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Nikon D3500 Review: A CNET Style Deep Dive into the Entry Level DSLR

When Nikon first introduced the D3500 in 2018, it was a bold statement that the brand was committed to making
photography accessible to everyone. The camera promised a compact body, an impressive battery life, and a
user friendly interface—all while delivering the image quality that Nikon enthusiasts had come to expect. In this
comprehensive review, we’'ll walk through the Nikon D3500’s design, features, performance, and value, drawing on
insights from CNET’s own hands on experience and comparing the camera to its peers in the entry level DSLR
market. Whether you're a beginner looking to step up from a smartphone or a seasoned photographer on a budget,
this article will help you decide if the Nikon D3500 is the right camera for you.
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The Nikon D3500’s exterior is a study in minimalist elegance. Its compact, lightweight body (just 0.76 Ibs or 343
grams) is a stark contrast to many DSLR counterparts that weigh well over a pound. The camera’s plastic
construction is sturdy yet light, with a rubberized grip that feels comfortable even during long shooting sessions.
While the body is not weather sealed, it's surprisingly robust for a beginner grade DSLR, and Nikon’s ergonomic
design makes it easy to hold in one hand.

Control Layout

One of the standout features highlighted by CNET is the D3500’s intuitive control scheme. The camera offers a

single main dial for shutter speed and a secondary dial for aperture, eliminating the need to juggle multiple controls.

The menu system is organized into a “Wizard” mode that guides new users through basic settings, and a “Manual”

mode that gives full creative control. This dual mode approach ensures that both novices and experienced
photographers can navigate the camera with ease.

Display & Viewfinder

The 3 inch, 921 k dot rear LCD is bright and sharp, making it suitable for shooting in a variety of lighting conditions.
The built in viewfinder, though not as bright as higher end models, offers a 95% coverage and 0.7x magnification—
adequate for most portrait and landscape compositions. CNET praised the D3500's viewfinder as “simple yet



functional,” noting that it does not detract from the overall shooting experience.

Durability & Portability

Thanks to its lightweight design, the D3500 is highly portable. Whether you're traveling, hiking, or attending a family
event, the camera’s compact form factor makes it a convenient companion. However, the absence of built in image
stabilization and weather sealing means you'll need to rely on lenses for vibration control and take extra
precautions in harsh environments.

Image Quality & Sensor Performance

The Nikon D3500 is powered by a 24.2 megapixel APS C DX format CMOS sensor, coupled with Nikon’'s EXPEED 4
image processor. This combination delivers impressive image quality across a range of ISO settings.

Low Light Performance

In low light conditions, the D3500 shines with an effective 1ISO range of 100-25,600. CNET's tests demonstrated
that the camera maintains clean, detailed images even at ISO 3,200. While noise begins to creep in at the upper
end, the overall noise floor remains manageable for most users. The sensor’'s high resolution also allows for
generous cropping without significant loss of detail.

Dynamic Range & Color Reproduction

Dynamic range is a critical metric for any photographer. The D3500 offers a dynamic range of approximately 7.8
stops, which is respectable for an entry level DSLR. This allows you to capture both bright highlights and deep
shadows without excessive clipping. In terms of color, Nikon’s color science delivers vibrant yet natural skin tones.
The camera’s RAW format provides ample latitude for post processing, while JPEGs are sharp and color accurate
straight out of the camera.

Lens Compatibility

Because the D3500 uses the Nikon F mount, it has access to a vast library of lenses—from wide angle prime
lenses to telephoto zooms. CNET highlighted the D3500’s compatibility with Nikon’'s DX format lenses, which are
often more affordable than their FX counterparts. Additionally, third party manufacturers such as Sigma, Tamron,
and Tokina also produce lenses that work flawlessly with the D3500, giving users plenty of options to suit their
shooting style and budget.

Autofocus & Shooting Modes

The Nikon D3500's autofocus system is built around a 11 point AF system, with a single cross type sensor at the
center. While this might seem modest compared to the 51 point systems found on higher end models, the D3500's
AF performance is more than adequate for everyday photography.

AF Performance

CNET’s review noted that the camera’s autofocus is quick and accurate in well lit conditions. However, in low light or
high contrast scenes, the 11 point system can struggle to maintain focus, especially when using fast lenses. The
camera’s “AF Assist” feature helps by illuminating the AF sensor, but users should be mindful that the D3500 is not
designed for fast action photography.

