digital cameras

Reliability & repairs

Don't pay for an extended warranty or for some fixes

igital cameras are among
the more reliable products
we track in annual product-
reliability surveys conducted by the
Consumer Reports National Research
Center. Fewer than 10 percent require
repairs in their first three or four years
of life. Brand-to-brand differences are
generally modest. But statistics won't
help if you're among the unlucky camera
owners who will wrestle with a repair
Ifyou have a broken camera, or Worry
that you'll end up with one, here's what
you need to know:

THE WORD ON WARRANTIES

Most cameras come with a one-year
parts-and-labor warranty A significant
exclusion, however is damage from drop-
ping or otherwise mistreating the camera.

Nonetheless, three out of four cwners of
broken cameras that were covered under
the factory warranty reported that the
warranty was honored completely.

About 15 percent of people who
bought a digital camera bought an ex-
tended warranty for it, according to an-
other of our surveys. But such coverage
for cameras, as for most other products, ig
generally a poor buy. Survey respondents
who bought extended warranties paid an
average of $50. Those who did not have
warranty coverage and paid for a camera
repair spent an average of $120. So with a
warranty you're essentially spending
$50 to protect yourself from payving for a
repair that would cost only about $70
more, on average, and has just a 1-in-10
probability of occurring,

CR’s take. Skip the extra warranty

How brands compare

Digital cameras are generally refiable,
but their repair record doses vary
somewhat by brand and type, Data
culted from more than 221,000
responses about cameras from our.
Annual Product Reliability Survey show
that most brands of point-and-shoot
types and also SLRs have differed in
refiability score by fewer than the 3
poinis that’s statistically meaningful.
However, among SLR brands, Canon
and Olympus have been more reliable than
Nikon. In the point-and-shoot category,
Panasonic has had a meaningful difference
in reflability over Pentax and Vivitar,
Overall by type, there's no meaningfui
difference in refiability between SLRs and
point-and-shoots,
Models within a brand may vary, and
changes In design or manufacture may
affect refiabifity.

This graph shows the percentage of digital cameras bou
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ght between 2004 and 2007 that have ever heen regaived

or had a serfous problem, Differences of fower than 3 points are niot meaningful. Data are based on more than
221000 responses about digital cameras 1o the Annual Product Ratiability Survey conducted by the Consumer

Reports National Research Center and have been

to alimi differences linked to age and use,

coverage. Instead, consider no-cost ways
to extend coverage, including buying with
a credit card. Many preminm cards ex-
tend factory warranties forup to a vear,

WEIGHING A REPAIR

If your camera quits working or starts
acting up, first try troubleshooting. In ad-
dition to consulting the user manual, try
online forums. They might provide a do-
it-yourself fix or allow you to read about
others’ experiences and find out what a
repair might cost, without having to pay
for an estimate. Such a fee is required at
some repair shops.

As arule, don't make a repair if the hill
will come to more than half the cost of re-
placing the camera. Even if the bill will be
less, you might not want to fix a camera
that’s more than three or four years old,
especially if it’s a point-and-shoot. A
replacement probably will have better
performance and features. Repairs might
be worth considering for older SLRs,
however, especially if you've invested in a
number of lenses that may not work as
well with a replacement camera body,
even of the same brand (check with the
camera manufacturer). Repairs are prob-
ably worthwhile for one- to two-year-old
cameras of all types.

How guickly you want or need the
camera may factor into vour decision.
Among survey respondents who repaired
a camera not covered by a warranty, de-
lays were the biggest complaint; more than
40 percent of fixes took more than two
weeks, One in five owners complained of
excessive repair costs. Overall, 57 percent
of such respondents were highly satisfied,
arate that's better than that of computers
but lower than that of TVs.

