 
your footage looks. If you shoot video on a DSLR at 1/50th (which is what I 
almost always shoot at, and I'll get to why in minute), movement will look 
smooth and fluid. Perhaps even with a bit of motion blur. 

Whereas, if you shoot with a shutter speed of 1/1000th, your video will 
look overly crisp, motion won't be fluid, and it may even start to look fake. 

Shutter Speed & Frame Rate
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And remember, like I mentioned earlier, I recommend that you always 
shoot video in manual mode so you have complete control over these set-
tings. 

Frame rate goes hand in hand with shutter speed when shooting video. 

Frame rate is the number of times the shutter opens and closes on a cam-
era to let light hit the sensor. Below you can see some of the resolution 
and frame rate options for the Canon 5D Mark III.

 
Based on that number, our brain sees individual frames of video blended 
together at anything over about 24 frames per second, which is the frame-
rate at which Hollywood films are shot and at which frame rate I shoot 
99% of my videos. 

Television, on the other hand, is shot at 30 frames per second (or fps). This 
creates a different kind of look. It comes off as a little less cinematic and 
feels more like real life. News reports, sitcoms, and sporting events are all 
shot at 30 frames per second.

You may already be familiar with frame rate because of how many smart 
phones these days are touting their slow motion video capabilities. For ex-
ample, an iPhone 6 can shoot video at 240p, which means 240 fps.
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The p in that explanation stands for progressive, which means every 
frame is a complete image, as opposed to i, which stands for interlaced, 
meaning one frame has only 50% of the image and the next frame has 
the other 50% on alternating lines. In short, p is better than i. 

What shooting at 240 fps means is you can slow down the video by 10X 
(or to 10%) to playback at 24 fps and view whatever you shot in super 
slow motion.

Anyway, enough about slow motion phone videos, what shutter speed and 
frame rate should you shoot your videos at?

 
If you want a little bit more of a cinematic feel to your videos and you don't 
need to show them on traditional television, I'd shoot at 24 frames per sec-
ond, with a shutter speed closest to double that. So, double of 24 would 
be 1/48th, but the closest to that on most cameras is 1/50th. 

If you need to go with a faster shutter speed than that because of how 
bright your image is and you can't bring it down with ISO or Aperture, you 
could go to multiple of 50, such as 1/100th or 1/200th.
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If you want a more "real life" feel to your videos or they are going on televi-
sion, you'll want to shoot at 30 frames per second, with a frame rate that is 
a double 30. So 1/60th. Personally, I'd shoot in 30p when making videos of 
sports, just so I have those extra frames to show all the movement.

(And FYI, to complicate things even more, in places like Europe, cameras 
and televisions use 25p instead of 24p or 30p.)

To recap:

• Shutter speed is how quickly the shutter opens and closes to let light into 
the camera sensor. 

• The faster, the less light gets in. The slower, the more light gets in.

• Frame rate is how many times the shutter opens and closes in a second, 
which determines how many frames per second a video captures. 

• The main standards are 24 and 30, with 25 as a standard in Europe. 

• I shoot 95% of my videos at a shutter speed of 1/50th and a frame rate of 
24p. The only exceptions would be if I was doing slow motion or recording a 
lot of action or movement like in sports. 

That's it for shutter speed and frame rate. Next we’ll discuss ISO.
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ISO



What is ISO?

ISO stands for the International Organization of Standardization, started in 
Switzerland in 1947. 

In digital camera terms though, it refers to how sensitive the camera sen-
sor is to light. 

So, if you have a low ISO setting, let's say 100 or 160, the camera is less 
sensitive to light. It will try to pick up less light. 

If you have a high ISO setting like 1600, 3200, or 6400, the camera will try 
to pick up more light. 

But why wouldn't you just want more light sensitivity? More light is almost 
always good, right?

The problem is that for a camera's sensor to pick up more light with a 
higher ISO, it has to try harder which can lead to a noisy image, both in 
photos and videos. 

Not an actual, audible sound...not that kind of noise: Visual noise. Little 
fragments or pixelation in the image that move around like little jitterbugs.

Now let me make a quick distinction between two things that are often 
used to mean the same thing, but are different: noise and film grain.

Noise is artificially added by the camera, based on the ISO setting you're 
shooting at. This is almost always a bad thing. It lowers your image quality. 

Grain on the other hand is added by a film stock, either in film photography 
or using film in cinematography. This is more of a stylized look. 

My wife, for example, loves film grain, especially since she photographs 
weddings, almost entirely, on film these days. But even when she edits a 
digital photo, she may add grain to it to make it feel more tangible. More 
hand-made. 

