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How To Edit Photos On Mac

Introduction to Photo Editing
on a Mac

Whethe r  you  a re  a  p ro fe s s i ona l
photographer  or  someone  who  simply
enjoys capturing moments on an iPhone or
digital camera, editing photos has become
an  essential  part  of  modern  life.  Mac
computers  are  known  for  their  intuitive
interface and powerful built-in tools, making
them an excellent choice for image editing.
If  you have ever  wondered how to edit
photos  on Mac,  you  will  be  pleased  to
discover that macOS comes equipped with
applications capable of handling everything
from  basic  cropping  to  advanced  color
correction. In this comprehensive guide, we
will explore the various methods, tools, and
software options available to help you edit
photos like a pro. From the built-in Preview
and Photos apps to third-party professional
suites,  you  wil l  learn  step-by-step
techniques  that  are  both  practical  and
effective.

Understanding how to edit photos on Mac
not only improves the aesthetic quality of
your  images  but  also  ensures  that  your
memories  look  their  best.  With  the  right
approach,  you  can  adjust  brightness,
remove unwanted objects, enhance colors,
and even apply artistic filters. This article is
designed  for  beginners  and  intermediate
users  alike,  offering  clear  instructions  and
best practices. Let us dive into the native
editing  tools  first,  then  explore  more
advanced  options.

Built-in Mac Photo Editing

Tools

Editing with Preview

Preview is the default image viewer on Mac,
but  many  users  overlook  its  surprisingly
robust  editing  capabilities.  You  can  open
any  image  file  (JPEG,  PNG,  TIFF,  etc.)  by
double-clicking it, and then use the markup
toolbar  to  make  quick  adjustments.  To
access  the  editing  features,  click  on  the
“Show  Markup  Toolbar”  icon  (a  pen  tip
inside a circle). Here you can crop, rotate,
adjust size, and modify color levels.

Cropping and Rotating: Select the
selection tool, draw a rectangle
around the area you want to keep,
then click “Crop.” Use the rotate
button to turn the image 90 degrees
or manually adjust the angle.
Color Adjustments: Click the
“Adjust Color” icon (a slider) to open
a panel where you can modify
exposure, saturation, contrast,
highlights, and shadows. These
sliders give you fine control over the
overall tone.
Markup Tools: You can add text,
shapes, arrows, and even your
signature. This is particularly useful
for annotating screenshots or images
for presentations.

Preview is ideal for quick edits when you
don’t  need  layers  or  complex  filters.  It  is
non-destructive  if  you  remember  to
duplicate  the  image before  editing,  since
Preview saves changes directly.  For more
advanced work, the Photos app is the next
step.



Editing with the Photos App

The macOS Photos app is a powerful digital
asset  manager  that  also  includes  a
comprehensive photo editor. It is designed
for both beginners and enthusiasts. To start
editing, simply open a photo in the Photos
app and click the “Edit” button in the top-
r ight  corner .  You  wi l l  see  severa l
adjustment  tools  and  filters.

Auto Enhance: A one-click solution
that analyzes your image and
attempts to balance exposure, color,
and contrast. It is a great starting
point.
Filters: A variety of presets like
“Vivid,” “Dramatic,” “Mono,” and
“Silvertone” that apply instant
stylistic changes. You can adjust the
intensity after applying.
Adjustments Panel: This includes
sliders for light (exposure, highlights,
shadows, brightness, contrast), color
(saturation, vibrance, warmth, tint),
and more. You can also use the
histogram to guide you.
Retouch Tool: Found under the
“Adjust” tab, this tool lets you spot-
heal blemishes or small objects by
painting over them. Photos
automatically samples nearby
texture.
Crop and Straighten: Use the crop
tool to trim edges and straighten
horizons. The app also offers aspect
ratio presets (square, 16:9, etc.).

The  Photos  app  supports  non-destructive
editing, meaning you can always revert to
the  or ig inal .  This  makes  i t  safe  to
experiment. If you need to remove a large
object  or  edit  in  layers,  you may want a
dedicated editor  like  Adobe Photoshop or
Affinity Photo.

Step-by-Step Guide: How to
Edit Photos on Mac Using
Preview

Let  us  walk  through  a  specific  scenario.
Suppose  you  have  a  photo  that  needs
cropping, a slight color adjustment, and a
text annotation. Here is how to use Preview:

Open the image in Preview (right-click1.
and select “Open With” > “Preview”).
Click the “Show Markup Toolbar”2.
button (the pencil tip icon) in the
toolbar.
To crop: Choose the rectangular3.
selection tool, drag over the area you
want to keep, then click “Crop” in the
toolbar.
To adjust color: Click the “Adjust4.
Color” icon (a slider). Use the
Exposure, Saturation, and Contrast
sliders until the image looks
balanced. For example, increase
saturation for more vivid colors.
To add text: Click the “Text” tool (T5.
icon), then click on the image and
type your message. You can change
font size, color, and style using the
inspector.
Save your work: Go to “File” > “Save”6.
or “Export” to create a new file.
Exporting allows you to choose format
and quality.

Preview is perfect for a quick workflow, but
remember that it does not support layers.
For complex edits, we recommend using the
Photos app or third-party software.

Using Third-Party Free
Editors on Mac

If you want more advanced features without
spending money, several  high-quality free
photo editors are available for  Mac.  Here
are two notable options:
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GIMP (GNU Image Manipulation
Program)

GIMP is a powerful open-source editor that
rivals  Photoshop  in  many  ways.  It  offers
layers,  masks,  advanced  selection  tools,
and a wide range of plugins. The interface
takes some getting used to, but once you
learn  the  basics,  you  can  do  everything
from  retouching  to  digital  painting.  To
install  GIMP,  download  it  from  the  official
website and drag it into your Applications
folder. When learning how to edit photos on
Mac  with  GIMP,  start  with  cropping  and
levels adjustments, then explore filters.