Ifyou decide on a repair, you might be
able to find one of the dwindling number
of camera shops that fix cameras.
Otherwise, you'll need to contact the
manufacturer and ship the camera fo an
authorized repair center,
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Mcommendatinns
The Ratings list modeis by overall perfor-
mance, & ks stand out for their
combination of price and performance, or
other reasons noted. For some models, we
note successors that we haven't vet fested
and whether they offer more or less than
the 200 to 300 or so shots per charge and
2z inches or so of LCD screen of most 1% Canon i% Canon
tested models. Several Olvmpus point-
and-shoot and Canon subcompact models .
were discontinued as we went to oress, !ﬂt*‘and‘ShOOt Cameras
and their successors dida't arrive in time
; to be tested for this report, * Avsilabifity Most models at stores through Segtember 2008, i e 6 E’; ? ,:D
j Within types, in performance order. key numbers indicate Quick Bicks,
* Sony (12 MP) $300 & £
Z Sony (7 MP) $280 - ; £ . 25, 2 S %
These have the best image quality among % = % ‘% _“;‘
the subcompacts, along with excellent = o % 5 2 = §
next-shot delay and dynamic range. (1) z Prew e D = £z
has an extremely high maximum SO while SUBCOMPACT CAMERAS For those who need  camers
maintaining best guality, making it well- ‘ . . Lk . )
suited for shooting in low fight without a # Somy Cybershot DSCW200 $300 [N S - Rol T W Tt
flash, and above-average battery life, % Seny Cyber-shot DSCTT0 . 280 B8 Tixmsmspgmeg i
It a?t‘sesrﬁas; an egtzcaf v;ewf?mde{ {:&ESQ 3 éaggggm‘f%ﬁ%@i58a5ﬂ 250 R Y T T o
available: the newer Sony Cyber-shot !
DSC-W300, $350, with 13.6 megapixels Pentax Optio 719 720 8 s noecee i
and a slightly larger LCD.) (2) is the best Kodak EasyShare MB53 120 S o eas e
subcompact for first-shot defay and has &  Hikon Cooipix L1? 170 Tt nCgasas °
the biggest {‘Bmfsh} LCD. It aéioateamresa 7 Samsung NVI0 260 B 0sx0emmg .
nontelescoping lens and a Smile Shutter . 5
mode. Both cameras have face detection. 8 Hikon Coolpix L15 140 § St nceemn B
9 Sawmsung NV3 210 § Tt o egoas
Best ‘m“ef comeras for fess: 10 Kodak EasyShare HE83 180 8s o oeam .
iﬁiii*ﬁl; )szzéo 11 HP Photosmart R742 150 TSRO e®™O
Each offers advantages that compensate 12 skl 130 ¢ Tsxocees = 5
for their shortcomings, which inciude 13 Sanyo VPCT700 100 S T4 3O00Ce s
fonger first-shot defays and fower image COMPACY CAMERAS for those who want the basics 4 2 1o
quality than the Sonys (1, 2). (4) has the 4 Canon PoverShot AG50 1S 350 IR |2 14 om0 m @ s e
longest zoom (7x) by far among the sub- . = z A s
compacts, though battery life (at 180 Canon Powershot A720 15 tsnsose ; °
shols per charge) and the maximum 1S0 Canon PowerShot 69 tiasoeg: * *
setting (80) that yields shots with best 17 Hikon Coolpix P5100 Z Bihege & ¢ = *
quality is below most other tested camer- 18 Samsung NY20 A N 3 .
as. (5} is a fine value with excellent next- o Canon PowerShot DTG = ¥ .
shot delay, TS ELPH P Bike e s @
PO
Best compacts for most people: 20 g;’?;ﬁ%?f i 263008 m &
Canen (12 MP) 5350 21 Kodak EasyShare V1253 AL N el X .8
Canon (8 MP) $180, CR Best Buy 22 Samsung i85 270 8 8 s mmpmm *
Canon (8 MP) $300 23 Fujfitm FinePix 5014 230 B 25ROO M s e
All are among the best compacts for | pu o e 210 B Tenomgm
mage quality and versatifity. (14) and (15) ] i ——
have viewfinders, éx zcom, and manual 25 HP Photosmart M137 140 K T8 080
controls and focus. (14) has very good 26 HP Photosmart R937 2 LA Saiey F_8
next-shot delay, allows use of 4 fairty high 27 Fujfilm FinePix F480 130 AR Rer-n - - g #
max?mum 150 setting (400) Wfth best 28 Samsung NV7 0PS 230 o E-T-2-T- 0 i .
quality, and has exceflent dynamic range . T - =
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Guide to the Ratings

