
An introduction to the Layer Style Palette in Photoshop 
By and © Shelleyrae Cusbert 2006 
 
This tutorial uses Photoshop CS2 however it is also suitable for PSCS and PS7 users.  
 
Using a basic circle, this tutorial will demonstrate some of the effects that the Layer Style options is used 
to create. 
 
To access the Layer style palette, you can: 
*double click the layer you are working with 
*  Right click on the image you wish to edit and choose Blending Options 

  
*  click on the small f at the bottom of the layer palette and select any of the choices 

 
 
The layer style palette lists the Style options at left, the main pane shows the controls for the selected 
style. You can use multiple layer styles by selecting the appropriate menu choices. You can edit applied 
layer styles at any time by accessing the layer style palette. 
 



COMMON OPTIONS 
Select OK to apply layer style settings. 
Select Cancel to not apply style settings. 
Select New Style to save the settings of a layer style you have created and may wish to use again – 
particularly for drop shadows. Ensure you use the Preset Manager to save the layer styles permanently so 
they will be accessible through the Layer Styles palette. 

 

 
 
Toggle the Preview on and off as desired. 

 
Drop Down arrows indicate you have more choices.  



 
Where contours, textures, gradients, patterns etc are an option an additional arrow will be present to allow 
further choice. 

 
 
GENERAL BLENDING OPTIONS 



 
Here you can change the Blend Mode of the layer – this is also directly accessible from the layers palette 



 
You can alter the opacity of the layer using the % slider – this is also directly accessible from the layers 
palette 



 
As is the Fill Opacity 

 
The difference between Layer and Fill Opacity is important to understand. While opacity adjusts how 
opaque the contents of an entire layer are, Fill opacity adjusts just the opacity of filled shapes in the layer, 



this means it will not affect other layer styles as shown in the example below where the same shadow 
style has been added to each disc. Reducing the opacity has also reduced the opacity of the shadow 
whereas using Fill Opacity has not affected the strength of the shadow. 

 
The other advanced features of the general blending palette require far more room and expertise to 
explain than is available here. 
This article http://www.peachpit.com/articles/article.asp?p=26131&rl=1 will provide you with some solid 
information as will further online searches. 

 
 
DROP SHADOW 
To access the drop shadow control palette click on Drop Shadow on the menu at left. 



 
By default, the Blending Mode is set to Multiply – this is the setting you will most likely use to add a 
shadow however you can change this if required by accessing the other blending modes through the drop 
down arrow. 



 
The shadow color is usually black which is what is used most commonly however you can change the 
color by clicking on the black rectangle to access the color picker tool. 



 
The Opacity level defaults to 75% - this is an option that is regularly adjusted. If you adding a shadow to 
an object that is on a light background the default shadow is often too harsh. Reducing the opacity of the 
shadow to suit the paper you are working on can vastly improve the realism of the shadow. 



 
The Angle of the shadow is controlled in degrees. You can manually manipulate the angle arm 



 
You can also type in a specific angle. Generally it is accepted that shadows added to items will be 
generated as if the light source comes form the top left hand corner – with the shadows therefore falling in 
the bottom right hand corner. There is no specific angle that is right, though an angle of about 135 degrees 
is considered a good place to start. The Global Light option is used to apply a consistent source of light 
on your image, as a general rule it is best to keep this option checked to ensure consistency with drop 
shadow direction within a layout. 
Distance, Spread and Size control different aspects of the shadow, yet they must also work together to 
create realistic shadow effects. 
Using the default settings increasing the distance of the shadow demonstrates how the shadow moves out 
from the object.  



 
Increasing the Spread of the shadow determines the global increase of the shadow. The image below 
demonstrates how the shadow extends all around the image rather than just in the single direction. In 
conjunction with the Size of the shadow it also determines the area of blur or softening of the shadow. 



 
Specifiying the size of the shadow increases the actual, as well as apparent, size of the shadow.  



 
You can also click and drag on the shadow and move the shadow with the changes reflected in the 
Distance and Angle values.  
Each type of object you apply a shadow to requires a different type of shadow. In the real world, the 
distance an object has from a surface affects the appearance of a shadow. Relatively flat or small objects 
that sit on a surface cast a narrow, dark shadow, while bulkier items or those that hang or lift off from the 
surface have shadows that are less defined, lighter and larger. Manipulating the shadow tools that control 
opacity, color and blur to reflect these attributes enhances the illusion of dimension and depth. The task of 
digital users is to simulate the natural effect. For more information on this topic view http://scrapbook-
bytes.com/cgi-script/tutorials/publish/article_420.shtml 
 
The Contour of the shadow allows you to change the way the shadow is applied. This can give you more 
control over how the shadow looks. 



 
The option to Add Noise to the shadow is particularly useful when applying shadows to match uneven 
textures. 



 
The Layer knocks Out Drop Shadow is an option that is seldom used. It works so that, when deselected 
and the Fill Opacity of the object is altered, the shadow remains unaltered. 
Generally you will want to keep Anti Alias and Layer Knocks Out Drop Shadow selected. 



