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Actions and Batch Processing 
 
An action is a series of recorded tasks that is played back automatically to 
help in repetitive tasks, such as cropping a large batch of images. For 
example: 

 
Example: You have a folder with 48 images in it. They're all edited, and 
saved as TIFFs ready for print. You need a copy of each one for your new 
website however, so all 48 need to be resized to 800x600 @ 72dpi and saved 
as JPEGs. To manually change them all would be very time consuming, not 
to mention boring. Using an action to record all the tasks involved, then 
playing it back as a batch process will allow a single click way of making the 
changes to all 48 images. 

 
The Actions Palette 

 
You use the Actions palette (Window > Actions) to record, play, edit, and 
delete individual actions. This palette also lets you save and load action files. 

 



 
 

Play an action on a file 
 
You can play an action from start to finish, or exclude specific commands 
from an action, or play only a single command. 
If necessary, select objects on which to play the action, or open a file. 

 
• To play an entire single action, select the action name, and click the Play 
button in the Actions palette, or choose Play from the palette menu. 

 
 
 
• To play only a part of an action, select the command from which you want 
to start playing, and click the Play button in the Actions palette, or choose 
Play from the palette menu. 

 
• To play a single command, select the command, and then Ctrl-click 
(Windows) or Command-click (Mac OS) the Play button in the Actions 
palette. You can also press Ctrl (Windows) or Command (Mac OS), and 
double-click the command. 

 
In Photoshop, to undo an action, take a snapshot in the History palette 
before you play an action, and then select the snapshot to undo the action. 

 
Practice Now 

 
• Open an image and play the action ‘Wood Frame’ 
from the default actions set / folder. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Creating actions 

 
Recording actions 

 
Keep in mind the following guidelines when recording actions: 

 
• You can record most—but not all—commands in an action. 

 
• You can record operations that you perform with the Marquee, Move, 
Polygon, Lasso, Magic Wand, Crop, Slice, Magic Eraser, Gradient, Paint 
Bucket, Type, Shape, Notes, Eyedropper, and Colour Sampler tools—as well 
as those that you perform in the History, Swatches, Colour, Paths, 
Channels, Layers, Styles, and Actions palettes. 

 
• Results depend on file and program setting variables, such as the active 
layer and the foreground colour. For example, a 3 pixel Gaussian blur won’t 



create the same effect on a 72ppi file as on a 144ppi file. Nor will Colour 
Balance work on a greyscale file. 

 
When you record actions that include specifying settings in dialog boxes and 
palettes, the action will reflect the settings in effect at the time of the 
recording. If you change a setting in a dialog box or palette while recording 
an action, the changed value is recorded. 

 
Most dialog boxes retain the settings specified at the previous use. Check 
carefully that those are the values you want to record. 

 
Record an action 

 
When you create a new action, the commands and tools you use are added 
to the action until you stop recording. 

 
To guard against mistakes, work in a copy: at the beginning of the action 
before applying other commands, record the File > Save As command and 
select As A Copy (Photoshop). Alternatively, in Photoshop you can click the 
New Snapshot button on the History palette to make a snapshot of the image 
before recording the action. 

 

 
 
• In the Actions palette, click the Create New Action button, or choose New 
Action from the Actions palette menu. 
• Enter an action name, select an action set, and set additional options: 
• Function Key Assigns a keyboard shortcut to the action. You can 
choose any combination of a function key, the Ctrl key (Windows) 
or Command key (Mac OS), and the Shift key (for example, 
Ctrl+Shift+F3), with these exceptions: In Windows, you cannot use 
the F1 key, nor can you use F4 or F6 with the Ctrl key. 
• Note: If you assign an action the same shortcut that is used for a 
command, the shortcut will apply the action rather than the 
command. 

 
• Click Begin Recording. The Begin Recording button in the Actions palette 
turns red. 
Important: When recording the Save As command, do not change the 
filename. If you enter a new filename, that new name is recorded and used 
each time you run the action. Before saving, if you navigate to a different 
folder, you can specify a different location without having to specify a 



filename. 
• Perform the operations and commands you want to record. 
• To stop recording, either click the Stop Playing/Recording button, or 
choose Stop Recording from the Actions palette menu. (In Photoshop, you 
can also press the Esc key.) 
• To resume recording in the same action, choose Start Recording from the 
Actions palette menu. 

 
Practice Now 
• Open any file and create an action that uses File > Automate > fit 
image to alter the image size to fit within 500x500 pixels 
• Then play this action on another image 

 
Change settings when playing an action 

 
By default, actions are completed using the values specified when they were 
originally recorded. So if you cropped an image when you were making the 
action, any following images will be cropped in exactly the same way, i.e. 
same crop area and same position in the frame. 