Overall score is based mainly on image quality, the presence of useful features, battery life,
and weight. Displayed scores are rounded; models are listed in order of precise overall score.
Megapixels is the number of pixels, in millions, on the senson Weight includes battery and
inciuded memory. Optical zoom refers to the ratio of focal tenglhs in the camera's lens. lmage
quality combines analytical tests and expert judgments on a reference monitor of images made
with each camera’s best resolution and compression settings. Image-quality scores are not
comparabie with SLR scores, which are factored different! v. First-shot delay (often referred to
a5 shytfer sas;; is how guickly the camers can take its first shot once powered up. The fastest
teok about ¥ second; the siowest took 1 second or longern Next-shot delay is how quickly the
b erg can take s next photo, Less than 2 seconds is excelient: fess than 3, very good; less
an 5, good; and less than 7, fair, Versatility is our assessment of a camera’s physical controls,
useful features, menu system, and the degree fo which you can adjust specific settings.
Dynamic range uses analytical tests to indicate how wide a range of dark, middle, and light
5 & camera can caplure in & single scene, while stiil being able to produce a good-guality
. Max. !SO wiih best quaﬁty mdécatas th@ h’f’has* 150 settmg you can se ect and still

L

1" or tiny spots of ra!se color) and mdifates whssh models shou! d excel in low-! gh smr
- image stabilizer shows which modals have that steadying feature. Face detection
aces and automatically sets the focus, exposure, and color balance. Wide angle shows
ave g lens thal rooms as wide as the equivalent of a 28mm filmecamera lens, Manual
centrods fet you adjust shutter speed and lens opening, Price is approximate retail.

Canon

Quick Picks, continued

and an exceptionally long batlery life (500
shotsh. s also one of the few compacts
with a swiveling LCD. (15), the lightest
camera of this group, has an uﬁusuaiiy
long battery life (400 shotsy, and very
good next-shot delay and dynamic range.
(19} has very good first-shot delay, excel-
tent next-shot delay, and excellent dynam-
ic range. 's very small, if 3 bit heavy, for a
compact and has a 3.8x zoom with wide-
angle capability and a 2.9-inch LCD. But it
lacks a viewfinder.

For flexible editing and composition:
Canon (12 MP) $460

This fuil-featured compact has very good
image quality and next-shot delay, good
first-shot delay, and very good dynamic
range, and it allows use of a fairly high
maximum iSO setting (400) while main-
taining best image guality. It also has a éx
zoom, manual controls, manual focus,
optical viewfinder, and face detection
Uniike its predecessor (the PowerShot
G7), it has RAW-file capability and a
2.9-inch LCD.

if a long zoom is a priority:

Sony (8 MP) $390

Sony (8 MP) $250, CR Best Buy

} Panasonic (8 MP) $310

Canon (8 MP) 5230, CR Best Buy

All are fine performers that offer at least
i0x zoom. The Sony (30) has a 2.9-inch
LCD that swivels, a night shooting mode,
and a lens thal zooms while shooting
video. (Also available: the 9-megapixel
Cyber-shot DSC-H50, 5400, with noise-
reduction feagtures and Smile Shutter
mode.) The Sony (31) is less expensive,
lighter, and much more compact than it
brandmate, but it has a smaller zoom
range and no viewfinder or swiveling LCD.
(Also avallable: the 8-megapixel, Cyber-
shot DSC-HIO, $300, with a 3-inch LCDY)
(33) has the largest zoom range in this
group and is the only model in this group
with RAW-file capability. (35) is Canon's
first budget superzoom and uses AA bat-
teries, getting an unususally high 400
shots per charge. But it lacks a viewfinder.
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digital cameras

SLRs

Performance is high
but can vary a lot

ven the lowest-cost single-lens
E reflex cameras are faster and can

handle most
challenging conditions
better than point-and-
shoot cameras. But our
latest tests still found
real performance differ-
ences among the 16
SLEs we tested.