Shooting Modes

For beginners, the D3500 offers a “Guide” mode that walks users through basic settings and shooting techniques.
Once you're comfortable, you can switch to “Manual” mode for full creative control. The camera also supports



several scene modes—including Portrait, Landscape, Sports, and Night—each pre configured to optimize exposure
and focus for specific situations. These modes are handy for users who prefer a “point and shoot” experience without
fiddling with settings.

Video Capabilities

While the Nikon D3500 is primarily marketed as a stills camera, it does offer solid video functionality. The camera
records 1080p Full HD video at 30 frames per second, with a 3 inch LCD that can be tilted for better framing. CNET
praised the D3500’s video quality as “clean and crisp,” noting that the image is sharp and the color grading is
pleasing out of the box.

Audio & Microphone Input

One limitation is the lack of an external microphone jack. Audio is captured via the camera’s built in microphone,
which is adequate for casual vlogging or family events but falls short for professional video work. Users looking for
higher audio fidelity will need to use an external recorder or invest in a later model with a microphone input.

Video Features

The camera includes basic video features such as manual exposure controls, focus peaking, and a 3 point focus
assist. However, it does not support 4K recording, nor does it offer advanced video modes such as slow motion or
time lapse. For hobbyists or beginners who only need standard HD video, the D3500 is perfectly suitable.

Battery Life & Power Management

One of the most celebrated aspects of the Nikon D3500 is its battery life. Powered by a single EN-EL15a
rechargeable battery, the camera can shoot up to 1,550 frames on a single charge—an impressive figure that
makes it ideal for travel, weddings, and other long duration shooting sessions.

Power Saving Features

The D3500 offers several power saving modes, including a “Long Exposure” mode that automatically turns off the
sensor after a preset time to prevent overheating. The camera also has a “Sleep” mode that activates after 30
seconds of inactivity, conserving battery life during breaks.

Charging & Replacement

Charging the EN-EL15a battery is straightforward—use the included USB cable to connect to a computer or USB
charger. The battery’s lifespan is robust, with many users reporting over 3,000 charge cycles before noticing a
significant drop in performance. When the battery does eventually fail, Nikon offers a replacement battery for a
modest price, ensuring the camera’s longevity.

Connectivity & Smart Features

The Nikon D3500 is equipped with Wi Fi connectivity, allowing users to transfer images to a smartphone or tablet
via Nikon’s SnapBridge app. This feature is particularly useful for social media sharing or quick backups.

SnapBridge & Remote Control

SnapBridge pairs the camera with a mobile device, enabling remote shooting, live view, and image transfer. CNET
noted that the app’s interface is intuitive, though the pairing process can be a bit slow on older smartphones. Once
connected, users can adjust settings, preview images, and even view the live view feed on their device.



Bluetooth & NFC

The D3500's Bluetooth and NFC capabilities facilitate quick pairing with mobile devices, reducing the need for
cables. While these features are useful, they're not essential for everyday photography, and users who don't rely on
mobile connectivity can ignore them.

Pricing & Value Proposition

When the Nikon D3500 launched, it was priced at $499 for the body alone, with a kit that typically included a
18 55mm /3.5 5.6 VR lens for around $599. This price point places the D3500 firmly in the entry level DSLR
category, offering a compelling value for its features.

Cost vs. Competitors

Comparatively, the Canon EOS Rebel T7i (now 800D) and Sony Alpha a6000, both competitors in the same
segment, are priced slightly higher—usually around $600-$700 for the body. The D3500’s lower price, combined
with its strong battery life and solid image quality, makes it an attractive option for budget conscious photographers.

Resale Value

While the D3500 is a budget camera, Nikon’s brand reputation helps maintain decent resale value. Users can
expect to recover roughly 50-60% of the original cost after a few years, especially if the camera remains in good
condition.

Pros & Cons

Pros

« Exceptional battery life (up to 1,550 shots per charge)

* Compact, lightweight body (ideal for travel)

e Intuitive control layout with a “Guide” mode for beginners

e 24.2 megapixel APS C sensor delivers sharp, detailed images
¢ Wide lens compatibility (Nikon F mount, third party lenses)
Affordable price point for a full frame DSLR experience

* Wi Fi connectivity for easy image transfer

Cons

e No built in image stabilization (reliant on lens stabilization)

* No weather sealing—requires careful handling in harsh conditions

¢ Limited autofocus points (11 point system may struggle in low light)
« No 4K video recording or advanced video features

* No external microphone input for audio capture

e LCD is not touch enabled, limiting quick adjustments

Comparison with Similar Models

Below is a quick comparison of the Nikon D3500 against two popular entry level DSLRs and an mirrorless
alternative, highlighting key differences that may influence your purchase decision.
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