Paintbrush

Paintbrush  is  a  s impler,  paint- l ike
application reminiscent of Microsoft Paint. It
is useful for basic editing, such as drawing,
adding shapes, and simple color fills.  While
not  as  feature-rich,  it  is  lightweight  and
easy to use. Download it from the Mac App
Store or the developer’s site.

Both  tools  are  excellent  for  different  use
cases.  GIMP  is  ideal  for  serious  editing
without a price tag, while Paintbrush works
fo r  qu i ck  dood les  o r  e lementary
adjustments.

Professional Photo Editing
Software for Mac

For  those  who  demand  industry-standard
tools, professionals often invest in premium
software.  Here  are  three  leading  options
that integrate seamlessly with macOS.

Adobe Photoshop

Photoshop is the undisputed king of photo
editing. Available via Adobe Creative Cloud
subscription,  it  offers  unlimited  layers,
masks,  smart  objects,  and  an  enormous
library  of  brushes  and  filters.  On  Mac,
Photoshop  takes  full  advantage  of  the

Retina  display  and  Metal  graphics
acceleration for  smooth performance.  You
can edit  raw files from cameras (via Adobe
Camera Raw), perform complex selections
with  AI  (Select  Subject),  and  apply  non-
destructive  adjustments.  Learning  how to
edit photos on Mac in Photoshop involves
mastering  the  layers  panel,  adjustment
layers, and the workspace. It has a steeper
learning curve but unparalleled power.

Affinity Photo

Affinity  Photo  is  a  one-time  purchase
alternative  to  Photoshop  that  has  gained
immense  popularity.  It  offers  professional-
grade  tools  including  raw  development,
HDR  merging,  focus  stacking,  and  live
filters.  The  interface  is  modern  and
intuitive,  and  it  supports  layers  and
channels.  Affinity  Photo  is  fully  optimized
for Mac, with native support for Touch Bar
and split  view.  Many users  appreciate its
speed and the  absence of  a  subscription
fee.

Pixelmator Pro

Pixelmator  Pro  is  a  Mac-exclusive  image
editor  known for  its  beautiful  design  and
ease of use. It combines advanced editing
capabilities  with  machine  learning  tools
(like  ML  Super  Resolution  for  upscaling
images).  You can work with layers,  paint,
retouch,  and  apply  color  adjustments.  It
also integrates with Photos app extension,
allowing you to edit  images directly from
your  library.  Pixelmator  Pro  is  a  great
middle  ground  between  simplicity  and
power.

Advanced Photo Editing
Techniques on Mac

Beyond  basic  adjustments,  there  are
sophisticated techniques you can apply to
elevate your images. Here are a few that
work across various Mac photo editors:



Non-Destructive Editing: Always
work with duplicate layers or virtual
copies. In Photos app, use “Duplicate
Photo” before editing. In Photoshop,
use adjustment layers instead of
direct adjustments. This preserves
your original.
Using Masks: Masks allow you to
apply effects to specific areas. For
instance, brightening only the
subject’s face while leaving the
background untouched. Most
advanced editors support layer
masks.
Raw Processing: If you shoot in
RAW format, use apps like Photos,
Adobe Lightroom, or Affinity Photo to
adjust white balance, exposure, and
sharpness with more data than JPEG.
Batch Editing: To save time, macOS
Photos allows you to copy and paste
edits to multiple images. Open one
photo, edit it, press Command+C,
then select other photos and press
Command+V.
Keyboard Shortcuts: Learn
shortcuts like Command+Z (undo),
Command+Shift+Z (redo), B (brush
tool in Photoshop), and M (marquee
selection). They speed up your
workflow significantly.

Tips for Better Photo Editing
on Mac

Mastering  how  to  edit  photos  on  Mac
involves  more  than  just  knowing  which
buttons to press. Here are essential tips to
enhance your editing experience:

Use a High-Resolution Display:1.
Macs with Retina screens are
excellent for color-accurate work.
Calibrate your monitor using System
Preferences > Displays > Color >

Calibrate.
Organize Your Library: Use Photos2.
app albums or folders in Finder to
keep your images sorted. Tagging
and keywording help later.
Start with White Balance:3.
Correcting color cast (too yellow or
too blue) is often the first step. Use
the white balance selector in Photos
or a professional app.
Zoom In to Check Sharpness:4.
Always zoom to 100% when applying
sharpening or noise reduction to
avoid overdoing it.
Save in Right Format: For sharing,5.
JPEG is standard. For further editing,
use TIFF or PSD. For web, choose PNG
for graphics with transparency.
Take Breaks: Editing can lead to6.
fatigue. Step away and come back
with fresh eyes to see if adjustments
are natural.

Conclusion

Photo editing on a Mac is a rewarding skill
that  opens  up  a  wor ld  o f  c reat ive
possibilities.  Whether  you use the built-in
tools  in  Preview and Photos,  explore free
editors like GIMP, or invest in professional
software  such  as  Photoshop  or  Affinity
Photo, the key is to practice regularly. Start
with  basic  adjustments—crop,  straighten,
adjust exposure—and gradually experiment
with more advanced techniques like layers,
masks, and raw processing. Remember that
t h e  b e s t  e d i t s  a r e  o f t e n  s u b t l e
enhancements  that  preserve  the  natural
look of the image. By following the methods
outlined in this guide, you now have a clear
roadmap for  how to  edit  photos  on  Mac
efficiently  and  effectively.  So  open  your
favorite  image,  apply  what  you  have
learned, and enjoy transforming your digital
memories into stunning visuals.