Basic leaders. Among
basic SLEs, the top-rated
Nikon D80, $900, stood out for its all-round
performance, including excellent ability to
capture a wide range of dark and light
tones and the ability to minimize image
flaws in low light at 18O settings up to 1600.

performance

Get focused on

The quality of the SLR lens you use
profoundly affects the resulting image
quality. But the variety of lenses available
can be confusing, Here's how to shop:

Consider buying just the camera. if
you slready own compatible tenses con-
sider an SLR without a lens (body onfy). It
will cost tess and vou can buy other lenses
ister. A caveat: if you use lenses from a
fitm SLR or oider digital SLR with a new
model, depending on how old they are,
the lenses might not autofocus or offer all
metering options. Most SLRs are also bun-
died with at least one lens, known as a "kit
lens.” Bought separately, such jenses typi- |
cally cost S150 to $300. Kits are less
expensive than buying the camera body
and it iens separately, but kit lenses,
though competent, might not perform as
weit as many other lenses,

Match the lens type to your needs.
e most common types of bundled
lznses are zooms, with adjustable focal

Choose an SLR
if you need:
= Very high-quafity images
# Quick response :
= Better fow-light

# Great versatility
= A lot of creative control

- lenses range from

Yet almost as impressive and far less
expensive was the Ulympus Evolt B-410,
£450, which also main-
tained image quality up to
- IBO 1600 (The Evolt
E-410 may be hard to

find. A successor, the
E-420, 8500, was set fo
sixip this spring.)

Rare excellence. Two
adwvanced SLRs were
aizme in producing excel-
lent images. The Nikon D300, $1,800, was
by far the best SLR for shooting handheld
in low light without a flash because of its
ability to maintain image guality at ISO
settings up o 3200. Both the D300 and the

lenses

lengths. Telephoto
300mm, 2

oms, such as 75mm fo
it subjects; wide-angtes
such as 12m m are for wider shots,
Fixed (or pr have g focal length
you can't adjust, have belter image gquality
and tan aut mare guickly than zooms
of similar focal lengths. and cost fess.
Consider the camera. A fens's effective
focal length is aiso determined by the mag-
n factor of the SLR with which it is

VARIETY Zoom

wide to telephots,

Canon EOS 40D Digital,

%1,300, can produce im-

ages with exceptional tonal
gradations and wide color ranges.
With its low cost, the EOS 40D was our
only Quick Pick for an advanced SLR.

A pair of low-light weaklings. Two
SLRs with prices that belied their perfor-
mance in low light were the basic Sigma
SD14, $1.300, and the advanced Sony
DSLR-AT700, $1,400. They were able to
minimize image flaws only up to a sensi-
tivity of ISO 400. That's subpar for an
SLR and lower than even two of the rated
point-and-shoots. Also, the SD14’s image
quality was bested by several SLRs cost-
ing less than half as much,

used. Most Nikon SURs have 2 1.5x% factor,
which changes the effective focal length
of a 50mm lens to 75mm. An Olympus
SLRs 2x factor would change a 50mm
lens to 100mm. For more details, see the
camera maker's Web site. (Some pricey
professional SLRs, not included in our
tests, have a Ix magnification factor)
Weigh brand, quality, and cost. Major
camera manufacturers offer their own
brands of lenses. Prices can run from
hundreds to fhousands for the bhest,
which minimize the light vou need for
crisp images. But for many cameras,
there are alsc less expensive lenses,
from brands like Tamron and Sigma. And
even among brand-name lenses, thers
can be significant price differences.
Lenses sold with a manufaciurer’s war-
ranty that's valid in the US. cost more
than imported, so-called gray-market
lenses, which might have a warranty not
valid in the U.S. ¥
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Features trickle ap. We've also
noticed a continuing migration of features
from point-and-shoots up to SLRs. The
most conspicuous, live view, is now found
on half of the tested SLRs. SLR newcomer
Sony has made the live view feature on ity
10-megapixel DSLR-A300, $700, perform
more like that of a point-and-shoot by
speeding up the camera’s ability to auto-
focus when yon compose on the LCD. We
haven't tested the DSLR-A300.