 
 
INNER SHADOW 
The Inner Shadow options allow you to add and control an inner shadow. It has similar options to that of 
the Drop Shadow and operates in the same way. The main difference between the two dialogs is the 
Choke option which operates in a similar way to the Spread Option by controlling the edge blur of the 
shadow. Depending on your perspective, the inner shadow creates the illusion of a bevelled edge or that 
the pink background paper has a hole in it showing the blue paper below, when of course we started 
simply with a blue circle on a pink background. 



 
 
OUTER GLOW 
You can add a glow that extends outside of the chosen object using the Outer Glow dialog box. You can 
control the blend and opacity. You can select a solid color – with yellow being the default or select a 
color gradient by clicking on the color to access the color picker or on the gradient to access the gradients. 
You can also alter the Noise percentage for random transparency. 



 
The Elements dialog allows you to choose between a Softer or Precise technique, with Precise usually 
restricted to intricate object. 
The Spread and Size controls the extent and transparency of the glow 



 
Contour allows the selection of a variety of shading options from the drop down menu. Select Anti Alias 
to help ensure a smooth transition between transparencies. The range setting affects what part of the 
contour shapes shows, while the Jitter adds random variations when more than two colors are selected, 
similar to the way in which Noise does. 
 
INNER GLOW 
Inner Glow is again similar to outer glow, this time ensuring the effects are constrained by the selection. 
As with Outer Glow you can manipulate the Blend Mode, Opacity, Noise, Color etc. The only difference 
is that you can apply the inner glow to the edge or the center of the object. Again Spread is replaced by 
Choke to modify the extent of the transparency in conjunction with size. 





 
 
BEVEL AND EMBOSS 
This feature is one that used often in element design. It creates the illusion of depth through the use of 
light and shadow. 



 
Select from the Style drop down menu 

 
Select a Technique 



 
Increase the depth for a more prominent bevel. The direction of up or down will determine if the effect is 
pushed out (beveled) or in (embossed) 
Choose a direction and then the size. Increase the softness to create a more rounded look. 



Manipulating the shading allow you to control the angle and height.  
Here I’ve changed the position of the angle and altitude for a different result still using the settings shown 
above. 



 
Change the gloss contour affects the shape of the bevel – check anti alias for smooth transitions. 



 
You can also control the Highlight and shadow modes, decreasing the shadow opacity for example 



 
 
CONTOUR 
In addition you can manipulate the Contour of the entire element, by selecting the submenu contour. 



You can choose from the preset menu, load contours or create your own contours.  



 
Increasing or decreasing the Range alters the size at which the contour is applied. 
 
TEXTURE 
The Texture Sub Menu can only be added to a Bevel and Emboss effect. 
You can choose from the preset menus, or load other textures. 



 
Use the Scale slider to increase or decrease the size of the texture – be aware of possible pixelation. 



 
Use the Depth slider to control the impact of the texture. The Invert option will invert the texture effect. 



 
You can also move the texture fill by clicking and dragging on the element. 



 
 
When Link with layer is the selected option the texture will not be affected by transforming or moving the 
object. 
 
 
SATIN 
This effect is supposed to give the impression of a smooth yet varied surface. On a solid color the style 
seems to have very little value, yet experimentation can reveal improvements to your elements and is 
usually used for enhancing metallic or reflective sheens. 



 
 
COLOR OVERLAY 
The color overlay lets you change the color results of a layer style to some extent. You can manipulate the 
Blending Mode and the Opacity. Defaulting to red, click on the color box to access the color picker and 
choose other colors. Experiment with blend modes and Opacity to determine the final color. 



 
 
GRADIENT OVERLAY 
Similar to the Color Overlay, the Gradient overlay allows the application of color gradients to an object. 
You can manipulate the Blending modes and Opacity of the gradient as well as manipulate the gradient 
itself by loading alternative gradients, reversing it, changing its angle, style and scale. 



 



 
 
PATTERN OVERLAY 
This style allows you to add pattern or texture to your layer. You can manipulate the Blending Modes and 
opacity as has been previously discussed. 



 



 



You can also choose from a range of preset patterns that are preinstalled, downloaded or self created. 

 
Choosing the Snap to Origin button causes the pattern to snap to the upper left corner of the layer, when 
the Link with Layer option is selected. You can change what part of the pattern shows by clicking and 
dragging on the object on the canvas. 
Altering the scale of the pattern will also determine the overall effect of the pattern. 
 



STROKE 
Finally the stroke option adds a line to the object. You can choose the position of the stroke as well as its 
size, blend mode, opacity and color 

 
Strokes that are applied to an element are not affected by other layer styles, except in Bevel and Emboss 
where Stroke Emboss is specifically chosen. 
To add a stroke and then integrate it into the element before applying further layer styles, apply the stroke 
and then select Group into Smart Object and then Rasterize Layer to make it editable. 



 
 
One of the ways you can become more familiar with layer styles and how they work is to deconstruct 
some of the preset layer styles. 
Select a layer style from the layer style palette 



 
Open the layer style dialog and view the options that have been used to create the effects.  



 
Alter the effects to see what changes are rendered. 
Don’ t be afraid to experiment with preset layer styles or to create your own. 
There are many layer styles available for download on the internet for free. View this tutorial for more 
information on finding, downloading and using layer styles. 
http://scrapbook-bytes.com/cgi-script/tutorials/publish/article_417.shtml 
 
 


