
6 Ways to Show Emphasis in Photography 
 
Emphasis is defined as an area or object within the artwork that draws attention and 
becomes a focal point.  
 
Focal point refers to an area in the composition that has the most significance - an 
area that the artist wants to draw attention to as the most important aspect. 
 
In the example below, the emphasis is on the red circle. It is the largest object in the 
composition. Although there are many gray circles, they are small in size, very muted in color, 
and blend in to the background. The large circle is an intense color, which contrasts with the 
gray circles and background. The large, intensely red circle is bordered with an intense green 
that is a complementary color to the red. Complementary colors (across from each other on the 
color wheel) draw the most attention. 
 
Therefore, the red circle is the focal point of the composition. 

 
1. Emphasis Using COLOR 

 



You can emphasize the focal point of your photo by limiting the colors of the background, so 
that only the subject of the photo is a bright color.  

 
 
You can also emphasize the focal point by 
using complementary colors, such as in the 
example to the left with a green 
background and red umbrella as the focal 
point.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Emphasis Using VALUE 

 
 
You can emphasize the focal point with a 
high contrast in value - very light areas next 
to very dark areas - such as this example of 
a single black sheep in a herd of white 
sheep.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
You can also show emphasis with a dark 
background and strong light shining on the 
subject. In this photo, a bouquet of roses 
stands out against a black background, and 
the focal point of the diamond ring is the 
lightest part of the image - a bright white 
value.  
 
 



3. Emphasis Using TEXTURE 

  
You can show emphasis using texture by showing a contrast between different textures. In the 
examples above, the focal points (curled book pages, rock) have more texture than the 
backgrounds (soft, smooth, reflective).  
 

4. Emphasis Using SELECTIVE FOCUS or SHALLOW DEPTH OF FIELD 

 
A great way to show emphasis is to use a shallow depth of field, or selective focus, when you 
take a photo. This will blur most of the image except for the focal point, which should be in sharp 
focus. In the example above, the cupcake is the focal point. If the background was not blurred, 
the woman’s face would take the viewer’s attention away from the cupcake.  



5. Emphasis Using FRAMING 

 
 
Framing the subject in your photo with another object is another way to effectively show 
emphasis. In the above examples, the focus is on the subject, which is in the middle of 
something else that is closer to the camera (such as a hold in a wooden fence, or the curved 
details of an iron-work gate).  
 

6. Emphasis Using PERSPECTIVE 
 
 
Get closer to the subject for a more dramatic 
perspective, which also creates emphasis. Put the 
camera at a low or high angle near the focal point of 
the photo.  
 
 
 
 
 
If you have a repeated element in your image - such 
as the pink flowers in this photo - the elements that 
are larger and closer to the camera’s perspective 
will have more emphasis.  