Face detection, now widespread in
point-and-shoots, has shown upin a
couple of SLRs, including one rate
model, the Panasonic Lumix DMC-L10.
More SLRs are also using 8D and SDHC
memory cards. Even as SLEs become
more like poini-and-shoots, conspicuous
functional differences remain between
the two groups, such as image and view-
finder quality and body construction,
which is why we score them differently.

SLR enhancements continue. One
of our Quick Picks, the basic Olympus
Evolt E-510, has several metering
systems, including two special spot
meters, And systems for removing dust
from internal sensors, features only SLRs
need, have become far more common,

Every few weeks, it seems, a manu-
facturer tries to leapfrog the pack with a
smaller, improved, higher-resolution
SLR. Canon recently shipped the $800,
12-megapixel Rebel XSi, successor to the
Rebel XTi, adding live view and the color
and tone-enhancing capability found in
the EOS 40D. Nikon recently expanded
its basic SLR line with the 750, 10-mega-
pixel D60, which has sensor-cleaning
technology that its D40x lacks, We'll be
testing both of these models soon.

HOW TO CHOOSE

Select an SLR level, If you're thinking
of trading up from a point-and-shoot, a
basic SLE is the place to start. There are
fewer controls, easier-to-read graphic
interfaces, and fewer options, Advanced
SLRs are more rugged, weather-resistant,
and versatile, but also bulkier and heavier
Many of their features can be daunting if
you're not highly experienced.

Know the system and brand, When
vyou buy an SLR, you're potentially buy-
ing into a family of lenses and integrated

accessories, such as external flashes,
Those from the camera maker are often
pricier than ones made by other compa-
nies, but they will be compatible and will
take full advantage of the camera'’s
features. Olympus and Panasonic SLEs
are exceptions. They use a system known
as “four thirds” that ensures compatibil-
ity with standardized components made
by other manufacturers.

Don’t scrimp on performance, While
all the 5L.Rs we tested are competent,
narrow your choice to those models thar
are at least very good for image quality
and versatility and can shoot to at least
800 IS0 without image flaws. That
includes most rated models. Battery life
is important too: most better performers
offered more than 400 shots per charge,

Know about IS. Image stabilization, a
technology found on most point-and-
shoots and SLRs, compensates for shake
in 2 handheld camera. It lets you use a
slower shutter speed while minimizing
blur, although it won't compensate for a
subject's motion. There are two IS types:
lens-based ("1 in the Ratings) and body-
based ("B”in the Ratings).

Lens-based stabilization is used by
Canon, Fujifilm, Nikon, Panasonic, and

Sigma. Using it requires a lens with built-
in IS, which costs more than one without,
ézﬁ h%% *?3.&31{:2 @m tzsed stabiliza-
: the other

. used by
built into
455 used with
2-angle lenses
3, gets the
¥ because
lenses. Of
iech way to

es. Decide
= need. For

W, 30 that
hard-to-
» consider:
3 Ca pports and
15 one of the fow models with

Get some hands-am experience, Go
10 & Store and 22t & fe he SLR youre |
Tine Make sure i s comifortable to

e
h &nd that a1 buttons

TLC for your SLR

Here's how to keep vour SLR humming,

Keep the sensor clean. Because SLR

lenses can be taken off the camera, dust
can easily enter the body and produce
spots on your photos—even in models that
have bullt-in sensor cleaning. For ciean-

ing, a camera under warranty should be

sent directly to the manufacturer, A cam-

era repair shop is fine for one not under 3
warranty. If you have the expertise to

clean a camera yourself, read the manual
closely and never touch the sensor.

Keep the lens clean. To remove dust

or dirt, use 3 hand-operated biower,

microfiber cloth, or a fens-cleaning solu- -

tion and a lint-free lens tssue, Never use
abrasives or solvents.

