WHAT IS A DIGITAL PICTURE? Instead of using film to record the image, a digital camera uses an imaging sensor (usually a CCD) to capture information about the picture, and processes this information into a digital picture file. This digital picture is then transferred to a computer, or in some cases, transferred directly to a printer. Once saved, a digital picture is a computer file that describes what a photograph should look like. It is made up of tiny dots (pixels) that hold picture information. When these pixels are put together on a grid, like a jigsaw puzzle, they create a photographic image. The more pixels you have, the more detail can be discerned and the gradations of colors and tones will be smoother. Therefore, if all else is equal, a higher resolution camera (more pixels) will deliver better results than a lower resolution camera. 


RESOLUTION: Digital cameras are qualified by the pixel count. A megapixel is equivalent to 1,000,000 pixels. 
· Under One Megapixel: These are considered low-resolution cameras. Their quality limits them to e-mail and web pictures (monitor viewing only) or small snapshot prints. 
· One Megapixel: Cameras with over 1 million pixels can be used for a wider variety of output, including moderately sized prints. 
· Multi-Megapixel: These cameras are capable of much larger prints and professional applications. Any camera offering more than 2 megapixels is good for making prints up to 8x10 inches with near-photographic quality.


REMOVABLE MEMORY: Many cameras offer removable storage media (such as FlashCards and SmartMedia). This is a highly desirable feature, because you can "switch rolls" when the storage media is full, instead of having to stop and download the images to the computer. The memory card can be erased and reused, over and over again. More About Removable Storage Memory.
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LCD MONITORS: A truly wonderful feature of many digital cameras is the LCD monitor. This small screen (usually under two inches) lets you compose the image without having to squint into a viewfinder. It can also be used to review the images you've taken, and decide which ones to keep or delete.

[image: image3.jpg]




TRADITIONAL CAMERA FEATURES: Beyond the filmless nature of digital and the features mentioned above, these cameras share many similar features with traditional film cameras. 
· Lens Choice: A zoom lens offers a number of angles of view in one lens - a big advantage over fixed-lens models. The ratio, or range of the zoom should also be considered, because the greater the range the more creative choices you have. Note: Ignore "digital" zoom figures. This is just digital in-camera cropping, which severely reduces the quality. You're better off shooting with optical zoom and cropping the image in the computer later.
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· Wide Angles: Wide-angle photography is difficult for digital camera manufacturers to achieve, and few offer good wide-angle range. Look for the "35mm Format Equivalents" when comparing the zoom ranges of lenses on digital cameras. 
· Lens Attachments: Some high-end digital cameras offer optical lens attachments, which provide either a wider angle of view, close-up focusing, or greater telephoto capability.
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· Focus System: An autofocus (AF) camera automatically focuses on the subject in the center of the viewfinder. Beware that "focus-free" means that the lens is set at a fixed focusing distance. 
· Focus Lock: This allows you to successfully focus on off-center subjects. This is important because the best compositions usually do not have the main subject in the center of the frame. 
· Flash Modes: Flash exposure modes expand your creative options. 
· Red-Eye Reduction mode reduces the red-eye effect with a pre-flash or lamp prior to exposure. 
· Flash Off comes in handy when photographing in situations when flash is prohibited or would be indiscreet. 
· Fill Flash is used in daylight to soften harsh shadows on the subject's face or illuminate a backlit silhouette.
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· Slow-Sync or Night Flash mode uses both the existing (ambient) and the camera's flash for exposure, giving a more natural look to flash scenes made in low light by extending the exposure to allow the existing light to record on film.

· Exposure Modes: Some high-end cameras offer picture modes that allow you to customize the camera for particular shooting scenarios. These include: 
· Portrait mode turns a busy, distracting background into unfocused softness.
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· Infinity mode sets the lens to focus at infinity, which is helpful when shooting out windows. 
· Close-up mode can be used for pictures of flowers and other close-up subjects.
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· Action mode programs the camera to set as fast a shutter speed as possible and is great for sports or subjects in motion.

· Self-Timer: A nice option for self-portraits or when shooting long exposures on a tripod. 
· Size & Weight: Size and weight are important, because a lighter camera is more likely to be used in everyday situations. However, smaller size and weight usually comes with a higher price tag and fewer features.


COLOR MODES: Some cameras offer some special color modes, such as Neutral, High Contrast or Saturated, Black-and-white, Sepia and more. These can all be mimicked in the computer later, but some people like the convenience of doing it at the time of shooting. 


COMPRESSION CHOICES: Some cameras offer a choice of shooting resolutions and compression options. If you know you aren't going to need the highest quality (for example, you just want pictures for your website), you may choose a lower resolution shooting mode and/or higher compression mode because it takes up less memory. Less memory means you'll be able to take more pictures before having to download or swap memory cards. 


IMAGE QUALITY: This is a more elusive feature of the camera that can't be communicated through "specifications". Your best bet is to read independent user reports and reviews. Click here for a detailed article on what quality factors to look for in a digital camera, including dynamic range, tonal range, sensor noise, blooming, artifacts and more. 


EQUIVALENT ISO NUMBER: Digital cameras as a whole have trouble performing in low light situations. The "equivalent ISO" figures will help you compare their capabilities. A wider range of shutter speeds and faster lenses (f/2.8 compared to f/4) will improve their low-light capability. 


POWER: Digital cameras have an enormous appetite for power, especially if you use the LCD monitor and flash a lot. Rechargeable batteries could save you a lot of money in the long run, but they are not nearly as convenient as popping in a set of AA batteries. The best solution is to have two sets of rechargeable batteries and a high-speed recharger. This means you always have a spare ready, and you don't need to tie up the camera while the batteries are recharging. (Many camera batteries are recharged while in the camera, by plugging the charger into camera body itself.) An external power adapter is a handy accessory as well, especially when downloading the images directly from the camera. 


EASE OF DOWNLOADING: Once you've taken your digital pictures, you'll want to print, work on, email or otherwise share your pictures. Usually this means transferring them to your computer (although a few printers let you go straight from the camera or memory card). You can usually attach the camera to the computer with either a parallel, serial, SCSI or USB port, or in some cases through infrared. A card reader can also be attached to your computer for transferring images from the card without having to attach the camera each time. Special adapters can also convert your floppy or pc drive into a card reader.

