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in the box

I spent just over £50 online, sat back and waited. It was worth the wait. 
Quite a big box disgorges a vast amount of accessories onto my kitchen table. 
Strangely enough, (considering how well it works as a car dash-cam) there’s no 
suction cup or car power supply plug included. And there’s no lens cap supplied - 
but there seems to be one of everything else you can think of. There are ties, very 
powerful sticky pads, brackets and fixings galore. I ordered the black version of 
the camera, but there’s a whole range of different colours available.

Now you may be thinking that this looks to be a very similar spec to 
the SJ1000 camera I tested in these pages a year ago, and you’d be right. The 
thing is that camera and chip development continues apace and this design 
shows many improvements over that first SJ model. I’m tempted to call this the 
'NoPro' because of its marked similarity to that well-known brand, and you may 
be unsurprised to know that very many of the GoPro’s accessories fit this SJ 
perfectly. The waterproof case (UWH) is unique to this camera, but the various 
attachments are completely interchangeable.

first impressions

The SJ4000 feels solid, with tactile surface coverings and buttons and 
sockets that show logical design thought. The lens protrudes by 6mm making 
the beautifully multi-coated front element very vulnerable indeed – such that 
I immediately made a little push-on lens cap from the top of a marker pen, 
enabling me to carry the camera safely in a pocket. Of course, you could use 
the UWH as protection for the whole camera, but flare levels are unavoidably 
increased once inside the case and you’ll have to fit the supplied UWH perforated 
rear door to allow the mic to work properly.

You’ve been thinking your current camcorder is too big and heavy?  
Well - help is at hand ...

The SJ4000 - A mini-marvel in a matchbox-sized package

I
’ll start with my conclusions.  
When I look at the specifications of this little camera and then look at the 
price, I find it hard to believe my eyes.  If I replay its full HD footage through my 
big 55’’ TV I tell you - I am mightily impressed.  This match-boxed size camera 
shoots video and stills with commendable sharpness and great colour. It 
records audio, comes bundled with 20 accessories, can be used as a car dash-
cam, can be used under water, used for time-lapse, and when used for security, 
video recordings can be motion activated.
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Turn the camera over and notice the built-in 1.5” rear LCD 
screen along with its two info LEDs. The screen makes a good 
little viewfinder and you’re presented with loads of peripheral 
information that you’ll need good eyesight to read. Rather delicate 
looking PCB sockets allow you to run HDMI into your TV and USB 
into your computer for charging and data transfer. There’s a micro SD 
card slot and I use a 32 gb class 4 SanDisc, costing all of £7.50. When 
the camera’s connected via HDMI to a monitor it can’t record – it will 
only play back. 

There’s a 900 mAh Lithium-ion rechargeable battery fitted in 
the base. It takes about 4 hours to fully charge from empty using the 
supplied mains charger, and will run the SJ4k in full HD mode for an 
hour and 40 minutes. Replacement batteries cost a whopping £3 but 
unfortunately every time you remove the battery the camera reverts to 
its default time and date settings, a pain.

 a fit-and-forget dash-cam

My car’s ignition powers up the 12v power socket such that 
when the SJ4k is connected up to this via USB it automatically 
starts recording as soon as the ignition is turned on, and saves the 
last file to card when the ignition is shut off. It’s a wonderful fit-
and-forget arrangement as when the card’s full the camera will go 
back to the beginning again, overwriting the files that you haven’t 
manually locked. 

You can choose to record in 3, 5 or 10 minute chunks, and 
there’s a one second overlap between files. If your 12v cigar-lighter 
socket is live at all times you could switch the SJ to detect motion 
and as long as the scene keeps changing, it will carry on recording. 
Insurance companies are starting to give discounts to those that use 
dash-cams to record their every journey, so at this price it’s a ‘why not?’ 
situation. The wide-angle coverage means that with the SJ fitted up 
invisibly behind my rear-view mirror it sees and records everything 
between the two windscreen A pillars.

the menu

There are 21 items to scroll through in a single menu and 
whereas most are quite useful, some are not. The face and smile 
detection are just silly whereas the exposure compensation and 
manual settings for the ISO and white balance are welcome. 

The anti-shake only works for stills, not for movies, but I’d 
suggest you keep scrolling and set up the camera to suit your type of 
shooting. HDR (High Dynamic Range) works well in unblocking the 
shadows, though the sharpness menu settings are reversed – ‘sharp’ is 
actually ‘soft’ and vice versa.

the tekkie bit

The SJ4k uses a very wide-angle lens of about 3mm focal length 
feeding a 2/3’’ CMOS chip. It records full HD of 1920 x 1080 at 30 fps 
in the MOV H.264 format, and uses a respectable 15.3 mbps bit rate. 
There are all sorts of lesser recording settings, but I can’t think why 
you’d bother using them. 

