
 

 

Improve You Dental Photography Skills 

 

Everyone knows that dental photography, when done well, is an invaluable aid in creating the 

most esthetic dental restorations. To help you take the best dental photographs possible, we’re 

proud to give you the following tips and techniques so your patients leave your office smiling. 

 

A digital SLR camera with a dedicated 105mm macro lens and side-mounted flash system is an 

excellent option for taking patient photographs. Flash systems that are lens mounted are the 

easiest to work with, however they create more flash highlights on the tooth surfaces. Ring 

flashes should be avoided for color communication as they show less depth perception in the 

incisal third of the teeth. 

 

The first thing to consider when it comes to taking the photos is equipment setup. Be sure to: 

1. Set a custom white balance - This adjusts the gray scale of a scene so the camera knows what 

the correct white and black is relative to the ambient light. This improves the accuracy of the 

hue and chroma. Most DSLRs set custom white balance with an 18 percent gray card. Other 

cameras have general white balance settings. 

2. Set desired picture resolution - The image resolution you desire will be based on several 

factors: your camera; the amount of storage you have available; what you intend to use the 

pictures for (printing vs. PowerPoint); and ISO or light sensitivity. 

3. Set image file type: RAW vs. Jpeg - A RAW file is an unprocessed file and will not have any 

software adjustments made to the image. This format is used by the American Academy of 

Cosmetic Dentistry to ensure images submitted for accreditation have not been manipulated. It 



 

 

is ideal for long-term storage. A Jpeg image has been subjected to some form of software 

translation and then compressed. Each successive opening of the file may result in some loss 

of data integrity. A popular option on most DSLRs is to record an image using both RAW and 

JPEG files at the same time.  

4. Find the optimum exposure settings by reading the histogram - A histogram is a graph 

counting how many pixels are at each level between black and white. Black is on the left. 

White is on the right. The bell curve on the histogram shows the concentration of pixels.  

Lighter images move the curve to the right. Darker ones move it to the left. 

 

Here are some dental photography recommendations: 

 

Equipment: 

Professional Grade Camera body 

Macro lens 105mm  

Lens mounted flash no ring flash 

Ability to accept custom white balance 

Through-the-lens flash 

 

Patient Photography: 

ISO 200 

Custom White balance to chair environment 

Shutter speed set by Camera (60) 

Exposure slightly right of center on histogram 

Portrait F8, Close up F36 

Use a through-the-lens flash 

 

Dental Model Photography: 

ISO 200 

Custom White Balance to studio (bench) 

Dark background 

Shutter speed as set 

Exposure slightly to the right of histogram 

F22 to F32 

Use a through-the-lens flash 

 

Next, consider the environment in which you’re taking the photos. It must have correct lighting. 

A color temperature of 5500K is ideal. Full spectrum light bulbs are great to have in your 

operatories. The wall color should be white, gray or neutral blue. If there will be clothing or 

surgical garments in the photo, a neutral gray or blue is best. 

 

Now you’re almost ready to take the photo, but before you do take a moment to consider your 

subject in regards to: 

1. Lighting - Is it controlled or uncontrolled? With flash photography, the camera sets the shutter 

speed adjustments for exposure are only done to the aperture. In the clinical or laboratory 

environment, you can control ambient light. A lens-mounted flash helps you control the 



 

 

distance from the light source to the subject, while a side-mounted flash controls depth 

perception in the image. 

2. Focal distance - If you are taking a macro photo, such as a close-up of a tooth, the aperture 

should be set between F29 and F40. If your photo will show the patient’s face (or more), the 

aperture should be F10 or greater. 

3. Stationary or moving - Hopefully, you’re not chasing the patient around the operatory and can 

take a stationary photo. In that case, you need a lower shutter speed. 

4. Amount of image in focus (depth of field) - If you’d like to have the entire image in focus, the 

depth of field should be higher than F. If only part of the image should be in focus, the depth 

of field should be lower than F. 

 

In many cases, having a correctly-exposed photograph to work from is as close as the laboratory 

technician can come to having the patient present and is your best option to getting the best 

esthetic results for your patients. Remember to have a shade tab in the photographs. Because 

colors appear differently from computer monitor to computer monitor, it is not possible to 

accurately interpret a shade from a picture alone. 

 

And now, finally, you’re ready to take the photo. 