 
If you want to change the settings for a command within an action, you can 
insert a modal control (See fig. on page 1.) A modal control pauses an 
action so that you can specify values in a dialog box or use a modal tool. So 
for example you could cause the action to pause before the crop is carried 
out, enabling you to alter the crop settings. (A modal tool requires pressing 
Enter or Return to apply its effect—once you press Enter or Return, the 
action resumes its tasks.) 

 
A modal control is indicated by a dialog box icon to the left of a command, 
action, or set in the Actions palette. A red dialog box icon indicates an action 
or set in which some, but not all, commands are modal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Do one of the following: 

 
• To enable a modal control for a command within an action, click the box to 
the left of the command name. Click again to disable the modal control. 
• To enable or disable modal controls for all commands in an action, click 
the box to the left of the action name. 
• To enable or disable modal controls for all actions in a set, click the box to 
the left of the set name. 

 
Practice Now 
• Open any file and create an action that uses the crop tool at fixed 
target size to make a 72x72 pixels thumbnail 
• After you have stopped the action turn on the modal control 
(between the tick and the action name in the actions palette) 



• Then play this action on another image 
 
Exclude commands from an action 

 
You can exclude commands that you don’t want to play as part of a recorded 
action. 

 
• If necessary, expand the listing of commands in the action by clicking the 
triangle to the left of the action name in the Actions palette. 
Then do one of the following: 

 
• To exclude a single command, click to clear the check mark to the left of 
the command name. Click again to include the command. 
• To exclude or include all commands or actions in an action or set, click the 
check mark to the left of the action or set name. 
• To exclude or include all commands except the selected command, Alt- 
click (Windows) or Option-click (Mac OS) its check mark. 
• To indicate that some of the commands within the action are excluded, in 
Photoshop the check mark of the parent action turns red. 

 
 
 
Automating tasks - Processing a batch of files 

Process a batch of files 

The Batch command runs an action on a folder of files. 
When batch-processing files, you can leave all the files open, close and save 
the changes to the original files, or save modified versions of the files to a 
new location (leaving the originals unchanged). 
If you are saving the processed files to a new location, you may want to 
create a new folder for the processed files before starting the batch. 
• Click on the action you want to play as a batch command 
• Go to File > Automate > Batch… 

 
 
 
Batch processing options 

 
Specify these options in the Batch dialog boxes: 



 

 
 

• Override Action “Open” Commands tick this box ONLY IF you have an 
‘Open’ command in your action. If there is not an ‘Open’ step in your 
action, un-tick this box. 

 
• Include All Subfolders Processes files in subdirectories of the specified 
folder. 

 
• Suppress Color Profile Warnings Turns off display of color policy 
messages. 

 
• Suppress File Open Options Dialogs Hides File Open Options dialog 
boxes. This is useful when batching actions on camera raw image files. 
The default or previously specified settings will be used. 

 
• Destination menu Sets where to save the processed files: 

 
• None Leaves the files open without saving changes (unless the 
action includes a Save command). 

 
• Save And Close Saves the files in their current location, 
overwriting the original files. 

 
• Folder Saves the processed files to another location. Click Choose 
to specify the destination folder. 



 

• Override Action “Save As” Commands tick this box ONLY IF you have 
a ‘Save’ command in your action. If there is not a ‘Save’ step in your 
action, un-tick this box. 

 
• File Naming Specifies file naming conventions if writing files to a new 

folder. Select elements from the pop‑   up menus or enter text into the fields 
to be combined into the default names for all files. The fields let you 
change the order and formatting of the components of the file name. You 
must include at least one field that is unique for every file (for example, 
file name, serial number, or serial letter) to prevent files from overwriting 
each other. Starting Serial Number specifies the starting number for any 
serial number fields. Serial letter fields always start with the letter “A” for 
the first file. 

 
IMPORTANT NOTE: please ensure that the file extension (e.g. 
.jpeg, .psd, .tiff, stays at the end of the filename, otherwise the 
file may not be recognised by the software you use later) 

 
• Compatibility Makes file names compatible with Windows, Mac OS, and 
Unix operating systems. 

 
• Error menu Specifies how to handle processing errors: 

 
• Stop For Errors Suspends the process until you confirm the error 
message. 

 
• Log Errors to File Records each error in a file without stopping 
the process. If errors are logged to a file, a message appears after 
processing. To review the error file, open with a text editor after 
the Batch command has run. 

 
Practice Now 
• Play any action you have made on a folder of images 
• Ensure that you know where the processed images are going to be 
saved. 
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