ISO
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Grain in digital videos has to be added in post-production nowadays since 
it isn't there naturally from a film stock. Editing software like Final Cut Pro 
X and Adobe Premiere will allow you to add film grain. And recently, I've 
been using a plugin called Film Convert, which has film grain and color 
grading effects similar to film stock used in Hollywood. 

Anyway, all that to say, noise is bad and grain can be good. 

In the above photo I took in Florence, Italy, film grain has been added in 
during post-processing to give the photo any more dated look. Grain looks 
very similar in photos, but much worse in videos. Avoid at all costs.

Okay, so back to ISO. The key to choosing the right ISO for what you're 
shooting is twofold.
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First, depending on how much light there is and what settings you're using 
for Aperture (let's say 3.5) and Shutter Speed (let's say 1/50th), you'll need 
to set the ISO to a setting that creates a properly exposed image. Mean-
ing, if it looks too dark, you'll need to raise the ISO to a higher number. If it 
is too bright, you'll need to lower it. You can tell with the histogram or 
when the exposure needle is at zero with the shutter button halfway down.

Second, you need to consider your camera's native ISO setting. This can 
be determined by doing a quick google search for your camera make and 
model plus native ISO settings (e.g. “Nikon D7100 native ISO settings”).

For example, the native ISO on my Canon 5D Mark III and 60D is 160. 
Meaning, if I shoot video at an ISO of 160, I'll get the least amount of noise 
possible. Remember, noise is bad.

And then, if an ISO of 160 is too low to properly expose my shot, I then 
go up to ISO settings that are a multiple of 160. 320, 640, 800, 1600, etc.

Then, I only shoot on those ISO's whenever possible.

So, figure out what the native ISO of your camera is and shoot on that or a 
multiple of it to reduce noise in your image. 

Now, let's say you've already shot a video with a really high ISO and it is 
extremely noisy. There is some de-noising software out there, two of which 
I've tried are Denoiser 2 from Red Giant Software and another from 
NeatVideo.com. Both definitely help make the noise look more natural.

To recap:

• ISO is pretty straight forward. 

• The higher the ISO, the more sensitive to light your camera is, but the more 
noise it adds. 

• The lower the ISO, the less sensitive to light your camera is, and the less vis-
ual noise it adds to your image.

• Shoot on your camera’s native ISO setting (or a multiple of it).

• Denoise your videos or add film grain using software plugins as desired.
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WRAP-UP



The combination of aperture, shutter speed, and ISO are how you deter-
mine the exposure of your shot. 

Shoot in manual mode, mess around with the three settings and see what 
it does. Once you take more control over the videos you make and don’t 
just trust the camera to choose all the best settings for you, you’ve taken 
your first step towards becoming a videographer.

Well, that wraps up this book. If you want to go further with making better 
videos for the web check out my course: DIY Video Guide.

There are so many different places you could start when you want to learn 
to make better videos. Trying to figure out where to begin is nearly impossi-
ble because there is so much to learn. Trust me, I've been there. I've spent 
countless hours watching endless tutorials to make my videos better and 
that is why I put it together.

In the guide I cover:

	 •	 How to make your video look better without spending money

	 •	 How to get clean audio, with no echo, and sync it up properly

	 •	 What to do while shooting to save hours editing it later

	 •	 What editing tricks make videos more engaging 

	 •	 What gear & software is worth the money and what isn't

	 •	 How to properly import, export, host, and archive your videos.  

Check out my full video-based course: 
DIY Video Guide at DIYVideoGuide.com.

 
And, you can get 10% off any package using the code: exposurebook.  

Final Thoughts
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Hey, Caleb Wojcik here. (The bald one on the right.)

I’ve been making videos for nearly a decade. In that time I’ve filmed the 
NHL, MLB, NCAA basketball, the Rose Bowl, weddings, commercials, 
book trailers, and plenty of web videos of online start-ups and entrepre-
neurs (such as Gumroad, Pat Flynn, Amy Porterfield, & Chris Guillebeau).

I recently co-founded Fizzle.co, but left there to teach video production, 
marketing, and strategy for the web at DIY Video Guy as well as run a 
video production studio called Caleb Wojcik Films.

I’m a busy guy, but love every minute of it, especially when I’m behind a 
camera or editing a video. I live in San Diego with my wife Jen, who is a 
film wedding photographer, and our puppy Pippa, but we travel often.

Cheers,  
Caleb Wojcik  

About the Author
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