This camera is at least a stop more sensitive than the previous 
SJ1k and it records everything I can see in very low light. Grainy, 
admittedly, but that’s to be expected.

Being such a capable little camera I’m surprised that the 
Chinese manufacturer feels the need to exaggerate. The lens doesn’t 
have a 170 degree field of view as claimed – my geometry tests show 
it to be about 115 degrees. It’s also claimed that the camera will shoot 
1280 x 720 at 60 fps, but mine only manages 30 fps, simply recording 
every frame twice. The claimed 12 mp CMOS sensor seems a bit of an 
exaggeration too. In the stills mode the camera is just interpolating 
from the 5 mp 2592 x 1944 to give you ever larger file sizes.

The camera shoots everything at its f/1.8 maximum aperture, 
exposure being controlled by varying the shutter speed from 
1/30th sec to 1/13000th sec and the ISO settings from 50 to 900. The 
transitions from light to dark in a pan are smooth, with no obvious 
steps along the way. 

performance

To check out this little camera I shot a lot of comparison stills. I 
set my Canon 60D to 4.5 mp resolution and fitted it with the Tokina 11 
– 16 mm f/2.8 zoom set at 11 mm (17.5 mm equivalent on a full frame 
SLR). I set the SJ4k at 5 mp stills, fitted it into the DSLR’s hot shoe and 
took a lot of simultaneous pictures. 

Very interesting; I wish we had space here to show the results. 
For perspective I’m putting a £55 camera up against an £1100 camera, 
so there’s no contest, right? Well look - for a start the field of views 
matched almost exactly. The SJ exhibits pronounced barrel distortion 
but has zero chromatic aberration – unlike the Tokina. Both images 
matched for sharpness except at the edges, where the SJ trounced 
the Canon, though at big enlargements I could see the SJ was using 
electronic sharpening. Colour, flare and contrast were equal. I am 
impressed; on a 24’’ monitor it was very difficult to choose a winner. 

As a little movie camera the SJ4k is a delight. There’s no mic-in 
socket but the built-in mic does a commendable job, and even tightly 
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encased within its UWH it records close-up speakers clearly. The CMOS chip 
gives the usual jelly-wobble when I hit bumps on my bike, but then so too 
does the 6x more expensive GoPro. The 30 fps HD footage is easily edited 

and is sharp enough to withstand post-production image 
stabilisation. There’s no hint of image vignetting when used 
in its UWH but flare is understandably increased. Images are 
sharp from 7’’ to infinity regardless of the lighting conditions.

conclusions 

I really like using this little camera and seeing its 
results on a big TV never fails to impress. At this price it’s 
almost disposable; it can replace your GoPro and be put in 
harm’s way almost with impunity. Filmmakers are using this 
camera to make some very interesting action films and a 
YouTube search will bring up lots of them. 

The huge variety of supplied bracketry means 
it’s very easy to attach the camera to a pole, so useful 
for those wishing to film themselves doing crazy stunts 
and for trainers to walk along poolside filming swimmers 
from above and below the water. On a day out to the 
seaside I thought for two seconds, then picked up the 
SJ4000, leaving behind my Canon 60D, my Panasonic 
SD900, my Sony NX5. I came home with the view through 
the windscreen, movies and stills shot on the beach, a 
timelapse sequence of the funfair’s big wheel and I didn’t 
have arm-ache in the slightest.
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These two pictures show how 
closely matched the SJ4000 and the crop 
sensor Canon 60D are; the latter being 
fitted with a Tokina 11-16 mm zoom.  The 
Canon has been set to take 5 mp images 
to even the score somewhat, but of course 
its 18mp sensor will allow it to take far 
more detailed pictures should you wish.  
Even so, the tiny SJ4000 – sitting in the 

Canon’s hot shoe as you can see 
- acquits itself well, and studying the 
comparison pictures in Photoshop (I 
took very many) shows the SJ to be fitted 
with a very sharp lens indeed.  In many 
outdoor images such as this, the SJ’s 
barrel distortion is difficult to spot. 

 
The SJ4000 puts a cyan cast into 

the sky but its contrast handling (in 
the HDR mode) is excellent.  Its picture 
is hyped somewhat by the electronic 
sharpening, but this can be deleted in the 
camera’s menu.  The SJ4000 shoots wide 
open remember, so this is f/1.8 vs f/8 
with a 20:1 price differential, making the 
comparison even more impressive.

Both cameras were set at 200 ISO 
and a tripod was used.
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