Update software. SLRs use builtin

software, called firmware, which is often
updated online to fix bugs or add features,
Check the manufacturers site periodicalty,

30 CONSUMERREPORTS @ JuLy 2008« Expert « Independent Neonprofit

COVER UP For $50 to S80, rubber
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SLR cameras

* Avaifability Most modeis at stores ihmug‘ﬁ early fall,

Within types, in performance order, key numbers indicate Qulek Picks.
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Guide to the Ratings
Overall score is for the botdy only and based mainly on
baftery iife. Fiash, viewfinder, weight, and body construc
are rounded; models are listed i order of precise ov
in millions, on the sensor Welght is for the bog i
quality combines anaiytical tests ang expert judgments
the camera’s best resotution and compression. Dynamic
factors, Versatility is cur assessment of a camera’s hysical
and the degree to which You can adjust settings. Dynaemse o
range of dark, middle, and light tones a camera Caphires
quality image and fine detail. Max. 150 with bagt guality
produce a goud-quality image. it's based on analytica
s of false color) and Indicates which models she
of high-resolution photos taken with the batteries st
ge stabilization a camers uses, lens-based (L3
W oon the camera’s LOD, as you would on a p
only, except for these bundled-kit lenses: Pans
2% (10,163 18-55mum, For models that don't com
o the equivalent of 3 kit fens, Modeis were teoss

T memory card, tmage
tor of images made with
S0 for best quality are
festures, menu system,
81 to indicate how wide &
te still producing a good-
est 150 setting that can
aws {unwanted “grain” or
Battery fife is the number
image stabiizer shows which type of
a5 L Live view lets you compose
Brice & approvimate retail for the
Nikon (7) 18-55mm, and
. BXpect to pay $150 to $300
50-mm, same-brand lens,

P

mommendations

Most models were fine overall performers,
Image-quality scores aremt comparahle
with those of point-and-shoots because the
two types are factored di ferently. Based on
data from our igtest subscriber survey,
Olympus, Canon, Fujifilm, and Nikon have
been very refiable SLR brands for the past
few vears. The Ratings list modals by over-
all performance. ¢ considers fac-
tors such as price and availability.

For a basic SLR:

> Olympus (10 MP) 8550
& Nikon (10 MP) $630

The Olympus has a through-the-tens, live-
view LCD with autofocus and 10x magrifica-
tion, useful for manual focus. it has hard-
ware-based dust removal, spot metering
with a shadow- and hightight-based spot,
and unfimited continuous shooting with HO-
guality JPEG. (Also available in July: the
E-520.) The Nikon has spot metering and in-
camera image correction, such as cropping
and filter effects, plus software-based dust
removal. if can also shoot thres frames per
second, continuousty, for up to 100 JPEG
images. it's a better vaiue for most than its
more rugged sibling, (1. Both of these Guick
Picks aiso have older siblings that are good
values, though the Olympus (4) lacks its
brandmate's buili-in image stabilizer and
the Nikon (7) has lower resolution 6 mega-
pixelsy than its successor, (Also available:
the Nikon D60, $750, which has an image-
stabilized kit zoom lens.y Both have a mostly
plastic body, making them lightweight for
SLRs, but botentially more vuinerable o
rough handling,

For a more advanced SL®:

Canon (10 MP) $1,300

This has excellent image gquality and
dynamic rangs at an attractive price. (it's
also avallable with 3 28-135mm kit zoom
lens for $1500. It has & maximum IS0
with best quality of 800 and is Vary versa-
tile. It has live view with autofocus, for
composing shots directly on the 3-inch
LCD, with an option of 5x or 10x magnifi-
cation. There are also burst modes of 6.5
frames per second for up to 75 JPEGs or
up to 17 RAW files. The exterior ic made of
a magnesium alloy, making the camera a
bit heavier, and potentially tougher, than
most basic SLRs. There's a hardware- and
software-based dust-cleaning system, And
its 14-bit A/D converter can produce imag-
es with finer tona gradations and wider
color ranges than earlier Canon models.
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